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Reform Act'' which establishes and codifies children’s rights
including a right to preventive services.'*> Case law in New
York State also seems to suggest the NYSBA method of resolving
interests/wishes conflicts.'>> N

Fordham University Law School hosted a national
conference related to children and the law with the goal of
coming to a consensus on the role of lawyers appointed for
children. The participants concluded that the American Bar
Association Standards, the Model Rules and the Model Code did
not provide adequate guidance."*® The Conference produced a
list of recommendations to guide lawyers appointed to represent
children.'”® The Fordham Conference on “Ethical Issues in the
Legal Representation of Children Recommendations” sought to
limit the discretion of the lawyer in advocating a position on
behalf of a child."’® The conference concluded that a law
guardian’s primary role is that of a lawyer and, as such, he must
act under the ethical mandates of the Rules of Professional
Responsibility and advocate for the child’s wishes as far as the
child can articulate."”” If the child is unable to express his
wishes, then the lawyer may advocate for the child’s best
interests, but only to the extent that the child is impaired.'*® Best
interest should be determined from the child’s perspective and
within the context of the child’s circumstances and the
ramifications of any position taken.'*®

PU'N.Y. Soc. SERv. LAW §§ 358 (a)-(h).

132 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 128.

133 Dewey, 175 A.D.2d at 920, 573 N.Y.S.2d at 769.

4jessica Eames, Seen But Not Heard: Advocating For the Legal
Representation Of A Child’s Expressed Wishes In Protection Proceedings, 48
EMORY L. J. 1431 (1999).

135Proceedings Of The Conference On Ethical Issues In The Legal
Representation Of Children: Recommendations Of The Conference, 64
ForRDHAM L. REV. 1301 (1996).

13 Ann Haralambie, Responses To The Conference: Response To The
Working Group On Determining The Best Interest Of The Child, 64 FORDHAM
L. REv. 2013, 2018 (1996).

7 Id. at 2016.

138 ld

' Id. at 2017.
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According to Jean Peters, author of Representing Children
in Child Protective Proceedings, it is imperative that a lawyer
representing a child understand the wishes and “best interests” of
a child within the context of the child’s world."*® A lawyer needs
to get to know a child and her situation by speaking to the child
and listening to her, explaining the lawyer’s role and talking to
other people important in the child’s life.'"*' It is important for
“lawyers to individualize every representation in a way that
allows the maximum possible participation of the client so that the
representation reflects the uniqueness of each client.”'*> Peters
states two instances in which a lawyer is to advocate the child’s
best interests over the child’s wishes: when the lawyer’s role is
described by statutes as representing the child’s best interests;
and, if the child is not able to formulate her wishes.'®’
Otherwise, the lawyer is to argue as the child wishes.'*

While the ABA standards and the Model Code support the
concept that a law guardian in New York State should adopt a
child’s wishes, the New York statute, case law, and some
authorities in the field hold that best interests of the child is the
proper advocacy role.'*> Case law in New York adds support to
the theory that law guardians are obligated to put the child’s best
interests first in their efforts to advocate. In the case of In re
Jennifer G.,'*® a law guardian who argued for the return of her
two young clients to an abusive mother was removed from the
case and a new law guardian appointed because the court held
that the law guardian did not act in a way which was conducive to
the best interests of the child.'*’

Responding to a survey as to the proper role of a law
guardian in protective proceedings, lawyers in New York City

140 JEAN PETERS, REPRESENTING CHILDREN IN CHILD PROTECTIVE

PROCEEDINGS: ETHICAL AND PRACTICAL DIMENSIONS, 118 (1997).
1 Id. at 50.
"2 1d. at 54.
43 1d. at 130.
¥4 1d. at 54.
45 See supra text accompanying notes 103-23.
146110 A.D.2d 801, 487 N.Y.S.2d 864 (2d Dep’t 1985).
“7 Id. at 866.
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strongly believed a child’s wishes was the proper stance to be
advocated, while upstate New York and Long Island lawyers
advanced that a law guardian should present both the wishes of
the child and the best interests of the child.'*® Peters believes this
second method is most appropriate and states that “regardless of
whatever is determined to be in the child’s best interests, a lawyer
must express the child’s wishes to the decision maker.'*® She
claims a law guardian can do both by determining the child’s best
interests with the “child in context” as the focus versus the
“lawyer in context.”'** Often by making the effort to explain the
situation and the proceedings in a way that the child understands,
the lawyer and child client can come to an understanding of what
the lawyer’s position should be.

