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A Judicial Guide to Child Safety
in Custody Cases

Introduction

Custody and visitation decisions are among the most difficult that judges make. Whether by
statute, case law, or custom, all state and tribal courts employ some form of “the best interest of
the child” standard in making these decisions. A child's physical, emotional, and psychological
safety are always in his or her best interest. This tool is designed (o maximize a child's safety as
you determine issues of custody and visitation and can help you

Assess whether a child or parent is at risk for physical, emotional, or mental abuse.

= Review the evidence so thal the safety of the child is the primary factor in determining

his or her best interest.

Evaluate safety risks at various stages of a case, from initial filing through posl-disposition.
Make findings that explain and prioritize safety concems,

Draft custody and visitation orders that maximize family salety,

This tool will also assist you in conducting a thoughtiul exploration of the child's safety risks
when abusive behavior has been part of the family fabric. Sometimes, the parties may not
arliculate clearly either the abuse or the child's safety risks during litigation. Indicalors may be
present that require you to explore the possibility that one parent is putting the other parent or
the child at risk of abuse, Because the abused parent might not directly raise issues of physical
abuse or other forms of control, you will want to be aware of indicators of abusive behaviors
lhal may alter the dynamics of the litigation process, This tool will explore the various behaviors
that you might encounter, both from the controlling and abusive parent, and from the controlled
and abused parent.

Organization of the Bench Tool

This supplemental guide and the attached bench cards follow your decision-making from the
initial filing through drafting and enforcing the order, While much of the material is presented in
procedural order,' there are also bench cards and chapters devoled Lo lopics and issues that can
anse throughout litigation.

The authors suggest that you first read the cards as an introduction to the topics addressed. This
supplement, to which the cards are keyed, offers additional information and suggests further
resources at the end of the guide, and in footnotes.

I, The stapes of lifigation might be named differently in various stabe and ribal jurisdiclions, The process o filing, hearing, and decision-making are
familiar encagh that the procedural references made i his valume ase likely b be casly adapled to the actual practice in your courl




I. Children, Abuse, and Custody

Mumerous studies document the negative effects on children who are exposed to the abuse of
one parent by the other. The studies provide evidence of the problems associated with their
psychological, emolional, and cognitive functions, and longer-term development.” Children who
witness violence and coercive control by one parent toward the other experience at least the
same level of serious effects as those who were direct targets of the abuse.” The research also
shows that each child’s experiences, perceptions, and responses are unique. Any inlervention
should be tailored to that child's particular risk set and situation.*

Studies also support that children are at greater risk of being abused when one parent is abused
by the other parent,” Abuse of the children, or threalencd abuse, is a powertful tool of control®

Abuse directly perpetrated on the child happens frequently afler parental separation when the
abusive parent may no longer have ready access to the other parent, This means that children
are at risk post-separation even if they were never directly abused by the abusive parent
previously.” Sometimes, abuse of a child can lead to “reconciliation” if the abused parent
believes that resuming the relationship is the only way to keep the child safe.”

A. [§1.1] Indications that Abuse Exists in a Child’s Life

as with adults who have been subjected to physical abuse or other forms of coercive
control, there is no one pattem of behavior that will be observed in children who have
experienced abuse, whether they were abused themselves or whether they have lived in a
famnily where one parent has abused the other. Given the range of psychological and
physical injury to a child lrom an abusive parent and the many elements that contribute to
or delay a child's recovery, assessing risk to the child from the abusive parent is a complex
process,” Sometimes, child behaviors can be confusing or counterintuitive. Children who
have experienced abuse might

« Be better behaved with either the al-risk or the abusive parent, or, on Lthe contrary, act
disrespectfully toward him or her.
» Identify with the parent who is perceived as more powerful.”
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* Act lovingly toward or comfortable with an abusive parent.
+ Assume the role of parent.
+ Be anxious when away from the abused parent.

Those children may also

» Suller from depression or other mental health problems.
+ Self medicate with drugs or alcohol (adult victims often do the same).

B. [§1.2] The Best Interest of the Child Standard

II.

Generally speaking, it is considered detrimental 1o a child and not in his or her best
interest to be placed in sole custody, joint legal custody, or joint physical custody with the
abusive parent."” The most important prolective resource to enable a child to cope with
expasure (o abuse is a strong relationship with a competent, nurturing, positive adult—
mast often, that adult will be the non-abusing parent.” Providing for the physical, mental,
and emolional safety of the child will include providing sale visitation by the abusive
parent, if truly safe visitation can be arranged. You should award visitation to an abusive
parent only if you find that adequate provisions [or the child’s and the abused parent's
safety can be made, assuming that contact with the abusive parent is advised at all.”

At-tisk parents may advocate for limiled or supervised contact between the abusive parent
and the child; their reasons may not be clearly or easily articulated. Any allegations of
abuse, whether made by the atl-risk parent or the child, should be taken seriously. Often
when viewed through the lens of abuse and coercive control, though, the case comes into
focus. It is important that abusive parents' access Lo their children occur only in safe
environments or when safety of both the child and the at-risk parent can be ensured. Even
if you find that the behaviors of a parent do not seem to meet the definilion of “abuse” as
defined in this tool, the best intcrest of the child standard demands that the child be placed
in the custody of the more appropriate, and safer, parent,

Abusive Behavior and Evidence of Risk

A. [§2.1] How This Tool Defines “Abusive Behavior”

It s important to remember that abusive behavior, often described as domestic violence, is
not limited to physical viclence against a parent. Physical violence is generally one of

I1. Pemwsal Couc OF Jveite sl R Covar fonoes {erasares MOFRCT), Faas Ve A Moon. STate Gooe arenieres: Moes Qo) S48 and ils
l.'::mll":l.'ﬂl.:"'_:'”?ml.
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several tactics used Lo maintain control over another person. For purposes of this tool,
we are defining abusive behavior as “a patlern of assaultive and coercive behaviors that
operale at a variety of levels - physical, psychological, emotional, financial or sexual - that
one parent uses against the other parenl.” The pattern of behaviors is neither impulsive
nor ‘out of contral,” but is purposeful and instrumental in order to gain compliance or
control.™

Although the definition refers Lo a pattern of behavior, you may consider one incident of
physical violence Lo be abusive behavior and therefore sufficient to put a child at risk." This
tool may use either the term “abusive behavior” or the term “coercive or controlling
behaviar to refer to similar types of behavior palterns. Abusive or coercive behavior
directed al an intimate partner, no maller how defined, can create serious safety risks for
children.”

In recent years, a growing body of social science research has addressed the wide range of
violent and abusive behavior in families, documenting its severity, frequency, and injurious
outcomes, and arguing about who perpetrates it and for whal apparent purpose.™
Delermining the level of risk for both parent and child is a crucial first step in making
custody and visitation decisions. If you have any lingering safety concerns, put protections
in place that address the source of the congemns prior ko ruling on custody and visitation.

