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PHILADELPHIA BAR ASSOCIATION 

FAMILY LAW SECTION MEETING MINUTES 

JUNE 6, 2016 
Chair Dina Ronsayro, Esquire, presided. 

  

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION: Dina called the meeting to order at 12:09 p.m., 
welcomed everyone, and acknowledged the Honorable Margaret Murphy and the 
Honorable Doris Pechkurow were in attendance. 

  

CORRECTIONS OR ADDITIONS TO MINUTES: The May minutes were approved. 

TREASURER’S REPORT: The financial information was not available as of the time 
of this report. 

ANNOUNCEMENTS: 

A. Dina encouraged everyone to register and attend the Spring Reception on 
June 8, 2016. 

B. Dina reminded the Section to consider volunteering at the Help Desk in 
Family Court. Please contact Lee Schwartz, Esquire, via e-mail to schedule a 
time to help (lee@schwartzjordan.com). 

PROGRAM: “Panel Discussion with the Philadelphia Custody Masters” 

A. Molly Callahan, Esquire, introduced the following speakers: 

1. Supervisor of the Custody Masters Unit Joseph Steward, Esquire 

a Custody Master Jacqueline Vergara, Esquire 

3. Deputy City Solicitor Nicolette Burgess-Boldon, Esquire 

4. Kristine L. Calalang, Esquire (moderator) 

B. Notable Points 

1. Master Steward thanked the Section for the invitation to participate 
on the panel. 

2 The scheduled time for a regular listing before a custody master is 45 
minutes, but they will work with you if extra time is needed. If there 
are cross-petitions in a case, the hearing is still allotted 45 minutes. 

However, if you feel that you will need a full day or half day hearing, 
you must file a motion to request that type of scheduling.



If your case includes a request to relocate, the masters will still hear 
the case to see if any issues may be resolved before scheduling before 
a judge. 

Remember you may file a motion requesting Consolidated Case 
Management (where multiple custody petitions in the same case are 
consolidated and heard by one judge). 

If you intend on presenting multiple witnesses at the master’s 
hearing, you must advise the master who is hearing your case in 
advance via letter, so scheduling changes can be made if necessary 
(see also #2 above). In addition, if you intend on having a child testify 
before a master, you must clearly and specifically state in your letter 
request to the master why you believe the child needs to testify. Also, 
it is good practice to order the transcript of such testimony, especially 
if you expect the case to be ultimately heard by a judge. 

Parties may agree via written stipulation to undergo a custody 
evaluation, but they still have to open the matter with a petition for 
custody evaluation. The stipulation must include the scope of the 
evaluation, how the costs of evaluator are to be paid, and the names 
and birthdates of the parties and child(ren) involved. 

Parties cannot independently submit stipulations agreeing to home 
investigations and mental health evaluations. Parties may advise the 
court that they are in agreement, but only the presiding judge has the 
authority to order these. Also, proper motions must be filed in order 
for the court to hear these requests. 

Emergency filings - Pro se litigants typically visit the Intake Unit on 
the 13 Floor or the Help Center on the 11* Floor of Family Court for 
assistance in drafting the emergency petition. The litigant then brings 
the petition to the Custody Masters Unit to be reviewed by the master 
who is handling the emergency petitions on that day (oftentimes this 
is Master Steward). If you are an attorney and drafted the petition for 
your client, you walk the petition in with your client to the Custody 
Masters Unit. The master reviews the court’s notepad on the 
computer system, the case file, and all other records in the case. The 
master then confers with the emergency judge on duty to determine 
whether this is an emergency situation. If the court decides there is 
no emergency, the emergency petition will not be filed. However, if an 
attorney or party insists, the court will accept the filing (subject to the 
filing fee being paid) and generate an order reflecting the denial of the 
emergency. If the court determines there is an emergency, the
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petition is filed, temporary relief may be ordered, and a hearing date 
will be scheduled. 

Note that there are no specific, set standards as to what qualifies as an 
emergency because all cases are different. However, it is never 
appropriate to file an emergency petition simply to obtain an earlier 
hearing date in a case where there is no urgent issue. Also, one must 
remember to evaluate whether an expedited filing is more 
appropriate, depending on the facts of one’s case. 

In emergency cases where there is Department of Human Services 
(“DHS”) involvement, the master will contact the Legal Department of 
DHS to obtain information regarding the parties, child(ren), status of 
the DHS investigation, and related details. 

If DHS is involved in a custody case, one may request DHS order a 
safety assessment or home evaluation. 

To access information in DHS case files/records, one must send a 
letter requesting to review the records to the Legal Department 
(attention to Chief Deputy City Solicitor Jonathan Houlon, Esquire, 
1515 Arch Street, 16 Floor, Philadelphia, PA 19102). The letter must 
identify the case, parties and child(ren). It must also enclose a release 
form signed by the your client which clearly provides you with the 
authority to review the records and identifies the parties and 
child(ren). The Legal Department is required to redact the file before 
you are able to view it. There will be at least a two week waiting 
period from the date of receipt of your request to when you can 
review the file. There is also a charge per page for any copies you 
would like to make of the documents in the file. 

If you wish to call a DHS worker to testify, judges prefer you do not 
require the DHS worker to sit in the waiting room while the other 
cases are being heard. Instead, one should ask the worker to be on 
call, so he/she can come to the court when the case is ready to be 
heard by the judge. If you also subpoenaed the DHS records, be sure 
to notify the judge that you have done so. 

Remember you must include language requiring adherence to Section 
5337 of the Custody Act (the section regarding relocation) in all 
custody stipulations.



VI. COMMITTEE REPORTS: Committee meeting time/dates and announcements are 
disseminated over the FLS list serve. 

Vil. GOOD & WELFARE: None. 

NEXT SECTION MEETING: Monday, July 11, 2016, at 12:00 p.m. on the 15 Floor of the 
Philadelphia Family Court building at 1501 Arch Street. 

NEXT EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEETING: Thursday, July 21, 2016, at 12:00 p.m. on the 
11% Floor of the Philadelphia Bar Association at 1101 Market Street. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Kristine L. Calalfnge-E squire 
Secretary