A second conflict of interest problem can arise in abuse
and neglect proceedings when the law guardian represents
siblings.'>’ The lawyer must consider whether he can adequately
represent more than one child in the family.'> Representation of
one child may be inconsistent with representing another
sibling.'>® Such a conflict arises when one sibling may desire a
different outcome than a brother or sister, or if there is an issue
between the siblings themselves.'* One sibling may be abusing
another, or one sibling may not believe another’s claim of
parental abuse and might be angry with the claimant.'>® The
lawyer may not be able to protect one sibling’s interests without
adversely affecting the other’s position.'*® The Model Code
prohibits the lawyer from representing more than one client if
their interests are different.””” The N.Y.S.B.A. Standards

"% PETERS, supra note 140, at 1404.

' PETERS, supra note 140, at 57.

' PETERS, supra note 140, at 57.

! PETERS, supra note 140, at 807.

12 PETERS, supra note 140, at 807.

'3 PETERS, supra note 140, at 805.

' PETERS, supra note 140, at 805.

155 PETERS, supra note 140, at 38.

16 PETERS, supra note 140, at 38.

'” MODEL CODE OF PROF’L RESPONSIBILITY DR 5-105.
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recommend that a lawyer in such a position withdraw from
representing any of the siblings.'*®

In the case of In re H. Children,' the Family Court held
that if an attorney is representing more than one child and a
conflict of interest arises between the siblings, the attorney may
be obligated to withdraw from representing both childrem.'® In
this case, the two minors had a different view as to the alleged
sexual abuse by the father toward one of the children.'® The
court held that in such a situation, the guardian may have
received confidential information from each child and that this in
itself is a conflict of interest for a law guardian.'® Such
information may create a dilemma, in that a law guardian might
be tempted to use confidential information from one child to
benefit the other.'® This situation portrays a conflict of loyalty
to a client that a law guardian might encounter when representing
more than one sibling.

The conflicts of loyalty and confidentiality are part of the
attorney-client privilege.'® Ordinarily, unless a client consents,
the lawyer can not reveal a confidence.'®> The only exceptions to
that privilege are if a client is planning to commit a crime and the
information is needed to prevent it (sometimes an issue in
Juvenile Delinquency or PINS case); and, when an attorney is
required to disclose the information by law or court order.'®
This is particularly relevant in abuse and neglect cases because if
a child discloses to a lawyer that he is being abused or neglected,
the lawyer may be obligated to report the information.'®’ Law
guardians must be able to pursue the best interests of the child

' N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 15 (B-2).

1% 160 Misc. 2d 298 (Fam. Ct. 1994).

190 1d. at 299. o

161 Id.

162 Id.

163 Id.

1% PETERS, supra note 140, at 621.

15 PETERS, supra note 140, at 621.

1% MoDEL CODE OF PROF’L RESPONSIBILITY DR 4-101 (c)(2).
7 N.Y. FaM. CT. AcT § 1075.
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and that may involve divulging information said in confidence.'®®
Law guardians should not be hindered while trying to advocate
for the child, by a child having the power to forbid disclosure.'®
While the child should be told of the possibility that his
confidence may have to be revealed, the ultimate decision to
disclose the information should be the law guardian’s.'”
Additionally, law guardians can be compelled by the court to
disclose the information.'”' Public policy demands that in abuse
and neglect proceedings, the court needs the full development of
the facts so as to make a decision in the best interest of the
child.!” Law guardians have a duty to protect children from
abuse and neglect.173 The problem of disclosure may be able to
be resolved between the child and law guardian and the child may
be persuaded to reveal the information or give a waiver.'”* If
not, however, the law guardian may have to disclose the
information in this role as advocate for the best interests of the
child.'” '

The final conflict for the law guardian in abuse and
neglect cases is the one posed by the purpose of the law itself.
The goal of the law is to protect the child and preserve the
family.'” These goals may be inconsistent, but the law guardian
should keep both in mind.'”’

'8 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1801.

1 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1801,

10 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1801.

""" Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1803.

12 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1803.

' Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1809.