B. [§2.2] How Abusive Behaviors Might Manifest Themselves
in Court

Often, the abusive parent will seek to control the at-risk parent through a mixture of
criticism, verbal abuse, economic control, and isolation. The abusive parent may employ an
array of other tactics, many of which may be more difficult to quantify for evidentiary
purposes than physical or sexual assault ™ Abusive behaviors within a parenling
relationship are complex and often go unrecognized or unidentified in legal proceedings.™
These behaviors, too, might nol be readily or easily connected to any definilion of abuse
during the course of cuslody litigation.*' The reactions of the at-risk parent to the abuse will
be unique to the individual and the circumstances. Similarly, each child will experience
domestic violence in unigue ways depending on a variety of factors thal include direct

{4 Thm cdefinifion & derised o BOF Cusas Daree o s, Maacss Cosm Ao Vemos Ewiianoes B Cases Wi Dosesin Ve brce: A JOGE's CUIDE & JeE
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Syvprpie, DovEsne Vol fu Mamcrea Cossoosm Fos Cinn Pronoemr S 1-32
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physical abuse of the child, his or her gender and age, the lime since exposure to violence,
and his or her relationship with adults in the home. Some children may show no apparent
negative developmental problems despile witnessing repeated violence.”

You may observe behavior in court that may not be readily identifiable as evidence of risk.
Abusive parents and al-risk parents may behave in unpredictable ways depending on

the circumstances of each case.” Some at-risk parents as a survival lechnigue will
rminimize or deny that they have been abused, even when evidence of abuse is over-
whelming. Both parents might minimize or deny the impact of the violence on the

child. Or, the at-risk parent may express fear Lhal the abusive parent will hurt the
children, even if there is no evidence of prior child abuse.

C. [§2.3] Courtroom Demeanor of the Abusive Parent

As described elsewhere, there is no one pattern of behavior that vou will observe in either
the abusive parent or the al-risk parent. There are some behaviors, however, thal indicate
disrespect toward the other parenl. These behaviors should raise red flags for you lo
determine whether they result from a pattemn of control.

Often abusive parents present well, as they are skilled at maintaining control. An abusive
parent might

= Believe or claim that the other parent is stupid, unsophisticated, or inflexible.
« Anger casily.

* Behave in an arogant or superior manner.

* Attemnpt to present as the true victim in the relationship.

* Appear vulnerable or otherwise engender empathy with the court or with third parties.
+ Be unwilling to understand another’s perspective.

« Expect the child to meet the parent’s needs.

+ Advocale or adhere to stnct gender roles.

* Patronize the other party, counsel, and even the court,

+ Attempt to create an alliance with you.

+ Minimize, deny, blame others for, or excuse inappropriale behavior,

This controlled courtroom presence of the abusive parent may contrast with the at-
risk parent’s behavior.

EX. Fllesnon, Supsie nic 4, 4 7
2% Feaderck & _|II|_'!.'_ IV noie M,




D. [§2.4] Courtroom Demeanor of the At-Risk Parent

The at-risk parent may not present as well and might

» Have difficulty presenting evidence for any number of reasons: cognitive impairments
resulting rom abuse, fear, or a conviction that she® will not be believed.

 Demonstrate inappropriate affect resulting from fear, depression, post-traumatic stress
disorder, or other response 1o abuse.

 [Be extremely anxious and unfocused in the presence of the abusive parent,

+ Be aggressive or angry when testifying,

» Show signs of distress when listening to the other parent’s testimony.

+ Appear numb, unaffected, or disinterested.

E. [§2.5] Distinguishing the “High-Conflict” Case
Both legal and mental health professionals acknowledge the relevance of parent-to-parent
abuse and coercive control in determining the best interest of the child.” Family law cascs
involving evidence of abuse may be (and in fact, often are mistakenly) labeled
“high-conflict.” Abuse cases may have high-conflict characteristics, but they require a
different set of considerations in order to promote safety for the at-risk parent and child.

High-conflict cases are those intense and protracted disputes that require considerable
court and community resources during litigation and possibly after.™ They are distinguished
by mutual mistrust of each partner, poor impulse control, and cycles of reaction and
counter-reaction which further erode the possibility of trust.* In cases with abuse, on the
other hand, one parent exhibits attitudes and behaviors designed to exert inappropriate
control over the other parent. To add Lo the confusion, there may be responsive violence
or protective behaviors by the victim parent, which may make the case appear to be high-
conflict on the surface.

[§2.6] Remember: Abusive behaviors occur in all economic levels. Low-income at-risk
parents may not have access to the resources they need in order to safely leave an
abusive situation with their children. Parents who experience abuse in middle- and upper-
class households may have different hurdles to overcome, They may be discredited by the
abusive parent who may have special status in the business or local community. In
addition, wealth and education can be confused with the ability to leave an abusive
situation. The reality is that control is maintained by creating fear and is not related 1o

24, Aithin k.' the: gty of victims of abuse and coercive somired are women, this ool ad he accompanying cards woukd apply equally where the at
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wealth, although many at-risk parents may not have independent access to resources
within the family while in the abusive situation, even in wealthy families.

I1I. Analyzing the Evidence

Of course, one of a judge’s primary functions is to consider the evidence, determine its
credibility, and find facts based upon his or her assessment of that evidence. Often in [ mily law
matters, the lemptation is to view competing or opposing evidence of abuse as “he said/she
said," This perspective can result in ruling against the parent who has the burden of proof on
the theory thal without additional testimony o lip the scales, the court lacks sufficient evidence
1o rule otherwise.

The abusive parent benefits from that perspective. Often that parent has invested effort in con-
vincing the at-risk parent that she will not be believed if she discloses the abusive behavior, The
coercive parent's atlempits o influence you in order o discount the other parent's testimony
about the abuse is a method of manipulation aimed al you, as well as the other parent.

As a judicial officer, familiarity with the dynamics of abusive behavior and coercive control will
enable you to assess the testimony and other evidence, and create a plan that is in the hest
interest of the children.”

A. [§3.1] Cross-Allegations

Cross-allegations of abuse are not uncommon,™ Somelimes, it is the abusive parent who
raises issues of abuse in an effort to discredit the al-risk parent. To sort through this type
of testimaony,

* Determine whether any alleged physical act was part of a pattern of emotional, physical,
financial, or sexual abuse,

» Determine whether any alleged physical acts were done in response or in reaction to
other forms of abuse and control, including financial control, isolation, physical violence,
sexual abuse, or hurmiliation.”
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= Consider whether one parent inflicted more harm.
+ Consider the impact of the alleged abusive behavior on the other parent or the child.
+ Consider a parent or child’s fear of the other parent.

The maore familiar vou become with Lhe dynamics of coercive control, the easier it will
become to analyze the evidence in order 1o determine whether a pattern of abusive
hehavior is present.

B. [83.2] Using Third-Party Information for Decision-Making

In the contested case, there may be sources of information that vou will consider admitting
into evidence, such as the reporls of custody evaluators or expert witnesses. Determining
whether to admit the reports or testimony into evidence and the extent to which you rely
on them must be carefully considered, especially in cases where the safety of a child or a
parent is al issuc.” A good test of the source’s expertise is whether any recommendations
take into account the need to protect the physical and emotional safely of the child and the
at-risk parent, and whether the recommendations offered make full use of the range of
available alternalives.” While you may have one or more expert recommendations
regarding the child's best interest, the ultimate responsibility for decision-making on issues
ol custody and visitation of course lies with you.

