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Between the tiny courtrooms, occasional 
fisticuffs in the waiting rooms and lack of 
services in the building, litigants visiting the 
building for the first time can be caught off 
guard. “It’s not like the courts people are 
used to seeing on TV.”

But all of that is about to change for 
Family Court litigants, attorneys, judges 
and staff. The gleaming new $200 million, 
15-story Family Court building is set to 
open this fall at 15th and Arch streets.

“The cases Family Court deals with are 
sad cases,” said Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court Chief Justice Ronald D. Castille. “This 
will be a modern, clean, efficient and safe 
facility for these sad and complicated cases 
to be tried. It’s going to be a magnificent 
addition to the court system of Philadelphia. 
And it’s one that’s long been needed.” 

“The location and the quality of the 
facilities will be the biggest differences for 
litigants, attorneys, judges and court staff,” 
said Chief Justice Castille. “Juvenile Court 
over at 1801 Vine St. is a beautiful building, 
but it’s not really a modern courthouse. The 
other building at 34 S. 11th St. is a mess. 
There’s no maintenance and it’s not really 
built to be a courthouse because it’s an office 

building. It’s difficult for judges to practice 
there and it’s difficult for people to come 
there for the services on the dependency side 
and it’s difficult for the lawyers. It’s just not 
built for legal services,” he explained.

The original legislation called for $200 
million for the construction of the new 
building and Chief Justice Castille said the 
project should be coming in $15 million 
to $20 million under budget. He said the 
prime people that deserve credit are state 
Sen. Dominic Pileggi of Delaware County, 
who got the project into the capital budget. 
“And another person who deserves credit is 
former Gov. Ed Rendell who really pushed 
for this project. He was aware of the need 
for the facility as a Philadelphian. When 
Gov. Corbett came into office, there was a 
critical time when we could have lost the 
whole thing, depending on a decision that 
he made. Tom Corbett made the decision 
to continue to work on this project,” Chief 
Justice Castille said.

The new building features 29 courtrooms 
and 544,000 square feet of space. 
Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas 
Family Division Administrative Judge 
Kevin M. Dougherty said the courtrooms 

S hanese I. Johnson was blunt in her assessment of conditions at 
Family Court’s Domestic Relations Branch at 34 S. 11th St. 

Johnson, a family law attorney and former chair of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association’s Family Law Section, has been in the Domestic Relations 
Branch almost every day since 1998. The building, faced with scaffolding 
and protective netting to shield pedestrians from falling debris, already 
has a very tense atmosphere inside. “Nobody’s happy to be there in the 
first place. Unless you’re doing adoptions, nobody’s ever happy,” Johnson 
said, who added that she and others who frequent the building have become 
“desensitized” to the conditions. 





are located on the third, fourth, fifth and 
sixth floors. Domestic Relations and 
Juvenile courtrooms will be integrated 
on the same floors. Below street level 
are three levels of parking with room 
for more than 250 cars. A portion of 
those spaces will be allotted to Family 
Court since the parking facility is run 
by the Philadelphia Parking Authority 
and open to the general public. And 
one of the major improvements will 
be access to public transportation for 
litigants. 

The new building also has public 
and private access to Wi-Fi and there 
will be AV throughout the courtrooms, 
so hearings can be held remotely, 
according to Majid Alsayegh, the 
project manager. There will also be 
services for the hearing impaired in all 
courtrooms. 

“We’ve also tried to take into 
consideration the needs of counsel,” 
said Judge Dougherty. He said there 
will be two attorney consultation 
rooms attached to each courtroom. 
“We’ll have various consultation areas 
throughout every floor to assist with 
attorney-client confidentiality.” 

“It’s been an arduous process,” Judge 
Dougherty said of planning for the new 
facility. “(Family Court Supervising 
Judge Margaret) Murphy and I have 
worked really well with the private bar 
as well as the public bar, both from the 
domestic relations side and the juvenile 
justice side, to get input. We’ve traveled 
to New York City, Delaware and 
Montgomery County. We’ve looked at 
various courthouses that are state of 
the art. We’ve gone back to our own 
facilities at the Criminal Justice Center 
and City Hall to speak with the people 

who were involved with the creation 
of those buildings to see if they had 
any hindsight or assistance to try and 
address every issue that would try to 
advance us and so we would not run 
across any future issues.” 

Chief Justice Castille said that 
when the location for the building was 
selected, the judges were not included 
in the planning. “When I took over the 
project in 2008, I said these two judges 
(Dougherty and Murphy) have to be 
part of this. They live it, day in and 
day out. They know what the problems 
are better than some smart architect. 
They’ve been part of it from the start.” 

