
Courts cut custody investigators as part of ongoing 
county budget cuts
16 HOURS AGO  •  BY BARBARA LABOE / THE DAILY NEWS

Starting Tuesday, Cowlitz County court employees will no longer conduct their own 
investigations in child custody cases, part of ongoing county-wide budget cuts that likely 
will bring more layoffs before 2014.

Superior Court has eliminated one and a half jobs by closing the Family Court office. 
Court hearings will still be held, but rather than county staff investigating what’s best for a 
child, the county will now rely on a rotating list of Guardian Ad Litems to do that work.

It’s not a change the judges are happy about, but they said the need for budget cuts 
didn’t leave them any other options.

“This is the only thing other than Drug Court that isn’t mandated, it’s all we could cut,” 
said Superior Court Judge Stephen Warning. “We had this because judges wanted the 
information we need to make decisions in the best interest of children. ... Now we’ll be 
working with less information.”

Thirty years ago there were three full-time investigators in the Family Court office. 
Previous budget cuts winnowed that down to one investigator handling between 150 and 
180 cases a year and one part-time secretary/administrator. The office will be closing this 
week instead of in 2014 because both employees, who were aware of the possible 
layoffs, have found other jobs.

Warning said they expect to save about $100,000 year, noting that’s a drop in the bucket 
compared to the $4 million budget deficit commissioners are trying to plug in the 2014 
budget.

“Given some of the other programs we continue to fund, I have some questions, but 
those aren’t my call,” Warning said.

Other counties already use Guardian Ad Litems for investigations, said Chad Connors, 
the Superior Court administrator. They must undergo state training and be certified 
before they can be added to the county’s rotating list. If the families can afford the costs, 
they’ll negotiate with the Guardian Ad Litems for the length and cost of the investigations. 
If the families can’t afford it, the county will pay, with a cap of $500 unless there are 
extenuating circumstances.

Court officials are looking to beef up the Guardian Ad Litem list with the next training 
session set for February in King County. They also hope that some GALs who work in 
nearby counties might want to be added to the Cowlitz rolls. They have about eight 
people on the list but would like to double that, Connors said. For details visit 
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http://www.cowlitzsuperiorcourt.us or call 360-577-3085. Deadline for applications is Oct. 
28.

Tensions have been high between the judges and county commissioners during previous 
budget cuts, including last year when judges threatened a lawsuit to block proposed cuts 
by commissioners. This year they say no one is contemplating court action, but they 
added they still must balance cuts with state-required services.

Warning has requested a review from the Washington State Center for Court Research 
to help clarify what the courts are and are not allowed to cut, a review that comes at no 
cost. A 2009 preliminary review found Cowlitz County well below almost every funding 
standard, he said. Commissioners have supported the request.

As for the Family Court changes, Commissioner Mike Karnofski said he applauded the 
Superior Court judges and County Clerk Bev Little for looking at ways to cut costs.

“It’s a difficult transition, but one that, unfortunately, we needed to do,” Karnofski added.

The state analysis won’t be in before the 2014 budget is set in December, but Warning 
said the information will be useful for future discussions.

And, Warning said, there are still bound to be disagreements.

“My intent is to ensure proper funding for the courts, and it’s not up to me to decide 
funding for things like roads or the weed board or the fair,” Warning said. “So I’m sure 
we’ll continue yapping across the fence sometimes, but it will be respectful and 
collaborative yapping.”
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