C. [83.3] A Word of Caution about Parental Alienation™

Under relevant evidentiary standards, the court should nol accept testimony regarding
parental alienation syndrome, or “PAS.” The theory positing the existence of PAS has been
discredited by the scientific community.™ In Kumho Tire v Carmichaed, 526 U.5. 137 (1999),
the Supreme Court ruled thal even expert testimony based in the “sofl sciences” must meet
the standard set in the Daubert case.™ Daubert, in which the court re-examined the
standard it had earlier articulated in the Frye™ case, requires application of a multi-factor
test, including peer review, publication, testability, rate of error, and general acceptance.
PAS does nol pass this test, Any testimony that a party 1o a custody case suffers from the
syndrome or “parental alienation” should therefore be ruled inadmissible and stricken from
the evaluation report under both the standard established in Daubert and the earlier Frye

slandard.™
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The discredited "diagnosis” of PAS {or an allegation of "parental alienation”), quite apart
from ils scientific invalidity, inappropriately asks the courl 10 assume that the child's
behaviors and attitudes toward the parent who claims to be “alienated” have no grounding
in reality. 1L also diverts attention away from the behaviors of the abusive parent, who may
have directly influenced the child’s responses by acting in violent, disrespectful,
intimidating, humiliating, or discrediting ways toward the child or the other parent, The
task for the court s to distinguish between situations in which the child is critical of one
parent because they have been inappropriately manipulated by the other (laking care not to
rely solely on subtle indications), and situations in which the child has his or her own
legitimate grounds for criticism or fear of a parent, which will likely be the case when that
parent has perpetraled domestic violence. Thase grounds do not become less legitimate
because the abused parent shares them, and secks Lo advocate for the child by voicing his
or her concermns.

IV. Respectful Interaction and Safety in Custody Cases
with Child Safety Issues

A. [84.1] Respectful and Safe Interaction
To encourage respectful interaction during the course of litigation, you may wish Lo

* Insist that the attorneys treal all parties with respect. If the abusive parent’s attorney is
allowed to be disrespectful loward the opposing counsel, the opposing parly, or any
witnesses, thal behavior serves to empower the abusive parent and can thereby increase
the salety threat to the at-risk parent.

* Because the at-risk parent may need additional lime to answer questions, insist that the
attorneys give each party adequate time 1o respond.

» Insist that counsel maintain a respectiul distance from the witness.

» Warn the partics and counsel against the use of sarcastic or other disrespectiul remarks
or lone.

= [mpose sanctions for the continued use of disrespectful tone, remarks, or lactics.

+ Watch out for and intervene to stop any controlling non-verbal behavior by one parent
toward the other.

= If one or both parents are pro se, require all questions and answers in court to be
funneled through you

To ensure safety during the course of litigation when you suspect that one parent has |
been controlled by the other parent, you may wish to |

« Inform secunty that the suspected abusive parent must be kept a safe distance from the
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at-risk parent. This may include escorting the at-risk parent mto and out of the court
house.

= [f the parties are pro se, require a bailiff or other person to be placed between them when
they stand before the bench.

+ Order the controlling parent to remain in the courtroom for 15 minutes following a
hearing so that the other party has an opportunity o leave salely.

« Design the terms of your order with an eye toward requiring the parties to have as little
contact with each other as possible.

« Order professionally supervised visitation™ or no visitation if safe visitation cannot he

drranged.
B. [§4.2] Assigning Accountability

As a judge, you may take steps that require a parent to act or to refrain from action. One of
the most important steps you can take when you recognize abuse is to remind yourself that
the abusive parent must be held accountable for the abusive behaviors. Remember that the
source of the family's problems is not immaturity or poor communication, but rather that
one parent and the child are very much at risk of being abused by the other parent. If you
can make the at-risk parent and child safe, their lives and behaviors will improve.
Assigning accountability 1o the controlling parent and not permitting it to be shifted to the
al-risk parent is the besl and safest approach you can take ®

V. Establishing Jurisdiction

In cases involving family violence, parents may relocate to perpetrate or escape abuse, often
taking children across state lings. This may create confusion about which state should make or
maodify custody decisions. To help courts decide these jurisdictional issues, all states and the
District of Columbia adopled the Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction Act (UCCIA). Most stales
have replaced the UCCJA with the Uniform Child Custody Junsdiction and Enforcement Act
(UCCIEA)." The UCCJA and UCCJEA set standards for determining when a state can appropriately
exercise jurisdiction in cases involving custody and visitation decisions. The acts also require
states, except in limited circumstances, to enforce custody judgments issued in other states.

The federal Parental Kidnapping Prevention Act® (PKPA) and the full faith and credit provisions
of the Violence Againsl Women Acl™ (VAWA) also may apply in child custody proceedings.
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Other federal or intemational laws and treaties also may come into play.* It is important Lo
tamniliarize yoursell with these laws, particularly when dealing with pro se litigants in family
violence cases. ™

A.

[§5.1] Initial Custody Determinations

A state courl may exercise jurisdiction to make an initial custody decision if'it has one of
the following (in order of priority):

Home state jurisdiction. Home state refers Lo Lhe state in which a child has lived for at
least six consecutive months immediately prior to commencement of the current case, If
home state jurisdiction in your state is relied on as the basis for an initial custody decision,
your state will have continuing jurisdiction to make future custody determinations for that
child so long as at least one parent continues to live in your state.

Significant connection jurisdiction. To have significant connection jurisdiction, the court
st find that the child and al least one parent or person acting as parent have a
signilicant connection with your state and substantial evidence is available in your stale
concerning the child's care, protection, training, and personal relationships. A state may
exercise signilicant connection jurisdiction if no other state has home state jurisdiction or if
the child's home state has declined to exercise jurisdiction.

Last resort jurisdiction. This applies if no ather slate has home state or significant
connection jurisdiction, or all other states having jurisdiction have declined to exercise
jurisdiction.

[§5.2] Temporary Emergency Jurisdiction

A slale may cxercise temporary emergency jurisdiction if the child has been abandaned in
the stale, or it is necessary to protecl the child because the child, child's sibling, or parent is
subjected Lo or threatened with mistreatment or abuse. A court may exercise lemporary
emergency jurisdiction even if it is not the child’s home state and the child does not have a
significant conneclion with the state. Abuse of a parent is significant 1o a child's welfare
and is often a reason for a court to exercise lemporary emergency jurisdiction,

If a court exercises temparary emergency jurisdiction to protect a child from harm, no other
court has issued a custody decision, and a custody proceeding has not been commenced in
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a state with jurisdiction, the child custody determination will remain in effect until an order
i5 obtained from a state having home state, significant connection, or last resort
jurisdiction. If no other state exercises jurisdiction, the orders made pursuant to temporary
emergency jurisdiction may become final orders. If a custody proceeding has been
commenced or a custody decision has been made in another state, your temporary
emergency order is truly temporary, It should remain in effect long enough to allow the
petitioner to seek an order from the original court. When two states are involved, you must
communicate with the court in the other state to resolve the emergency and protect the
parent and child.

[§5.3] Custody Modifications

A court in one state may not modify another state’s custody judgment or decree unless the
new state has acquired home state or significant connection jurisdiction and the court of
the initial stale

* determines that it no longer has exclusive continuing jurisdiction, or

* determines that the new slale is a more convenient forum; or a court of either stale
determines that the child and child’s parent or a person acting as a child’s parent no
longer reside in the initial state.

