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Shackles barred in juvenile courts
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The Florida Supreme Court on Thursday banned the blanket use of shackles, handcuffs and other 
restraints on children in the state's juvenile courtrooms, calling the practice "repugnant, degrading, 
humiliating" and counterproductive.

Deciding an issue that has been contentious in Palm Beach County, justices approved by a 6-1 vote a 
new court rule that prohibits restraints unless a judge determines on a case-by-case basis that they are 
needed to prevent physical harm to the child or others, a youth has a history of disruptive courtroom 
behavior or there is a strong belief that the juvenile will try to escape.

Local juvenile court judges said they would follow the rule but raised concerns about public safety. They 
have long argued that juveniles are often impulsive and have outbursts in court or flee, posing challenges 
for older deputies.

"I've had kids flip tables over in court, even in shackles," said Circuit Judge Peter Blanc, who was a 
juvenile court judge before he became chief judge this year.

Last year, in response to repeated requests from Public Defender Carey Haughwout, local juvenile 
judges agreed to take handcuffs off but keep leg irons on juveniles who come into court for individual 
hearings. During detention hearings, when groups of 10 or more juveniles are brought into court together, 
both the leg irons and handcuffs stay on.

Forcing judges to decide which juveniles should remain in restraints and which shouldn't will add at least 
an hour to detention hearings that already last up to two hours, some judges said.

"It's more of a time constraint," Blanc said. "I don't mean to sound callous."

Juvenile Judge Ron Alvarez, like Blanc, hadn't read the order but voiced some reservations.

"We'll read it and work with it so everyone in the courtroom is safe," he said. But he remembers what it 
was like in the 1990s before juveniles were routinely shackled. "There was chaos," he said.

Like other public defenders in the state, Haughwout fought to stop judges from routinely shackling 
juveniles. Calling it child abuse, she filed lawsuits in state and federal courts, losing both.

Supreme Court Justice Charles Canady cast the lone vote against the rule change, which will go into 
effect Jan. 1.

"I am concerned that 7 the new rule will unduly hamper the trial court's ability to maintain the safety of 
court personnel, the juveniles themselves, and any bystanders in the courtroom," he wrote. "The reality is 
that being subjected to physical restraints is an inherent part of being in custody."

The rule change was based on recommendations of a 2006 report of the National Juvenile Defender 
Center. It was pushed by the Florida Public Defenders Association and Florida Association of Criminal 
Defense Lawyers.
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A 2008 study by the Center for Children and Families found that 22 states do not have a regular practice 
of shackling juveniles.

The Associated Press contributed to this story.
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