174 ANN HARALAMBIE, THE CHILD’S ATTORNEY 36 (1993).
5 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1801.

"6 Edwards, supra note 29, at 81 (referring to the Adoption and Child

Welfare Act of 1980, 42 U.S.C. §§ 420-673 (2000).
""" Edwards, supra note 29, at 81.
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V. The Role of a Law Guardian in Custody and Visitation
Rights Proceedings

While the legislature has authorized law guardian
appointments for custody cases in both Family Court and the
Supreme Court of New York,'” it is discretionary for the judge
to appoint one.'” However, failure to appoint a law guardian
may constitute abuse of discretion.'®® Law guardians for custody
cases are appointed pursuant to Section 249(a) of the Family
Court Act, or Section 1201 of the Civil Practice Rules and Law
and Section 202.16(f) of the Uniform Rules of Trial Court for
cases appearing in the state Supreme Court.'®' The law guardian
role in custody cases is governed by the various related statutes in
the Family Court Act. “The statute and case law prescribe
increased law guardian participation.” '*?

The N.Y.S.B.A. has published a second volume of “Law
Guardian Representation Standards,” specifically formulated for
custody cases.'® While the standards have not been enacted into
law, three appellate departments use them and provide them to
attorneys who take the law guardian training program.'®* The
standards state that the law guardian, in custody cases, is
considered to be neutral as to the parents’ adversarial procedures
and should argue for the child’s best interests.'® The law
guardian in custody cases has traditionally acted as an agent of
the court and filled a void in custody disputes.'® As one
commentary has noted:

" N.Y. FAM. CT. AcT § 249.
:Z: 2 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, Custody Cases 1 (1992).
Id.

'®! Erickson, supra note 11, at 821.

82 Erickson, supra note 11, at 821.

'32 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 3.

'8 Erickson, supra note 11 at 823. (stating that different appellate divisions
require different training programs for law guardians and most have developed
their own standards).

52 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 3.

8 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1788.

http://digitalcommons.tourolaw.edu/lawreview/vol19/iss2/26

24



Somberg: The Role of Law Guardian

2003 THE ROLE OF LAW GUARDIAN 553

Absent the assistance of a guardian ad litem, the
trial court, charged with rendering a decision in
the best interests of the child, has no practical,
effective means to assure itself that all the requisite
information bearing on the question - will be
brought before it untainted by the parochial
interests of the parents. . . . The guardian ad litem
essentially functions as the court’s investigative
agent, charged with the same ultimate standard that
must ultimately govern the court’s decision - the
best interests of the child.'®’

Not only should the law guardian be concerned with
custody and visitation, but she should be aware of and advocate
for the child’s material needs and any protection issues that may
exist.'"® New York legislation requires that judges in child
custody and visitation cases must consider domestic violence
within the family and how it relates to a child’s best interests
when deciding issues of custody.'®® Often great weight is given
to the law guardian’s position; as the only neutral participant
besides the judge, the law guardian is frequently the attorney who
negotiates a practical resolution.'”®  When negotiating with
parents for custody of a child, the law guardian may be in the
best position to act as a catalyst for cooperation in order to
procure an agreement based on the best interests of the child.''
If no agreement is reached, the law guardian must present all
relevant information and should include evidence of the child’s
development and needs, parental - child relationships and each
parent’s ability to provide for the child physically, emotionally
and socially so that the court has a complete picture of the
available choices.'”” One important goal in custody cases is to try

%7 Stuckey, supra note 6, at 1789.

'8 2 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 4.
' N.Y. DoM. REL. LAW § 240 (2).

%02 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 27.
! HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 155.

'2 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 155.
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to keep both parents involved in the child’s life.'” This is most
easily accomplished when parents can communicate with each
other in a civil manner.'"™ The law guardian should monitor
custody and visitation plans particularly during the first year so
that, if necessary, modifications based on the child’s best interests
can be accomplished.'”

An additional role of the law guardian in this type of
proceeding is to protect the child when that child testifies.'*® The
law guardian needs to prepare and protect the child for an often
traumatic experience.'”’ It is the law guardian’s job to make sure
that the youngster’s wishes are ascertained by testimony or an in-
camera interview.'”® One final role of the law guardian in a
custody case is to protect the child/client from multiple rounds of
child expert evaluations when one experienced evaluator would
be sufficient.'”’ .

At a recent Family Court and Matrimonial Law
Committee program for the Nassau County Bar Association, the
committee stated that a law guardian was to advocate the child’s
best interests for young children and at about age nine, the child’s
wishes should be advanced.?”® It was strongly suggested that the
law guardian know the complete circumstances of the child and
the case.”! The law guardian is responsible for rendering an
independent opinion and acting as an integral participant in the
litigation.””® Since the law guardian is seen as the only one with
access to all sides of the issue, the judge relies on her to gather

19 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 156.

1% HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 156.

19 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 156.

1% 2 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 32.

72 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 32.

1% 2 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 32.

' Erickson, supra note 11, at 839.

20 Honorable Cornell Fosky, Address at the Nassau County Bar Association
Meeting, Role of Law Guardians - View From the Family Court Bench (March
6, 2002).

201 Id.

202 Id.
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the information and report it to the court.’® The judge often
bases a decision on the law guardian’s information and opinion.
Therefore, it is essential that when advocating a position, the law
guardian explain the basis and reasons for her
recommendation.?**

Case law in the area of custody disputes holds that there
are no strict rules as to which parent is entitled to custody.’®’
The standard is the best interest of the child.”®® 1In fact, the
Second Department has held that a law guardian is required to
advocate according to this standard.”®’ That court has described
the role of a law guardian in custody disputes as a “champion of
a child’s best interests, an advocate for the child’s wishes, an
investigator seeking the truth, and a recommender of alternatives
for the court’s discretion.” %

' Concerns about the role of a law guardian in custody cases
include issues of best interests versus child’s wishes, issues of
confidentiality, and conflicts that might result from representing
siblings in custody cases. Where there is a conflict of best
interests versus child’s wishes in a custody case, both the
Standards and case law agree that the law guardian is obligated to
advocate for the child’s best interests. The N.Y.S.B.A.
Standards add that while a law guardian has a responsibility to
work with a child in establishing a position and should express
the child’s wishes to the court, she has a duty to protect the
child’s best interests.””® The standards are also quick to point out
that often, in custody disputes, the child becomes a pawn.*'® The
Standards go on to suggest that a law guardian evaluate whether a

23 Honorable Elaine Stack, Address at the Nassau County Bar Association
Meeting, Role of Law Guardians - A View From the Supreme Court Bench
(March 6, 2002).

2 Id.

25 Friederwitzer v. Friederwitzer, 55 N.Y.2d 89, 432 N.E.2d 596, 447
N.Y.S.2d 873 (1982).

26 Matter of Nehrav Uhlar, 43 N.Y.2d 242, 372 N.E.2d 4, 401 N.Y.S.2d
168. (1977).

27 In re Jennifer G., 110 A.D.2d 801, 487 N.Y.S.2d 864. (2d Dep’t 1985).

208 Koppenhoeler v. Koppenhoeler, 159 A.D.2d 113 (2d Dep’t 1990).

292 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 13.

2192 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 17.
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child has been coached by either parent as to the child’s wishes or
perception of facts.’!'' The role of law guardian in such
complicated cases, is to support the child, represent his interests,
inform the court of his wishes, and protect the child in all
proceedings and decisions.?'?

In a custody case involving an eleven year old child, the
court held that a law guardian has a responsibility to represent a
child’s wishes and his best interest, but when the desired result of
the child and the child’s best interest differ, it is appropriate for a
law guardian to make an investigation, and if in his independent
judgment the child’s best interests lie elsewhere, he has the right
to argue his belief.?'> The child’s preference in a New York
custody proceeding is only one factor that the court must weigh
and how much weight is given that preference depends on the age
and maturity of the child.”"* The law guardian is required to
acknowledge the child’s wishes to the court but may hold an
independent opinion as to the child’s best interests and can
properly attempt to advocate his opinion.”5

The conflicts that arise in representing more than one
sibling are similar to those discussed in the abuse and neglect
section.”'® The NYSBA Standards admonish a law guardian to be
sensitive to the possibility of conflicts with siblings, to carefully
evaluate this possibility and, if necessary, to request that the court
appoint another law guardian for each of the children.?'” Such
conflicts will more likely arise where one child wishes to live
with one parent and the other child prefers another arrangement,
or where one child’s perception of the facts - possibly abuse, is
very different than the view of a sibling.*'®

2112 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 10.

2129 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 2.

28 Carballeia v. Shumway, 273 A.D.2d 753, 754, 710 N.Y.S.2d 149, 150
(3d Dep’t 2000).

™ Id. at 756.

215 Id.

21 See supra text accompanying notes 132-36.

2172 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 179, at 4.