It is important to communicate with other courts in these circumstances, using the express
procedures of the judicial communication statutes enacted in your state. You should discuss
whether the other court still has jurisdiction, which court is the most convenient forum, and
which court can provide the best protection for the at-risk parent and child

I you issued an initial custody decision and the parent and child move to another state,

you may be contacted by a judge in the new state about jurisdictional 1ssues. This is a
lime Lo review your case file to determine if it contains indicia of coercive control or

other abusive behaviors. Sometimes in hindsight, certain behaviors or strategies will
indicate abuse that mitially went unnoticed.

[§5.4] Remember: Under the Violence Against Women Act, custody orders enlered as
parl of civil protection orders must be given full faith and credit if the orders were issued
after notice and an opportunity to be heard in the issuing state. Consider checking your

local statutes to see how your jurisdiction handles jurisdictional issues.

[8§5.5] Absent an Emergency

Parents relocate for reasons other than Lo escape or perpetrate violence. For example, a
parent who has been abused may move closer o supportive family members or for




financial reasons. The same jurisdictional laws apply to these moves except that temporary
emergency junsdiction may not be available

E. [§5.6] Tribal Jurisdiction

Tribal courls vary in their responses to custody issues and family violence. As
sovereign nations, tribes have their own laws addressing civil protection orders,
custody and visitation, and parent-child relationships. If you have a case involving
Indian children or jurisdictional issues with a tribe, you should communicate with the
tribal court.

VI. Temporary and Emergency Orders

Oflen, one of the parties reguests that the court enter an interim order of custody or
visitalion at the outset of a case. In cases where the pleadings or affidavits in support of
such a request contain allegations thal raise salety concerns, or you have such concerns
for some other reason, you should consider scheduling a hearing, even if your jurisdiclion
allows temporary or emergency custody and visitation rulings without a hearing. The
hearing can provide you with an opportunity to gather important information and conduct
a safety assessmenl.

Some examples of concerning allegations are:

= A child is unsafe with one parent.

= A child has been subjected to adult behavior that is inappropriate for a child o
witness,

* One of the parents has been physically abusive to the child, the other parent, or a
new or former partner.

= One parent is a sex offender or has a new parlner who is a sex offender.

» Child or adult protective services has been involved with this family or individual
family members

= A parent or other caregiver has a substance abuse problem.

+ A child engages in sexualized behavior.

« One parent has committed an act of psychological or emotional abuse,

+ One parent controls the financial resources,

+ The parent alleged to be abusive has a history of being abused either as a child or
as an adult,

+ The parent alleged to be abusive has a history of witnessing abuse as a child.
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« (One parent is not contributing substantially to the support of the child.

+ One parent does not permil the child Lo bring loys or clothing to the other parent's
house.

* A parent’s immigralion or disabilily slalus makes that parent unsuited to be the
child's primary cuslodian.”

As with the mitial filing, you may not have substantial evidence before you at this stage;
nevertheless, you may observe statements or behaviors that trigger your concern for a
child's physical, emotional, or mental health with one or the other of the parents. Though
coercive control can be subtle and the things that concermn you are only nuances, they
should not be disregarded. They serve 1o keep you alert for other indicia as the case
progresses,

A. [86.1] Why Financial Control is Relevant to Early Decisions

Financial controd is frequently part of coercive behavior and can be sufficient in itself to
maintain control over the entire family. Controlling finances can also be a method of
limiting the other parent’s ability to parent effectively. For example, abusive parents might
want to pay family expenses directly, rather than make support payments to the other
parent. More typically, financial control appears as part of a complex of controlling
behaviors.”

B. [§6.2] Moving toward Certainty

Al this slage, you may leel thal you do not have sulhicient information to make a decision
on custody and visitation based upon the pleadings or other evidence presented. As long as
you have unresolved safety concerns, you should refrain from any decision. Steps you can
take to move toward the certainty you need include

 Ordering the parties o provide essential information.

+ Appointing a third party trained and experienced in safety and abuse issues (o make a
factual investigation regarding claims made by the parents or [0 otherwise secure
information that you need.

+ Giving the parents clear deadlines to provide specified information or otherwise comply
with an order,

* Directing court personnel to assist pro se clients locate needed information.

Whenever you have concerns regarding the safety of a child or a parent, vou should
consider protective measures such as professionally supervised visitation or limited access

47, 0. Penudielan, Ersuries Rnmes b Nonoiizens Sundeors of Domestc Wirkomor, 54 o & Faa C1. )L 6%, 72 (2000,
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by the abusive parent if there are no formal supervised visitation centers in vour
community. You could order enrollment and strict attendance in a certified treatment
program for the abusive parent.” While compliance with a treatmenl program order does
not ensure thal an abusive parent has changed the concering behavior, non-compliance
can be a clear indicator that a parent does not respect boundaries. Mot respecting rules and
boundanes {including the lerms of your orders) is oflen characteristic of individuals who
engage in tactics of coercive control.

VII. Initial Filing

It is troublesome Lo consider that the individuals who appear before you may be causing harm
by their children, whether they are doing so directly or indirectly. The earier in a case that you
recognize signs of coercive and controlling behaviors, the earlier you can take steps to create
salely for the child and the at-risk parent. Often, you may be able to recognize signs of abuse at
the very beginning of a case, long before an evidentiary hearing is calendared.

A. [§7.1] Review the Pleadings and Case History

It is important to review thoroughly the content of the pleadings as well as the litigants’
court history very early on. Even though mos! judges feel the pressure of a busy docket and
know that the claims pled and remedies requested may change during the course of the
litigaticn, taking lime to consider carefully the information that initial filings contain is a
good use of resources. In fact, spending time considering whal is - and what is not -
contained in the pleadings may save substantial time as the litigation proceeds. The carlier
you becomie aware that safety may be a consideration in the case, the earlier you can issue
appropriate orders,

For example, was cruelty or abuse alleged in the pleadings? Allegations of abuse must be
taken seriously as a warning sign thal household members could be unsafe. Of course, the
parties will have to provide evidence to the court to support any claim of abuse; vet, the
fact that one party has made the allegations should alert you lo be mindful of safety issues.
At this stage of the liligation, you simply want to be aware of the fact that abuse has been
raised and that further exploration on your part is required.

B. [§7.2] Review the Family’s History

You might consider oblaining a history of prior court proceedings by the parties,
Information contained in civil protection orders, prior family court pleadings, and criminal
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records might indicate that the family is high-risk and that the children might not be safe.
Even though it is far too soon for findings in the case, it is important at this slage 10 be alerl
lo the fact that safety is a likely factor.

C. [§7.3] A Word of Caution about the Absence of Allegations

The absence of allegations of abuse or the absence of requests for sole custody does not
mean that safety risks are not present. For any number of reasons, victims of abuse may
fail to disclose the abuse in their initial pleadings; among them, a fear of increasing the
level of dangerousness,” embarrassment or shame, or a[:l'ﬂ-::c from an attormney that
asserting such claims may be detrimental Lo their case or delay resolution. Continuing to
be sensitive to safety risks as the case proceeds will help you make appropriate f.afet:.r
ASSESSMENLS.