Judge Dougherty said Chief Justice 
Castille has been the champion of the 
project. “He bears the scars, but he also 
deserves the credit. We would not be 
here today had it not been his tenacity. 
Judge Murphy and I were invited to 
participate as a result of the Chief 
Justice taking control of this project.” 

The Vine Street courthouse was 
completed in 1941 and was built 
with funds from the Works Progress 
Administration. The courthouse, along 
with the Free Library of Philadelphia, 
were modeled after the Place de la 
Concorde in Paris. Chief Justice Castille 
said the building originally served as 
Municipal Court before there was a 
Philadelphia Family Division. In 1968, 
an amendment to the Pennsylvania 
Constitution under the Judiciary Act 
created the three main divisions of the 
Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas. 
Both divisions of Family Court were 
housed at 1801 Vine St. until 1991, 
when more space was needed. Judge 
Murphy said a significant portion of 
the Domestic Relations Division was 

moved to 1600 Walnut St. in January 
1980. Domestic Relations moved its 
complete operations to South 11th 
Street in 1991. “The splash at the time 
was that we were reuniting Domestic 
Relations. And the splash for this new 
building is that we’re all together 
again.” Added Judge Dougherty: 
“We’ve been a fractured family.”

“When you walk into 34 S. 11th 
St., a sad situation becomes a horrible 
situation because it’s so depressing. 
And the whole process is heightened,” 
said Judge Murphy. “The fact that 
you’ll be walking into a place that’s a 
professional setting in a government 
building of which you’re proud, 
certainly sets a tone that people at 
11th Street have been deprived of for 
many, many years. When you walk 
into the court facility, you should have 
a different impression of where you’re 
going and hopefully your behavior is 
going to change in accordance with the 
fact that you really are in a courthouse 
and it’s a different arena than you’re 
used to.” 

Judge Murphy said now there’s no 
place for a person to get milk for a 
child during a hearing day. That won’t 
be the case at 15th and Vine, where 
a vendeteria will allow visitors to 
purchase milk, snacks and sandwiches 
without leaving the building. “The 
vendeteria sounds like nothing, but it 
means the world if you have that child 
and didn’t bring enough milk or forgot 
something. We have older people with 
diabetes, who if they don’t get to have 
that little something to eat, can have a 
real problem. These little things mean 
a lot. Additionally, we’ll have areas to 
change diapers that are a much nicer 
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Family Court’s new location at 15th and Arch streets offers convenience to public transportation 
for litigants and employees. Image courtesy of Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas
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setting than we’ve ever had. I’m looking at it from the worst of 
the world, having been there since we moved back in 1991.” 

Judge Murphy said some of the staff have had the opportunity 
to visit the new building and they walk out so pleased they 
can’t wait to get in there. “The Chief bought into the fact that 
we needed this new building. While this is something that has 
been talked about forever, it never happened. And it wouldn’t 
have happened but for the steps that have been taken by Chief 
Justice Castille.”

The discussions on a need for a new building first started 
after the move to South 11th Street in 1991. A Women’s 
Law Project report issued in 2003 found that the Domestic 
Relations Division “performed far below criteria set by the 
Commission on Trial Court Performance Standards and made 
justice elusive for many of its users, in part because of its 
location in a building that was too small, difficult to navigate, 
and unsafe.” Judge Murphy said the depiction of 34 S. 11th 
St. was so sad for the people who worked there because it 
depicted a less-than-stellar environment to litigate cases. “So 
therefore no matter how good your operation, the setting just 
took you down. That was the beginning and it went nowhere 
fast,” she said. 

“This new building is really going to help the lawyers out 

because a lot of attorneys in this area are in juvenile because 
of the kids and dependency because of divorce. Instead of 
traipsing back and forth, they’ll have all the facilities in one 
location. It’ll have the scientific resources attorneys need. 
There will be places for urine analysis, places for psychiatrists 
and genetic testing. It’s all going to be in one location. It’s 
going to save a lot of people a lot of walking around Center 
City. It’s going to be very efficient. And cases will move faster 
as well,” Judge Dougherty said. 

There will be an enhanced child waiting area at 15th and 
Arch. “If the parents are called into a hearing a child is not 
supposed to be present, the child can wait and be supervised. 
It will be a much nicer area for the children to wait than what 
we have now. It’s hard to predict how many children we’re 
going to get each day,” Judge Murphy said.

“There’s a lot of anger in Family Court,” the Chief Justice 
said. “And when people come out of the new building they’re 
going to get a message. And for that message, they just have 
to look across the park and it’s going to say ‘love,’ referring to 
the Love statue visible across the street. 

Jeff Lyons (jlyons@philabar.org) is senior managing editor of 
publications for the Philadelphia Bar Association. 

“It’s all going to be in one location. It’s going to save a lot of 
people a lot of walking around Center City. It’s going to be very 

efficient. And cases will move faster as well,”