18 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 37.
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Confidentiality and loyalty to the client are another
conflict the law guardian may have in a custody dispute. Public
policy favors full development of the facts in a court’s search for
the truth.?’” However, in Carballeira,”® the Third Department
held that disclosure of a confidence was proper only because the
law guardian had the child’s permission.221 Law guardians have
an attorney/client relationship with the children they represent
and generally cannot reveal a confidence under the Code of
Professional Responsibility.””> In the Carballeira case, the
parents had joint custody of their disabled child. The father later
sought and gained sole custody, contrary to the wishes of the
child.?® The law guardian, while advocating his opinion as to
the child’s best interests, also communicated the child’s wishes to
the court.”?® In arguing for a contrary result, the law guardian
disclosed the child’s confidence of an attempted suicide.”” The
court held that there was no impropriety because the child had
consented to the disclosure.””® The petitioning parent had argued
that a law guardian is obligated to advocate the child’s stated
wishes if the child is old enough to express them, however, the
court disagreed.*”’

VI. The Role of a Law Guardian in Termination of
Parental Rights And Adoption Proceedings

Termination of parental rights is often the end chapter of a
long legal history for a family.*® Termination is usually the
result of abandonment, parental mental illness or retardation,

Y9 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 37.

22 Carballeira, 273 A.D.2d at 754, 710 N.Y.S.2d at 150.

22U 1d. at 757, 710 N.Y.S.2d at 153.

222 MopEL CODE OF PROF’L RESPONSIBILITY, DR4-101 (c) (1).
2 Carballeira, 273 A.D.2d at 757, 710 N.Y.S.2d at 153.

224 Id. .

225 Id.

226 Id.

227 Id

28 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59 at 165.
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permanent neglect, or child abuse.””” The New York Court of
Appeals in the case of In re Orlando F., extended the right of
representation to children involved in a termination of parental
rights proceeding.”® The lower court had allowed the law
guardian to withdraw from the case and did not appoint a
replacement.”' On appeal, it was held that the lower court had
abused its discretion because a law guardian was required to
represent the interests of the minor child.??

~ The law guardian’s role, according to the FCA, is to
protect the child’s interests and help him express his wishes to the
court.”®® Likewise, according to the NYSBA standards, the law
guardian has concomitant responsibilities in a termination
proceeding and must protect the child’s rights and interests while
seeing that the child’s wishes are considered.”** The law
guardian is charged with taking an active role developing and
advocating a disposition that is designed to protect, support and
nurture the child.>®

The most likely conflict of the law guardian at this point

in a case is the divergent views of the child’s wishes and the
child’s best interests. While a child may wish to return to an
inappropriate home situation, his best interests may better be
served by termination of parental rights and adoption into a more
stable and supportive environment.”*® The standards recommend
that to the greatest extent possible, the conflict should be resolved
by talking to the child.”” Where this is not possible, the child’s
best interests take precedent.?®

229 §oc. SERV. LAW § 384 (b).

20 40 N.Y.2d 103, 112, 351 N.E.2d 711, 717, 386 N.Y.S.2d 64, 68 (Ist
Dep’t 1976).

231 Id-

232 Id

B3 N.Y.S. FAM. CT. ACT § 241.

24 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 166.

25 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 169,

P6N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 168.

27 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 168.

2% N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59, at 168.
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Under the Adoption Assistance And Child Welfare Act Of
1980, (AACW), state agencies can receive federal funding only
by making reasonable efforts to reunify a child with his family .2
Eventually, though, a final decision and permanency planning is
necessary.>** The AACW states a preference for the termination
of parental rights and adoption for a child who cannot return
home because it offers a more permanent placement than the
options of guardianship or long term foster care.**' A child may
not be able to return home because he may have been found to
have been abandoned, permanently neglected, or abused. In New
York State, the determinative time frame is eighteen months after
a child’s placement in foster care.”** Because children need
permanency and they are particularly time sensitive, it is the law
guardian’s role to advocate the child’s need for a timely
permanent disposition.>” In some cases this means returning the
child to the home, and in others it means terminating the parents’
rights and freeing a child for adoption, while in still others,
permanent guardianship with parental visitation is appropriate.***
Whatever plan has been chosen as being in the best interests of

the child, the law guardian is to zealously advocate for it In

adoption situations, New York State requires that children over
age fourteen must give their consent to being adopted.>*® Even if
a child is not of an age where his consent is required, the law
guardian has a duty to determine if the child wants to be
adopted.?” A judge can waive the requirement of a child’s
consent, but there exists the possibility that the child will sabotage
the adoption so judges are reticent to do s0.>*® Permanent foster
care or a different adoptive home are other possibilities. If

2942 U.S.C. § 420-673.

240 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 194.