D. [§7.4] A Word of Caution about Requests for Sole Custody

Requests to exclude one parent substantially from any form of shared parenting may be
made for one of two reasons: the abusive parent might be attempting to control the
litigation and the at-risk parent by requesting sole physical custody or sole decision-making
authority regarding the child;™ or, if abuse has occurred, the abused parent may be making
the requesl as a safely stralegy [or both the abused parent and the child. In essence, either
parent's request for sole custody may be a waming that family members have experienced
abuse. Because there may be safety concerns underlying the request for sole custody,
explore the reasons behind the request prior to making any determination aboul custody
or visitation

[§7.5] Remember: Performing a sulficient initial safety assessment is critical to good
decision-making. Paying attention 1o polential safety issues at the outset of the case
reduces the risk of harm to abused family members and helps ensure that the court
proceeds in a positive direction. Early assessment and intervention also result in a savings
ol time for the court later. Additional hearings in order to put safely measures in place at a
later time, when access issues break down, are potentially avoided. Carelul scrutiny
through a safety lens early on can help ensure that the best interest of the child is met,
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VIII. The Pretrial Process
A. [§8.1] The Discovery Process

A number of strategics are available to control the discovery process and enhance safety:

* Enforce no-contact orders so that the parties are not both present at depositions.

* Permit counsel to interrupl a deposition to consult with a client by telephone outside
the presence of the other parent.

* Use remote video or other technology for deposition testimony, with the abusive
parent being out of sight and earshot of the at-risk parent.

= Order the allorey requesting discovery (o submit a safety plan® to the court for your
approval,

B. [§8.2] Appointment of Third Parties

When you delermine that a situation requires a third-party professional and the safety of
the child or a parent is at issue, it is critical that you appoint professionals who are
qualified. It is essential that any™ professional brought into such a case, in whatever
capacity, has extensive training in the dynamics of abuse and coercive control. As stated
earlier, this pattem of behaviors is complex. Abuse and the responses to it are sometimes
countenntuitive, susceptible to misinterpretation, and can lead o serious ham to the
parent wha is the target of abuse and to any child exposed to it.

C. [§8.3] The Pretrial Conference

Many jurisdictions require a pretrial conference to narrow the trial issues and seltle those
issues on which the parlies agree. Your jurisdiction might require the parents to meet to
discuss settlement prior Lo appearing at the pretrial conference. In cases where a protection
order is in effect, you might amend the meeting requirement so that only the attorneys
reet, if both parents are represented. To require the parties to come face-to-face where a
protection order specifically prohibits such an event sends mixed messages to the parents,
sels up a potential power imbalance between them, and can increase the level of harm 1o
the al-risk parent.

LESK S o Jil Dendes, WAWHET Auvinn B Foemw, SarETi PLaNsasa (1947, Feaitalde a1

hitp:/new vawnelorgS Assoc_Fikes VAWnel DavissSafetyFlanning, pdi

A3, Prokessinals mery incliade guandans ad lim, qustody evahuators, parenting coordinatons, mental health professionals, or unpaid valuntesrs such as
coaat appoinked special advocates [CASAS)




D. [§8.4] Drafting the Pretrial Order

Whenever you draft a pretrial order, be as clear and specific as possible. In cases where
coercive control does exist, the abusive parent will likely use every contact with the other
parent as an opportunity to continue the abuse. Therefore, the less room for contact or for
differing about the meaning of a term of your order, the greater the safety. In some cases,
where risk is high, you may need to provide for no contact between the parties or between
the abusive parent and child, at least at this stage of the proceedings.

[§8.5] Suggestions: In appropriate cases, consider an award of substantial attormeys fees
at the outset of the case. This corrective action is important where, for example, the
abusive parent controls access to the financial information or controls the purse strings, so
the al-risk parent lacks the means to finance necessary discovery.

E. [§8.6] Litigation Abuse during the Pretrial® Process

A parent who uses tactics of coercive control may find litigation to be an effective means of
controlling the other parent.” Contact with the at-risk parent is critical to effectuating
control strategies, and family court processes allow many opportunities for contact, Often
court proceedings are the only contact available if the two parents are living separale and
apart, with a protection order in place.

When both parents are pro se, court processes permit them direct access both in and oul of
courl. When the abusive parent has legal representation, frequent court hearings reinforce
the imbalance of power for unrepresented, at-risk parents and run up legal costs for at-risk
parents who have retained counsel, For the at-risk parent, multiple pretrial appearances
tend to maximize emotional rauma and increase the risk of losing employment by
requiring time away from work.

Pretrial restrictions on custody and visitation are an especially powerful trigger [or abusive
behavior. Very often, abusive parents make multiple appearances seeking to undo orders
that they perceive to be unfavorable to them, even in the absence of any change in
circumstance between hearings. In addition, abusive parents may make multiple requests
for continuance or otherwise seek to postpone final judgment. A final judgment will
provide one less means of access to the at-risk parent and possibly 1o the child.
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Technique of Abuse

What You Can Do

Excessive filings or court
appedrances

Order the parent bringing excessive motions to pay
the attorneys fees and costs of the other parent
Order the parent who files frivolous motions to
reimburse lost wages and other expenses of the
other parent

Excuse the at-risk parent from appearing at
hearings or permit the at-risk parent to appear by
lelephone

Order that no court appearances may be scheduled
without your prior approval

Excessive requests for discovery

Prohibit any discovery or court appearances thal
directly involve the children, like depositions
Ensure that the al-risk parent has adequate
resources to comply with appropriate discovery
Control the discovery process by requiring thal the
abusive parent show the relevancy of requested
depaosition lestimony and other potentially
harassing discovery

Ensure that the abusive parent has no physical
access to the at-risk parent during the discovery
process

Ensure that the at-risk family members are
adequalely protected during the pretrial process
{e.g., privale security, to be paid for by the
controlling party, or orders that the abusive parent
not be present dunng depositions)

Filing motions to change
unfavorable orders

Keep in place any orders you have made that
enhance the safety of the at-risk parent or child
Require compliance with your orders unless there
nas been a significant change in circumstances
Prohibit contacl between the parents, including
during visitation exchanges

keep all prolections in place, including no contact
with the child, if that term was part of your original
ordcr, absent strong evidence of change and
compliance

Multiple requests for continuance

Deny requests [or excessive or unnecessary delay

23]
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Technique of Abuse | What You Can Do

Abuse of the ex parfe process « Determine whether the at-risk parent is available
for the hearing and whether adequate notice was
given

» Determine whether a true emergency exists

» Use collateral information o assist you in making
a decision; for example, determine whether any
protection orders have been entered against either
parent '

« In post-divorce proceedings, allempt to determine
whether the claims asserted in the ex parfe motion
were raised in prior litigation

»  Consider the length of time since any prior custody
litigation

» Consider whether prior allegations of abuse have
heen raised in prior court proceedings or with
children’s protective services

IX. Mediation and Other Forms of Negotiation

Most jurisdictions, including tribal courts, favor resolution of disputes without the need for
litigation, Many family law courts automatically refer a dispute regarding children to some form
of mediation, Mediation may even be mandalory in your court for all child custody mallers.

To be successful, mediation requires an equal balance of power across Lhe table. Situations thal
involve coercion, whether physical violence has occurred, are generally not suited for
mediation. Although there are circumstances under which mediation can be configured to
maximize safety, it is best avoided in cases where coercion and safety are faclors for either a
parent or a child* This is so even if no civil protection order has been entered in the case.

A. [§9.1] Reasons Why Mediation Might be Inappropriate

Mediation assumes that if communication skills can be improved, the parties will be able
b work together.” However, abuse is not a communication problem. Indeed, any
communication between the parties may increase the safety risks for the at-risk. parent
by providing opportunities for control by the abusive parent.
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*+ When mediation is suggested by the courl, the at-risk parent may view the suggestion as
an order.

