“Mother’s Testimony Emotional Motivator”
By Terrie Morgan-Besecker, Law & Order Reporter
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HARRISBURG – Moved by the impassioned plea of a mother who lost her son to suicide, the Judiciary Committee of the state Senate on Tuesday approved proposed legislation that would create additional safeguards to protect youths who appear in juvenile court.

The emotional story recounted by Sandy Fonzo of Wilkes-Barre brought state Sen. Lisa Boscola, D-Bethlehem, to tears. More important, said Sen. Lisa Baker, R-Lehman Township, it helped ensure the juvenile justice bills she has sponsored took the first step toward passage.

“Please, I beg you with all my heart and soul (to) do the right thing,” Fonzo told the committee as she concluded a10-minute address in which she described the heartbreak of losing her son, Edward Kenzakoski III. “Pass this package in honor and memory of my son.”

Kenzakoski, 23, shot himself through the heart last June following years of depression Fonzo says was brought on by his unjust incarceration as a juvenile by former Judge Mark Ciavarella, who was convicted in February of accepting more than $1 million from the builder of two juvenile detention centers the county utilized.

Fonzo gained national attention after she angrily confronted Ciavarella after the conclusion of his trial. She was invited to the judiciary hearing by Baker, who, along with Sen. John Yudichak, D-Plymouth Township, have been fighting for two years to pass legislation that provides additional protections to juveniles.

Several bills introduced by Baker would ensure all juveniles are represented by an attorney, regardless of their parents’ income, prohibit shackling of juveniles, require judges to state on the record their reason for imposing a particular sentence, create a victim advocate and expedite appellate court review of juvenile cases.

They are protections that likely would have prevented the travesty of justice Fonzo says her son endured after he was charged with possession of drug paraphernalia at age 17.

Choking back tears, Fonzo detailed how she and Ed’s father initially believed the juvenile court system would help straighten him out. They expected Ed would get a stern lecture and probation, but Ciavarella instead sent him away to a boot-style military camp for four months.

“Ed was shackled and cuffed and escorted from the courtroom,” Fonzo told the committee. “I will never forget the look in my son’s eyes when he turned back, looking to me for help. …That look will be burned into my heart and soul for the rest of my life.”

Boscola repeatedly wiped away tears as Fonzo recounted her story, describing how the experience changed Ed, a once “free-spirited, loving, happy boy” into a “bitter and resentful, hardened man.”

Speaking after the hearing, Boscola said she could not help but get emotional, particularly after Fonzo described the look of angst on her son’s face as he was led from Ciavarella’s courtroom in shackles.

“She will never forget that look,” Boscola said, her eyes again welling with tears. “She is going to blame herself for the rest of her life . . . that she should have done something more. No parent should have to live with that for the rest of their life.”

Fonzo has been interviewed by several national media outlets since her confrontation with Ciavarella. She said recounting the story again was difficult, but she is compelled to fight for changes in the juvenile system.

“My reason behind anything I do is to create positive change that will make sure … that no other family or child has to go through what we went through,” she said.

Baker and Yudichak said they believe Fonzo’s testimony was crucial in convincing the committee to approve the juvenile bills, noting some committee members had expressed concern about the cost of providing attorneys to all juveniles, regardless of their income.

“She won over a couple of people I know who were skeptical,” Baker said. “What she brought today helped us understand the human face of it, which was so essential.”

The bills will now go before the Senate’s appropriation committee, then to the full Senate for a vote. They would next go to the state House of Representatives.

This will mark the second time juvenile bills sponsored by Baker have gone before the Legislature for approval. Last year the Senate approved a bill that mandated legal counsel for juveniles, but the House failed to vote on the bill before the session ended.

Baker said she thinks the bills have a better chance of passage this time around.

“We have new leadership in the House ... I’m very confident we have the support that is necessary,” she said.
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