21 42 U.S.C. § 420-673.

22 N.Y. Soc. SERV. LAW § 384 (b).

283 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 194,

24 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 194

25 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 194,

26 N.Y. DoM. REL. LAW § 111.1 (McKinney 2000).
%7 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 197.

3 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 197.
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parental rights are terminated, a law guardian should ensure that a
permanent home is procured and legal proceedings conclude as
quickly as possible.*

VII. Children in the Criminal Court and the Role of a Law
Guardian

There are two instances when children may require the
services of a law guardian in criminal court - when they are a
witness to a crime and must testify, and when they are victims of
a crime. A law guardian may be appointed to accompany the
child to protect his interests and to insulate the child from
trauma.>® It is particularly hard for the child to face a person
who inflicted maltreatment.”>' Several roles have been identified
for law guardians in criminal court: counseling and translating
court proceedings to the child; protecting the child from trauma
caused by the court experience; coordination of agencies and
courts when they need access to the child; acting as a voice for
the child in letting the court and prosecutor know the child’s
needs and wishes (ie. testifying by videotape or closed circuit
television); and as an advocate for the legal rights of the child.?*

Appointment of a law guardian in criminal court is
justified because he helps prepare the child for testifying, explains
the meaning of the proceedings and supports the child through the
ordeal.” Often, a case could not be prosecuted without the
child’s testimony and the law guardian can help to make that
testimony more effective as well as protect the child from
harassment.”  Additionally, law guardians can help a judge
fashion a sentence that will punish a perpetrator while protecting
a child who may be emotionally attached to the offender. The

% BEdwards, supra note 29, at 85.
0 Edwards, supra note 29, at 86.
! Edwards, supra note 29, at 81.
22 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 291.
253 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 291.
254 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 291.
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child risks being psychologically damaged as a result of testifying

against a person to whom he may be emotionally attached.?

VIII. Ethics, Malpractice and Law Guardians

Statutes, case law, standards developed by the NYSBA,
and the Code of Professional Responsibility all govern the
representation of children in family court proceedings and,
indeed, in any proceeding in which a law guardian is assigned to
represent a child. The United States Supreme Court case of In re
Gault, established that a child in a juvenile delinquency
proceeding is entitled to counsel.?“’ The right to counsel was
extended for protective proceedings in New York State by the
case of Jamie TT.**" In Jamie TT, the appellate court held that a
minor had the right to effective counsel for a protection
proceeding under both the state and federal constitutions, as well
as the FCA, Article Ten.”®® The representation of a minor is to
be meaningful.>® That meant, according to the court in the case
of Jamie TT, that the physical presence of a state appointed
lawyer in the courtroom is not enough.’® The court went on to
hold that effective representation must include taking time to
prepare a presentation of the relevant law and the pertinent facts
as well as the use of basic advocacy skills to protect the child’s
interests.”®' Furthermore, it has been held to be mandatory that a
law guardian fully participate in trials by offering evidence, and
questioning witnesses.*® ' .

In New York, law guardians are also assigned to foster
care proceedings and termination of parental rights cases. The
FCA requires that law guardians protect a minor’s interest and

53 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 291.

%6 Gault, 387 U.S. 1.

%7191 A.D.2d 132, 599 N.Y.S.2d 842 (3d Dep’t 1993).

28 Id. at 135.

29 Sobie, supra note 37, at 785. -

20 Jamie TT, 191 A.D.2d at 136, 599 N.Y.S.2d at 846.

! 1d. at 137.

262 Borkowski v. Borkowski, 90 Misc. 2d 57, 396 N.Y.S.2d 962 (1977).
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help express his wishes to the court.?®> The courts have held that
a child may request a change in his appointed law guardian where
the child does not feel comfortable, does not communicate with
his law guardian, or does not trust the law guardian to express his
wishes to the court.’®* Additionally, if a law guardian does not
take an active role, he can be disciplined or replaced.’®®

As American society has become disenchanted with
lawyers, malpractice litigation has increased.’® Ann
Haralambie, in her book The Child’s Attorney, has identified an
overall trend of filing civil actions on behalf of children against
those who are responsible for investigating cases and protecting
children.?®’ 1t is claimed that some lawyers fail in their duty to
provide zealous efforts to return the child to his home, or fail in
their duty to free the child for adoption; or fail to adequately
protect a child from adverse situations.?®®