= The al-nsk parent may be placed at heightened risk if that parent at any time
delermines that the process is not acceptable and needs to be terminated. Terminating
the mediation against the abusive parenl’s wishes may endanger not only the at-risk
parent, but the mediator as well.

» The at-risk parent may agree b lerms out of intimidation, coercion, or fear, creating an
unworkable agreement.

» The mediator or the individual determining whether the case is appropriate for
mediation may not appreciate the dynamics of a controlling situation. Identifying
domestic violence is complex and counterintuilive, and requires extensive education
and experience.

In many cases involving coercion and abuse, mediated agreements do not save the court's
time or the parties” money down the road. If one party controlled the terms of an
agreement, then litigation is likely to ensue in the future. A party whao felt in control of the
mediation is likely to advocale for ongoing mediation should problems arise in the future,
perpetuating that party’s position of power.

B. [§9.2] What You Can Do

As one of the gatekeepers to the process, you can order other options when mediation is
inappropriate for a given case. Most mediation statules and orders contain an “opt-out”
provision where safety issues are of concern.™ If your mediation statute, standing order, or
policy recommends but does nol mandale mediation, consider not requiring the parents Lo
mediate their child custody and visitation issues. Since mediation is often ordered al the
beginning of a case, it is important that you take the time to review pleadings and conduct
an Inquiry before ordering any contact between the parties. Where the parties are
represented by counsel, you can ask the attomeys whether the case is appropriate for
mediation, although not all attomeys are sensitive Lo the risks of mediation in abuse cases.
An at-risk parent might opt for mediation if thal parent is assured that the process can be
made safe. Remernber that pro forma orders of mediation, without any inguiry into the
appropriateness of the order, can increase safety risks as well as create more work for the
court in the future when mediated agreements break down.”

C. [§9.3] If You Decide to Order Mediation

Il vour decision is to order mediation, you can improve its safety by
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= Appointing only mediators who are well-trained in coercive control and the potential
safety risks of mediation.

+ Physically separating the parties within the same building, Remote access to the at-risk
parent (such as videoconterencing) or separalely scheduled mediation sessions may
create settings where hoth parents feel empowered to speak.

* Telling the parents that failure to reach a mediated agreement will not affect vour
decision after a hearing on the merils.

= Implementing a policy in your court that mediators not report back to the court what
happened during mediation, unless the mediator believes there are safety risks of which
the court must be aware.

D. [§9.4] Collaborative Law

While collaborative law has been a useful tool for settlement of many family cases, it is
generally inappropriale for cases involving coercive control, The process requires frequent
in-person meetings between clients and counsel. I the matter does not resolve, the parties
mus! hire separate counsel to litigate, making the process appropriate primarily for parties
with means. The negotiation sessions provide opportunitics for exercise of ongoing control
bry the coercive parent. The presence of counsel does not diminish the frequency or impact
of the coercive behavior, Like mediation, the process can incorporale safety measures, such
as the use of videoconferencing and representation by counsel who are well-trained in the
dynamics of coercion and violence. The expense, the lack of understanding of some family
law lawyers in the dynamics of domestic violence, and the ongoing contact between the
controlling and the target parent make this process inappropriate in domestic violence cases.

E. [§9.5] Cooperative Law

In cooperative law, the same lawyers who negoliale on behalf of the clients are permitted
to litigate the case if negotiations fail. This process may be even more dangerous to the at-
risk parent because negotiations carry the awareness that litigation will follow if the at-risk
parent does not cooperate. The process could easily be used by the coercive parent to gain
informally information that may be used against the at-risk parent during litigation. The at-
risk parent is often best protected through the parallel process of formal discovery and
negaotiations through counsel.

[§9.6] Remember: An abusive parent might favor mediation or other forms of altemative
dispute resolution. The abuser knows that contact with the at-risk parent is an effective
means of continuing coercion. Often, an at-risk parent will agree to mediation or other
processes believing that the mediator will somehow be able to correct the power imbalance
during the process. An at-risk parent who agrees to mediation or other alternative forms of
dispute resolution must be made aware of the atlendant risks. It may be that the burden of
explaining these risks and incorporating safety precautions falls to you,




X. Settlements and the Uncontested Case

Ideally, all parents would be able to resolve their child custody and visitation disputes in a
manner that provides for safe and healthy relationships among all concerned. It may seem that
adults would prefer to make for themselves such crucial decisions as the custody and visitation
arrangements. We reason, therefore, that a settled case is better than a tried one. Such
assumptions rarely hold true where one parent has subjected the other 1o coercive control. As
indicated earlier, where there is an imbalance of power, the more powerful parent will often
prevail in negotiations. The parent who feels threatened or coerced into settling the custody
matter is unlikely to admit 5o in court, especially in the presence of the abusive parent. Any
inquiry into the voluntariness of an agreement's execution where coercive control exists is
inherently unreliable, even though it may be reguired in your jurisdiction, Your obligation to
review the agreement for appropriateness does not end because the case is uncontested or has
settled. As a judge, you are in a unique position Lo determine whether the plan is appropriate for
the parents and is in the best interest of the child, given their particular circumstances.

A. [§10.1] Equal Time is Not Always the Same as Best Interest

In non-abusive relationships, parents oflen work out child-centered amrangements for
custody and visitation. Parents in non-abusive relationships frequently work out plans that
provide each parent with substantial, but not necessarily equal, time with the child.
Child-centered parents often recognize that for a variety of reasons, the child will thrive by
spending more time at the residence of one or the other of them; and that those time
allocations are likely to change in the future to accommodate the child's developmental
needs. FParents in non-abusive relationships must work through the difficult adjustments
that come with separation but ultimately focus on the best interest and the particular needs
of their child.

B. [§10.2] What You Can Do

Your review of agreements that provide for equal physical time with the child should
include the following considerations:

= Historically, in the child's life (pre-separation), which parent has provided the child
with significant nurturing?

= Historically, which parent has been primarily responsible for the child's day-to-day
needs?

+ Does equal ime mean equal responsibility for meeting the child's routine needs?

= Who will be primarily responsible for the child during time spent with each parent? Will
it be the parent, a relative, or a friend?

+ Do the parents have equal parenting skills in terms of making the child feel safe,
respected, and supported?
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Are the parents equally respectful of the child's age-appropriale needs as well as any

special necds that the child might have?

* Have there been any allegations of abuse by either parent loward the other parent, 2
child, or another person?

= Ifthe agreement calls for the child to split physical time in two different houses, is it
in the child’s best interest to be without one home base?

* Does the arrangement eliminale or substantially reduce a prior child support order?

These guestions are nol exhaustive. There may be additional considerations as you
review each case and each agreement. You may want to consider the same questions
when drafting your decisions and orders.

Often parents have a difficult time distinguishing between their needs and those of the
child. You may be the only one who is reviewing the agreement from the child's
perspective.

C. [810.3] Equal Decision-Making Authority May Not Be in the
Child’s Best Interest

Some jurisdictions presume by statute that parents shall have equal decision-making
authority on issues involving the child. Most presumptions, appropriately so, include
exceptions for cases where there is a history of abuse.

