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Refuge response to DfES Parenting Plans and Guidance

March 2005
Whilst there are several positive elements about the documents, it is probably most helpful to focus on the areas where change might be beneficial. In brief, these are listed below.
General feedback 

1.      Refuge has concerns that the general position (or principles) of the guidance document, which advocates for the active promotion of contact between child and non-residential parent as being in the child's best interests, might engender both guilt and fear in an abused woman. Either may be sufficient to prevent her from seeking any support in relation to contact arrangements (and thereby safety/protection) from the legal system or the services which surround it. We believe it is essential to create a balanced document that clearly acknowledges there are instances where remaining in contact with a violent, abusive or dangerous parent is not in a child's best interests and that it is perfectly right and proper that both child and resident parent should be able to express this view and be supported in their efforts to remain safe. Research clearly shows that the longer children are away from an abuser the greater their improvement in behaviour and adjustment, even when the abuser is their father.  And so, Refuge recommends that principles and beliefs about parenting in general and in relation to domestic violence should be clearly articulated as such and made explicit within the text. 
2.      Both documents seem to be rather long and detailed and it is difficult to imagine how (or whether) the average parent would make use of them without the support of a facilitator. It might be that there is a role for two kinds of documents - one which is brief and informative that parents could use, and another which is more detailed and is the basis for a process of facilitative collaboration between parents in circumstances where this is safe and appropriate.
Another change that might be of benefit is to have a flow chart at the beginning of the plans which highlights the possible routes of support and other processes that parents are likely to encounter as they separate and come to arrangements about children. The use of signposts at this stage to identify and protect those at risk of harm is essential and would do much to reassure victims that the system recognises their needs and has the knowledge, skill and resources to assure their safety.
Information about safeguards for victims of domestic violence and or child abuse should also be included. For example, the process that will follow disclosures of abuse, how 'findings of fact' will be made and on what evidence, their rights to a risk assessment, the rights of children to express their views (with assurances that their views will not influence the outcome of any decision), victims rights to exemptions from mediation and in-court conciliation, the availability of contact centres etc.

For domestic violence victims who are or have been involved in criminal or civil proceedings against their ex-partner, it would be helpful to offer them information and mechanisms which allow for restraining, non-molestation or occupation orders to be upheld in circumstances where contact orders are also issued. One must also be alert to the possibility that to promote (or at worst enforce) contact arrangements in circumstances where there are on going criminal proceedings against the perpetrator, may place undue strain upon the victim and thereby lessen her support for the case or her capacity to give her best evidence.
 Research has shown that “reference to contact with children was likely to lead to more lenient outcomes in bail decision-making and sentencing. The researchers concluded that without a close relationship between the criminal and civil systems children would continue to be an important point in attrition in the criminal justice response to domestic violence cases
.” 

Refuge is aware that two integrated courts are currently being piloted in England and Wales, but would urge government to mainstream best practice in this field as quickly as possible.

3.      Refuge thinks it would also be beneficial to present the 'templates' in a similar way, with more options presented at particular decision making points. Refuge also suggests the term 'case example' is perhaps more meaningful to the public.
4.      Domestic violence template in the Parenting Plan Guide 
Refuge has concerns that the domestic violence case (template 7): 

· Does not involve a risk assessment to explore the dynamics of the relationship, the prior history of abuse and current risk and in so doing, minimises the violence inflicted upon the woman.
· Does not involve an individual meeting with/or assessment of what seems to be a traumatised child. 

· Makes no mention of potential risk of direct abuse to the child or any mechanisms to assess for this. 

· Describes the use of mediation (which is widely accepted to be inappropriate and even dangerous where there is domestic violence) as a valid intervention for couples where one has abused the other.
· Does not consider the use of contact supervised at a contact centre. 

· Uses paternal grandparents to supervise contact - again a practice widely thought to be inappropriate in cases where the father has abused the mother of the child in question.
· And missing from the 'templates' is a family where a child has been abused, or is found to be abused during the planning/guidance process.
Parenting Plans 

5.      Refuge would like to see children's views expressed in the Plans. Obtaining their views in an objective and appropriate manner generally requires the intervention of specialist professionals. CAFCASS officers and other professionals who are well trained in communicating with children would be well placed to carry out this role. Where concern about abuse or psychological impacts of witnessing violence is an issue, the use of other professionals such as psychologists might also be necessary. 
6.      Refuge is particularly heartened by the idea of a children's plan, discussed in the meeting and would very much welcome the opportunity to be involved in the group working to this end.
        
Other Issues 

7.      The timely resolution of agreements was highlighted as being beneficial to all concerned and in general Refuge would concur. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that in circumstances of domestic violence sufficient time must be allowed to build trust with victims in order to facilitate disclosure. This is particularly so for children and therefore it is essential therefore that Parenting Plans should not be rushed or decisions made in haste.   

8. Refuge believes the Family Planner which requires both parents to provide details of their whereabouts and activities to be inappropriate in domestic violence circumstances, as this could potentially endanger those who require confidentiality of address/movement to ensure their safety.  
- ENDS -
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