In Marquez v. Presbyterian Hospital,*® a protection case
that alleged sexual abuse, the child was removed from her home
for eighteen months, then returned when the investigator found
no evidence of abuse.”’”® The parents proceeded to sue the law
guardian for malpractice.””’ The court held that the malpractice
standard as applied to law guardians, requires proof that the law
guardian did not act with good faith in exercising his
discretion.”’? Good faith was defined as judgment reasonably
exercised based on the facts known at the time.””> The court

went on to say that when acting for a very young child, the law

¥3 N.Y. FaM. CT. ACT § 241.

24 Elianne M., 196 A.D.2d at 439, 601 N.Y.S.2d at 481.

* Van Gorder v. Van Gorder, 188 A.D.2d 1049, 591 N.Y.S.2d 915 (4th
Dep’t 1992).

%% David Katner, Coming To Praise, Not To Bury, The New ABA Standards
Of Practice For Lawyers Who Represent Children In Abuse And Neglect
Cases, 14 GEO. J. LEGAL ETHICs 103 (2000).

%7 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 43.

258 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 43.

26159 Misc. 2d 617, 608 N.Y.S.2d 1012 (N.Y. Sup. Ct. 1994).

0 Id. at 619.

271 Id

272 Id

B Id. at 625.
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guardian is essentially a guardian ad litem and acts in the best
interests of the child.”’* The law guardian, therefore, needs to be
protected from litigation that would undermine his good faith
efforts.””> The court limited its holding to when the law guardian
is acting as a guardian ad litem for a very young child as
distinguished from lawyers acting in a role as advocate (ie; PINS
and juvenile delinquency cases).”’® However, in a recent case
where a court in New York has addressed civil liability for a law
guardian, it was suggested that the line between advocating for a
child’s best interests versus advocating for his wishes is not easily
drawn and quasi-judicial protection may extend to any law
guardian acting within the scope of his appointment.*’’

In 1988, the New York Bar Association conducted a study
of law guardians and determined that forty-five percent of the
overall representation was inadequate and fifty percent of the
errors made by law guardians went unchallenged.”’”® Law
guardian standards were then enacted to give law guardians more
guidance.””® It has been suggested that law guardians are also
monitored by judges and this provides some control over their
discretion.”®® Judges do not have to consent to a law guardian’s
recommendation.?®! Additionally, parents, social services, and
children can request a change in law guardians and the decision
of a judge on this matter is able to be appealed.”® Finally, the
Code of Professional Responsibility operates as a guide and
control for law guardians.”®* However, critics suggest that
additional regulations are necessary to limit discretion of law
guardians, improve representation of children, and to protect the

7% Marquez, 159 Misc. 2d at 625, 608 N.Y.S.2d at 1018.
275
Id.
7 Id.
277 Bluntt v. O’Connor, 737 N.Y.S. 2d 471 (4th Dep’t 2002).
278 Shepherd, supra note 14, at 1932,
2 N.Y.S.B.A. Standards, supra note 59.
20 Blung, 737 N.Y.S. 2d at 24.
281 Id. )
282 ld.
2 Id,
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young clients being represented.”®* They argue that there needs
to be measuring standards to evaluate the work of law guardians
and check that quality representation is granted to children who
do not have the ability to comprehend what is happening to
them.?®

Exposure to liability for the malpractice of an attorney
acting as a law guardian is most likely to occur in the areas of:
making an adequate investigation; conferencing with the child;
familiarity with the law, records and reports including possible
options for services and placement; obtaining necessary
disclosures for consideration by the court; maintaining contact
with the client and family to arrange for any adoption subsidies
that might be available; fully participating in court actions;
proposing alternative claims a client may be entitled to;
presenting the child’s wishes; lack of permanency planning; and
meeting a standard of reasonable care in general.”®® However,
New York case law suggests that law guardians are somewhat
protected by a quasi-judicial immunity from suit in the course of
performing their duties and advocating the best interests of the
child.® Because the law guardian is considered an agent of the
court, he enjoys an immunity similar to that granted to judges and
other agents of the court.”®® One reason for this immunity for
law guardians is that if the law guardian is subject to civil suits by
unhappy parents, he may be chilled from exercising independent
judgment and making recommendations based on that
judgment.”® The court in Blunit, quoted a Supreme Court of
Wisconsin case holding that a law guardian “must be allowed to
independently consider the facts of a case and advocate the best
interests, free from the threat of harassment for retaliatory
litigation. Fear of liability could warp the judgment of those who
are appointed, toward the appeasement of disappointed parents or

284 Id.

285 Shepherd, supra note 14, at 1951.
286 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 43,
%7 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 43,
288 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 51,
289 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 51.
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children and away from protecting the best interests of the
child: " *% | |

On the other hand, in the custody case of Matter of
Terrance G. the court explained the fears of the critics.?'