Joint decision-making arrangements put the parents in the position of having to
communicale requently and directly with each other, This contact allows the pattern of
abuse and control to continue, and perhaps even encourages it to escalate, since the
abusive parent now has a cowrt order that supports contact and forces decision-making
with the at-risk parent. Likewise, “joinl decisions” in these situations are often no more
than the coercive parent diclating whal will happen. Joint decision-making amangemenls
may present children with the opportunity to learn that abusive behavior is an effective and
appropriate tol of control, which is not in their best interest.

Your review of agreements that call for joint decision-making should include the following
considerations:

+ Have there been allegations of coercive behavior?

* Is there a history of unequal power or strict gender roles in the family? (A history of
unequal power, whether financial or otherwise, should be of concemn to the court,
particularly when there are strict gender roles and a history of coercive behavior in
the family.)

* Is there a history of non-payment or under-payment of child support? (Non-payment




or under-payment of child support often is a form of coercive and abusive behavior )

* Historically, once a decision is made, is the same parent who made the decision
responsible for its implementation? (Frequently, once the decision is made, the at-risk
parent is left with the responsibility of implementing the decision or dealing with ils
consequences.)

D. [8§10.4] Agreements as to Sole Custody

Agreements giving sole physical custody or sole decision-making authority to one parent
likewise should attract the court’s heightened altention. You will need to review the history
ol both the case and the family. Sole custody and sole decision-making authority may well
be an appropriate solution in a case where a parent or child has experienced abuse, but
can be harmful or dangerous if allocated to the abusing parent. When you are presented
with agrecments thal allocate custody and decision-making exclusively to one parent,

you should inguire:

* What is the hislory of abuse in this case and with the parents generally?

* Has child or adult protective services ever been involved with the family?

* Is the custodial arrangement a change from what has happened historically in lerms of
parenting?

e Will the child be living with the more nurturing parent?

= Will the child be living with his or her siblings?

» Will the child be living with a parent who has abused either the other parent, other
adults, or children?

No single answer determines whether you should approve the agreement, You will need

to consider all of the circumstances of the particular case and may at times reach
unexpected results. For example, where an at-nisk parent agrees to a change in custody of
a child, it may be thal the at-risk parent is attempting to minimize the extent of the abuse in
order to secure some level of future safety and securily.” Likewise, an at-risk parent could
agree to one child residing with the abusive parent in order o secure the safety of the other
children.

E. [§10.5] Particular Concerns for the Uncontested Case

It can be templing Lo allow requested relief when the other parent does nol appear in court.
However, a party's non-appearance does not relieve you of your obligation to review the
requests in light of the best interest of the child. This is particularly so when the relief
requested changes an existing order of custody or visitation.
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The inquiries suggested above for sole custady requests are appropriate in the uncontested
case as well. In addition, where a party fails to appear and you have concerns that the non-
appearing party may be an at-risk parent, you might

Inquire as to whether actual service was made.

Inquire as to whether the absent parent made any response during any part of the

litigation.

* I a response was made to either the court or the other parent, ask to review any written
response or have the other parent or counsel state on the record the substance of the
communication wilh the non-appearing parent.

* Determine whether the non-appearing parent has funds for counsel, particularly if there
is income disparily.

« Continue the hearing for the appearance of the other parent,

F. [§10.6] A Final Word about Settlements and Uncontested Cases

There is no evidence that mediated or settled agreements in cases involving abuse are
better for the parties or the courl. When a party signs an agreement out of fear, that case is
likely Lo return to the court repeatedly. Oflen, the agreement breaks down because the at-
risk parent recognizes that the agreement, when implemented, either is not in the child's
best interest or is unsafc.

Altemnatively, it is nol unusual for an abusive parent to bring the case back on the court's
docket whenever the ather parent questions decisions, or makes decisions, no matter how
trivial, without consultation.

Whenever you have concerns aboul an agreement or uncontested matter, consider asking
the parents why the intended arrangement is in the best interest of the child. You may find
that an at-risk parent answers your questions from a conviction that the agreement is not,
in fact, in the child's best interest. In the final analysis, if you have misgivings about
whether the terms of an agreement are best for the child, you are not bound to accept the
agreement,

XI. Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law

For several reasons, both parents will benefit from clear, precise orders complete with detailed
findings of fact and conclusions of law. Findings provide clarity to the parents. Conclusions
explain to counsel and the parents the legal underpinnings of your decision. Making your
reasoning clear from the beginning of the case through final judgment offers the best assurance
that the relief you have shaped actually will occur. Well-crafted findings and conclusions will not
only support you in the event of an appeal, they could prevent an appeal.
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A. [811.1] Be Clear about the Behaviors

You can enhance safety by making clear lo the abusive parent what past abusive behavior
you find inappropriate and that such behavior must be madified before you will consider
any change in your order. The at-nisk parent will feel supported in requests for safety
considerations and will be on notice about what behavior changes you require of the other
party. Future judicial officers will benefit from the guidance that findings of fact and
conclusions of law will give them, should they preside over related contempt or
maodification proceedings.

Making findings of fact about past behavior may also be necessary Lo support or rebut
certain statutory presumptions regarding the best interest of the child. Some of the
statutory presumplions that might require findings of facl and conclusions of law are

Presumption of shared physical custody:

Presumption of shared decision-making authority,

Presumption of equal access to information regarding the child,

Presumplion against custody or visitation 1o a perpetrator of domestic violence,

B. [§11.2] Wrap-Around Findings and Conclusions
Your findings will be best understood if they are comprehensive. The best findings might
ENCOMpass

» " & ® @ @&

E L] L] - L] - -

The history of the parents’ relationship.

Evidence of abuse, whether it be parent's testimony, medical records, or other
documentary evidence.

The history of childcare.

The history of the child's financial support.

The child's educational and health history.

The parents’ respective legal posilions.

What sirategies the al-nsk parent has engaged in for the parent’s safety and that of the
child.

The testimony of third-party witnesses that support your findings.

Which testimony or wilnesses you find credible.

The history of the child's behavior with each parent.

The child’s exposure to risky behavior with one or both parents.

The child's response to witnessing or experiencing abuse directly.

The child's relationship with siblings.

The parents’ disciplinary methods.

The child’s relationship with third parties who nurture the child and provide a safe haven

for the child.




C. [§11.3] Tying Findings and Conclusions into the Child’s Best
Interest

Always connect your findings and conclusions to the safety and besl interest of the child.
When findings wrap around the child, positioning each finding to support the child's best
interest, they are difficult to dispute. You will want to make reference to the lestimony and
olher evidence that supports each finding. The same method is helplul in drafting
conclusions of law, When you draft conclusions that support every detail of your judoment,
you will know that you are on solid ground for enforcement and appeal.

In matters where abuse 15 an 1ssue, extensive findings of fact and conclusions of law can
assisl the parties to understand the factual and legal basis for your decision. When you take
the time to write extensive findings of fact and conclusions of law, the parties are more
likely to see that you considered their evidence and positions. When litigants believe that
they received a fair hearing, they are more likely to comply with the order, even if the result
was not what they hoped.

Yiou may initially be concerned that extensive findings might provide a party with grounds
to appeal. In abuse cases, the more carcfully you set out the parties' history, the pattern of
abuse, the resulting family dynamics, and the best interest of the child, the more likely an
appellate court will understand the factual and legal underpinnings for your decision,
should the maller be appealed, you will have an extensive hasis for vour decision, which
will enhance its chances of being affirmed.

Allin all, there is no downside o careful drafting of findings and conclusions.

