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The Probate and Family Court Working Group has been constituted and has had an initial meeting.  In selecting the Group’s members, the co-chairs cast their net broadly to make the group as representative of the Probate and Family Court system as possible.  The initial members of the Working Group are as follows:

Marilyn Ray Smith: Chief Legal Counsel for the Department of Revenue, Child Support Enforcement Division;

Franklin Silveira: Probation Officer, Bristol Probate and Family Court;

Manisha Bhatt: Attorney, Greater Boston Legal Services;

Marnie Warner: Trial Court Law Library Coordinator;

James Van Buren: Attorney, Fitchburg, Member of the Access to Justice Commission                 and Civil Right to Counsel Task Force; Mass .Bar Association representative;

Michelle Kaminski: Assistant Judicial Case Manager, Norfolk Probate and Family Court;

Beth Crawford: Assistant Judicial Case Manager, Hampshire Probate and Family                               Court;

Gayle Stone-Turesky: Attorney, Boston; Boston Bar Association representative;

Mary Ferriter: Attorney, Boston; 

Dan Gibson:  Judicial Case Manager, Suffolk Probate and Family Court; and

Ilene Mitchell:  Attorney, Administrative Office of the Probate and Family Court.

We expect that as our work proceeds, additional individuals will be invited to join the Working Group or participate in meetings.  


The Working Group identified a number of issues that as an initial matter should be the primary focus of the group.  These include: 

Language barriers; 

Informational issues regarding the court system, procedures and process, and relevant                                    law; 

Staffing issues;

Litigant literacy;

Cultural issues (including different “economic” cultures);

Pro se and right-to-counsel issues; and

Volunteerism.

The Working Group has established four subcommittees to carry the work of the Working Group forward in an initial phase of gathering information and ideas.  The subcommittees are as follows:

Best Practices subcommittee (to explore access to justice initiatives in other courts and jurisdictions);

Information subcommittee (to explore the use and availability of videos, self-help materials, library materials and other relevant information);

Legal representation subcommittee (to explore right-to-counsel, volunteer lawyer, LAR, and DOR/CSE issues); and

Alternative Dispute Resolution subcommittee (to explore models of collaborative law, 

mediation and conciliation, problem solving courts, non-litigation approaches).

The Working Group anticipates that the initial phase of its work, primarily gathering information and ideas, will take 3-6 months. While the subcommittees are doing their work the Working Group will meet every other month to review progress and suggest other avenues of inquiry.  The next phase, probably over the next 3-6 months, will involve the development of specific proposals and projects. Finally, the implementation phase, with the help of the Commission and the Probate and Family Court, will follow and take up the next 3-12 months.  It is the intention of the Working Group, however, not to wait: if specific proposals are ready for promulgation, the group will forward them to the Commission for discussion and review.
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