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0 Guardianship Facilitation and Outreach

A Quicker, Smoother Process to Protect Children

When the Superior Court of Yolo County unifi ed all family 
and juvenile cases, judges were able to learn more about par-
ents who were having trouble caring for their children and 
could more quickly identify at-risk children. Often, someone 
reliable was willing to care for or already caring for the chil-
dren but had no legal right to do so. Th e guardianship pro-
cess was not widely known to laypeople, and even those who 
knew about it found the forms complicated and daunting.

Th e Unifi ed Family Court decided to have a court staff  
attorney conduct a clinic one morning each week to help 
grandparents and other caregivers obtain legal guardianship.

In a private offi  ce at the court, the attorney meets one-on-
one with people seeking guardianships. Some hear about the 
clinic from the court’s outreach eff orts; others are referred 
by the court, by Child Protective Services, or by the district 
attorney’s Parental Abduction Unit.

Th e staff  attorney describes guardianship, listens to the 
caregivers’ stories, helps them fi ll out the correct paperwork, 
informs them about procedures such as service of process, 
and refers them to other needed services—such as city child-
care programs or the district attorney’s offi  ce if there is an 
abduction threat.

Th e clinic demystifi es the guardianship process. It alerts 
caregivers to the danger that Child Protective Services may 
remove the children to foster care, if the caregiver hasn’t 
established guardianship, particularly if the agency fi les a 
petition to declare the children dependents of the court. In 
such dependency situations, a court will adopt a fi nal plan 
for care of the children much later. Both the foster place-
ment and the delay are traumatic to the children.

Doing a Lot of Good 
With Little Expense
The guardianship project was created with-
out extra funding from the court because 
the staff of the Unifi ed Family Court reached 
a consensus to allow one attorney to leave 
regular duties and conduct the clinic one 
half-day per week.

Staff from Legal Services of Northern 
California, using a grant by Area 4 Agency 
on Aging (funded under the federal Older 
Americans Act), aid the attorney as needed.

A Judicial Council grant paid for a computer 
and printer for the attorney.

County Collaboration
Many agencies facilitate the guardianship 
clinic and its outreach effort:
■ Child Protective Services refers children 

and caregivers to the guardianship clinic.
■ The county sheriff/coroner performs 

criminal background checks on potential 
guardians.

■ The county district attorney assists in 
preventing child abductions.

■ The county Mental Health Department 
provides counseling services.

■ The Child Care Grant Program from the 
City of Davis funds child care to give 
guardians some respite from caregiving.

■ Countless community organizations in-
vite the court staff to tell their members 
about the clinic.

http://www.yolocourts.com/
http://www.lsnc.net 
http://www.lsnc.net 
http://www.a4aa.com/
http://www.a4aa.com/
http://www.aoa.gov/about/legbudg/oaa/legbudg_oaa.asp
http://www.aoa.gov/about/legbudg/oaa/legbudg_oaa.asp
http://www.city.davis.ca.us/pcs/childcare/grants.cfm 
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Superior Court of Yolo County, Unifi ed Family Court, 725 Court Street, Woodland, CA 95695

Project contact: Peter Sapunor, Family Law Facilitator/Unifi ed Family Court Attorney, 

530-406-6792, psapunor@yolocourts.com

Impacts

■ Since the program began in 999, guardianship petitions have more than doubled.
■ Th e guardianship facilitator assisted 250 families between March 200 and April 2003. Without the 

program, most of these cases would have entered the juvenile dependency process instead.
■ Th e program saves county agencies the costs of fi ling and prosecuting dependency petitions against 

the parents.
■ Th e guardianship process is less traumatic for children than the dependency process, because children 

are immediately placed with either a relative or a known caregiver and cannot be removed without court 
intervention.

■ Caregivers who receive guardianship assistance complete the process properly the fi rst time, saving court 
time and expense.

DeLena McEssy, Unifi ed Family Court assistant, goes over just-completed 
guardianship paperwork with a newborn’s grandmother.