Cloaked in the statutory phrase ‘best interests of

the child’ is the invitation to the exercise of

awesome power....To treat that power cavalierly,

to utilize it with presumption or with preference; to

exult in its form but without substance; to

rationalize pre judgment and garb it with

platitudes; to insult without good cause; to judge

where judgment is not called for; to particularize

when comprehension of the whole is necessary; to

fail to act when action is required is to corrupt that

power and to be corrupted by it 22

A heightened ethical duty accompanies an attorney for the
child because of the client’s immaturity and inability to
understand the procedures and repercussions that may be involved
with the case.’” Attorneys should thoroughly investigate the

case, evaluate any special needs of the child, get the help of -

experts in assessing the child and in general, thoroughly
prepare.’®* Finally, it is important that law guardians for children
exercise professional judgment at every step of the case.””

IX. Conclusion

Representing children in New York State as a law
guardian requires not only affirmative duties, but a responsibility

2 Blunst, 737 N.Y.S. 2d at 23 (quoting Paige K.B. v. Molepske, 580
N.W.2d 289 (1998)). Minors were sexually abused after their father was
given custody in a divorce case. In a suit against the guardian ad litem, the
court held that the guardian was entitled to quasi-judicial immunity.) Id.

P! Matter of Terrance G., 731 N.Y.S.2d 832. (N.Y. Fam. Ct. 2002).

22 I4. at 873. ‘

23 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 44,

¢ HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 45.

5 HARALAMBIE, supra note 176, at 45.
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to advocate a child’s best interests and present the child’s wishes
to the court. That role changes somewhat with the type of
proceeding.

In a juvenile delinquency or PINS proceeding, where a
liberty interest is often at stake, a law guardian should vigorously
defend the child in the same way as any attorney representing an
adult defendant. The law guardian should represent the legal
interests of the child and act as an advocate of the child’s wishes.
However, the advocacy must take place within the confines of the
best interest standard. The child and attorney should be guided
by each other with the child expressing to the law guardian what
he wants admitted and .advocated and the law guardian explaining
and counseling the child as to the effects of those decisions. As
the children in these types of proceedings are usually on the older
side, they should be able to expect an attorney representing them
to abide by their wishes. It is only in the most extreme situations
in which a guardian and child can not agree on a course of action
that the guardian should revert to a best interests of the child
standard and argue her own position. In such a case, it should be
made known to the court that there is a difference of opinion
between the attorney and her client and the reasons she has
chosen to advocate one position over another.

Contrastingly, in protective proceedings for abuse and
neglect cases, the law guardian should reverse the emphasis and
act first as a protector of the child’s best interests, while
expressing the child’s alternative wishes to the court. It is in
protective proceedings, and adoption and custody cases that the
law guardian faces a true and sometimes overwhelming
combination of roles - attorney and guardian ad litem. A law
guardian in protective proceedings should be allowed to advocate
a position different from the child’s wishes because it is well
recognized that a child may be torn between love of a parent and
a desire for familiarity, versus a need for safety and stability. In
such a situation, it is imperative that the law guardian stay
focused on the best interests of the child.

Likewise, in adoption and custody cases, the child’s
wishes are only one part of the court’s decision and a law
guardian is expected to make an independent investigation and
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recommendation based on the child’s best interests. The age and
maturity of a child go to the weight accorded a child’s wishes as
considered by the judge in his decision. The danger in both
situations is that a law guardian may be making decisions and
arguments based on inadequate information. It therefore becomes
vital that an investigation be made of the facts and experts such as
psychologists, social workers and physicians be consulted before
a position is decided on by the law guardian. Additionally, the
law guardian should seek out those who know the child best such
as teachers, relatives and neighbors. The totality of the
circumstances of the child must be considered to ensure that the
sensitive balance between the best interests of the child and the
wishes of the child are weighed.
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