XI1. Drafting the Order

It can be benelicial in every case to state, with specilicity, the custody arrangement and any
schedule for visitation. In cases thal involve coercive control, such a schedule is imperative, and
the more detailed, the betler. The family will be safer and be less likely to return to court if the
order or judgment anticipates and speaks o as many situations as possible. Allention to detail
can reduce or eliminate the need for contact between the parties.

A. [§12.1] Recommended Inquiries

Information you should request of the parties before the close of the hearing:

* Is here a protection order in place that impacts the available options for visilation and
exchange?

» Il visilalion is to be ordered, how do the parties prefer to exchange the child and is this
preference a safe option?
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Is there another person each would suggest to deliver and pick up the child if it is unsafe
lor one parent to do so?

What specifics do they recommend to ensure safety at drop-off and pick-up?

I visitation needs to be supervised, and no professional supervised visitation cenler
exists in the community, is there a safe non-relative who could supervise the visitation?
What vacation and holiday schedule do they propose?

What weekly visitation do they propose?

Is cach parent comiortable with the other taking the child out-of-state or out of the
country?

Whal restrictions, if any, would they put on travel?

Whal do they anticipate to be the most difficult issues for the child regarding any
change in the current custodial or visitation arrangement?

What terms would they like to see in an order to help the child transition safely and
comtortably into a different custody and visilalion arrangement?

B. [§12.2] Considerations Prior to Issuing the Order

If you determine that the case involves a parent with a hislory of violent or coercive
behavior, then you will want to consider

Ordering professionally supervised visitation between the child and the abusive parent.
If professional supervision is not available, determining whether the child is at risk il
there 1s visitation.

If vou determine that a non-relative can provide safe supervision, setling oul the
parameters for how visitation is to be conducted and whal behaviors justify the
supervisor terminating the visil.

Ordering the parent whose behavior requires the supervision to pay the supervisor or
the costs of visitation exchange.

Ordering a thoroughly detailed visitation schedule.

Designing an order that eliminates any contact between the partics.

[Designating another person o communicate emergency messages when visitation
Cannal OCCur,

Setting out rules for the communicator so that he or she knows not to communicate any
messages beyond a verified emergency involving the child or the need to cancel a
scheduled visitation.

Informing parties that, should the parent fail to appear for visitation within a set number
of minutes of the appointed time (20-30 minutes), the visitation is cancelled and will not
be made up.

Sctting out a mechanism to enable the parties to reschedule visitations cancelled on
account of an emergency (such as death of & family member, or serious illness of a
child or parent).
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« Setting a date in three or four months to review compliance and any difficulties that the
child might be experiencing.”

* I possible, designing a plan that will work without the use of a parent coordinator. If you
must appoint a coordinator, make sure that it is someone who is well-trained and
experienced in the dynamics of abuse and how those dynamics play out in family law
cases. Assign costs of the coordinator to the party whose behavior necessitated the
appointment.

C. [§12.3] Safer Options for Visitation and Exchange

Supervised visitation or exchange is preferred where you have found that one incident of
abuse or a pattern of abuse was present in the family.” Supervised visitation or exchange is
also preferred where a parent has abused third parties, including former intimate partners or
other children. Many supenvised visitation centers have the training and experience to provide
services specifically for domestic violence cases. If you do not have a supervised visitation
center in your area, kocal advocates or domestic violence law enforcement might help you
develop some creative solutions. Rarely will family members be appropriate supervisors.

Asking staff or counsel to contact supervised visitation centers Lo oblain copies of their
hours of operation and their visitation rules and regulations will give you helpful ideas for
drafting an order thal sels oul the guidelines of supervision. In some situations, it simply
will be loo unsaie for either the child or one of the parents for you to order visitation. You
will want to make sure that you set out your findings carefully to support any termination,
suspension, or restrictions on visitation.

The best interest of the child demands that the safest and healthiest environment possible
be created for the child's development. Your orders can accomplish not only safe visitation
and custody, bul provide maximum nurturng for the child.

XIII. Enforcing the Order

Accountability and conseguences for the abusive parent can be effective tools for stopping the
abusive behavior and improving the safety of the other family members. Enforcement proceed-
ings afford valuable opportunities to control abusive behavior and shift the balance of power
away from the abuser.

i1, Regulay scheduled review heanings should ke place only i beirg roquired bo attend them dees nol place the ai-nsk parend af further physical,
emedional or fmancial harm
0, S percreiy Jalle el al, suons nale 25, ab 89

D




A. [§13.1] Non-Compliance as Controlling Behavior

Abusive parents generally have carefully manufactured a situation that facilitates and, in
their minds, justifies their behavior. When the justice system [ails o hold abusive parents
accountable, especially when their behavior has been revealed to the court, it reinforces
their belief that there are no real consequences for their actions. Because the abusive
parent now sees the court as a collusive partner, he or she may have no reason 1o think
that the court will hold him or her accountable to obey any of its orders, This result puts
both the child and the at-risk parent in an extremely dangerous position

B. [§13.2] What You Can Do

* Do not let the first violation of the order go by without consequences.

* Require hat the abusive parent prove any defenses o the contempt or other action with
independent evidence.

« Order the abusive parent to pay all court expenses pertaining to the vielation, including
the attomeys fees and lost wages of the at-risk parent.

« Even if not required to do so in your jurisdiction, make findings in your order that will be
helpful to you and the parties should additional contempt actions follow.,

= Seta review dale o ensure compliance and address any satety concerns.™

* Have the abusive parenl wait in the courthouse for 15 minutes so that the other
parent may leave safely. Have a bailiff or security guard escort the at-risk parent cut of
the bullding.

C. [§13.3] When the Abusive Parent Files for Contempt

There will be times when the al-rnisk parent violates an order. As with decision-making at
other critical points in the case, conlext is everything. In order to intervene effectively, it is
impaortant to understand the effect that coercive control has had on the at-risk parent and
the context within which any violation of your order occurred.™ For example, an at-risk
parent may violate an order to protect the child's physical or emolional safety, particularly if
the child was abused during a visit. Equally important is that you evaluate any new
allegations of abuse to avoid placing the al-risk parent in the no-win position of choosing
between non-compliance and failing Lo lake action to halt further abuse.
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D. [§13.4] What You Can Do

= Understand the connection between prior abuse and the perceived threat of abuse that
triggered the violation of your order.

« Consider making findings thal explain the facts behind the contempt, as well as the basis
for your order.

« Draft an order that addresses any lingering safety concems.

+ Schedule a review date so that you can monitor compliance.

If a parent files [or conlempt for what appear to be trivial infractions, that parent may be
using the legal process as a ol Lo continue the coercive control. To enhance party safety,
protect the at-risk parent from financial obligations resulting from the other parent’s
hehavior, and prevent the use of your court as a tool for coercion, Also, inguire into facts
behind any alleged contempt with both parties, and the intent of the complainant, where
possible. While the answers may not alleviate any conternpt finding, it may prompt you to
consider revising a prior arder.

Conclusion

While child custody and visitation issues can be difficult ones, there are strategies that can guide
you in making appropriate and effective decisions. Familiarity with the dynamics of abuse will
clarify and simplify custody and visitation cases where domestic violence, sexual assault, dating
violence, or slalking may be an issue. Being familiar with the dynamics of abuse and the tactics
of coercive control, through observalion of the family and review of the supporting literature,
can assist you in making appropriate child-centered orders that maximize safety.




