
 
 

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
FOR THE SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF MISSISSIPPI 

NORTHERN DIVISION 

OFFICE OF STATE PUBLIC DEFENDER; 
ANDRÉ DE GRUY; and 
JENNIFER MORGAN, BRENDA LOCKE, 
and A. ARMAN MIRI, individually and on 
behalf of all others similarly situated, 
 

Plaintiffs, 
 
v. 
 
KATHARINE SURKIN, DIRECTOR OF 
THE ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE OF THE 
COURTS, in her official capacity, 
 

Defendant. 

 

Case No.: ____________________ 
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Youth Court Proceedings 

5. Youth Court cases impact  and  most important liberty interests, 

including their right to be a family and  right to physical liberty.  These proceedings 

routinely litigate fundamental constitutional rights, including a  substantive due process 
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rights to the care, custody, and management of their children, and a  right to be free from 

arbitrary institutional detention. Drawing on my extensive experience in both criminal defense 

and Youth Court matters, I can attest that the consequences of an adverse Youth Court outcome 

are frequently more profound, enduring, and life-altering than those in many criminal cases, 

where any deprivation of liberty is generally finite and defined by statute or sentencing 

guidelines. Parents consistently tell me that there is nothing worse than the threat or reality of 

losing a child to the state because these cases strike at the core of their identity, purpose, and 

family legacy. Effective legal representation is therefore indispensable to safeguarding these 

paramount rights, ensuring accurate fact-finding, and preventing erroneous governmental 

interference in the most intimate sphere of human life.   

6. In addition to impacting fundamental rights, these cases are also procedurally 

similar to criminal cases, in that the government levies allegations at a parent or youth and then 

must prove them according to legal standards and based on reliable evidence. There is a judge 

who is supposed to be neutral, who considers competing versions of the truth, makes 

discretionary decisions, and decides on consequences. Despite these parallel stakes, Youth Court 

proceedings lack the robust procedural guardrails found in standard criminal courts, frequently 

operating with an alarming degree of informality.  

Obtaining Records in Youth Court Proceedings 

7. In my experience as a Youth Court attorney representing parents and children, it is 

difficult to obtain records related to cases in which I am counsel. AOC controls my access to 

MYCIDS and all Youth Court records stored in that system

to Youth Court records in the system. AOC routinely fails to provide me, other Youth Court 

attorneys, and parents involved in Youth Court cases with access to case records that we need 
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for cases in which we are counsel or a party. My access to Youth Court records is routinely 

delayed and has been denied entirely in some cases. My clients are routinely denied access to 

their own records. 

regarding access to Youth Court records. The same is true for my clients and all litigants in 

Youth Court. As of July 1, 2026, AOC will be prohibited from providing access to any Youth 

Court records to me, any other Youth Court attorney, or to any parent or child involved in a 

Youth Court case. 
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Lawyers in Youth Court 

 

 

 

 

17. These conflicting incentives manifest directly in daily case-related decisions, 

Case 3:26-cv-00458-HTW-LGI     Document 3-4     Filed 06/24/26     Page 6 of 9



 
 

creating a pervasive culture of risk aversion. Appointed attorneys are acutely aware that 

zealously litigating a case may irritate the court and disrupts crowded dockets. Consequently, 

attorneys frequently pull their punches. They decline to file necessary motions or to appeal 

erroneous orders out of a justified fear that doing so will result in the judicial officer quietly 

removing them from future appointments, effectively threatening their professional livelihood. 

18. This dynamic creates a profound and pervasive risk of retaliation against both the 

attorney who engages in zealous advocacy and the client who insists upon their rights. In my 

practice, I have observed that retaliation rarely takes the form of an overt, explicit threat; instead, 

it manifests through deeply destructive, informal, and subtle counter-measures, or through 

calculated administrative inaction. In dependency and termination of parental rights (TPR) 

proceedings, this frequently occurs through the ca  framing of case reports, their 

testimony on the stand, or a reluctance to assist the client in accessing required statutory services. 

19. This systemic manifestation of retaliation has direct, tangible consequences for 

clients. In delinquency and Child in Need of Supervision (CHINS) cases, this friction can result 

in a child being held in secure detention longer than necessary. It can also manifest as a child 

remaining on an electronic ankle monitor indefinitely, having probation extended, having 

additional conditions added to the disposition, or having statutory hearings repeatedly continued. 

For parents in dependency matters, it can mean slower progress toward reunification, more 

restrictive visitation or placement decisions, findings that reasonable efforts were made despite 

limited actual support, or an accelerated path to termination of parental rights. These dynamics 

create a powerful chilling effect: clients, whose primary goal is to regain or retain custody of 

their children or to secure their liberty, often choose not to press for records, file motions, or 

challenge deficiencies because the risk feels too great. This undermines the fundamental fairness 
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of Youth Court proceedings and the right to effective assistance of counsel. 

20. Given the culture of practice in Mississippi Youth Courts and my experience over 

the past 12 years, I routinely caution my clients that pressing for access to records, filing motions, 

or appealing orders carries a real risk of informal retaliation by CPS, the State, or the court. 

Because the state systematically denies them direct access to their own files, my clients are 

already forced to navigate this system entirely in the dark. Demanding basic transparency or 

asserting legal rights means inviting administrative friction that can directly result in delayed 

family reunification or extended juvenile detention and they may never know what happened 

behind the scenes because they do not have access to the records. This dynamic creates a 

profound and immediate chilling effect. The parents I represent want their children back more 

than anything, and the youth I represent want to stay out of secure confinement. When forced to 

choose between blindly fighting for their due process rights or protecting themselves from 

extended state-sanctioned separation, my clients understandably decide that the risk of 

demanding fair proceedings is simply too high. The result is that legitimate efforts to obtain basic 

information, challenge the  case, or hold the system accountable are chilled before 

they ever begin. This is not how a fair adversarial process is supposed to work. 

21. I have spoken with counsel and agree to act as a class representative. I understand 

the responsibility of prosecuting a class action on behalf of all Youth Court attorneys in 

Mississippi. I am familiar with the Complaint and the concept of a class action. I am also deeply 

familiar with the  secrecy policies and practices, and the constitutional rights they violate. 

I am prepared to respond to discovery requests if needed. I am fully dedicated to fulfilling the 

role and duties of a class representative.  
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