Putting Children First: Parenting Plans, a Planner for Separating Parents


Analysis of the responses to the Consultation document

Introduction

This report has been based on 61 responses to the consultation document.  

The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:
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Summary of Responses 

The majority of respondents welcomed the ‘putting children first’ guide and planner, and said the concept was accepted as a helpful one.  However, many respondents were concerned about the tone, layout and language of the document, and stressed the importance of getting the design right.  They raised the following issues:

· Better use of bullet points was needed

· The language was technical, and assumed the reader had a high level of education, it would be extremely daunting for parents who were not articulate  
· Colour and the use of visual aids would need to be rethought for the ease of photo-coping etc
· Layout was limiting.  There should be more scope for expressing opinions outside of the headings provided

· A bigger font, more space between points and the use of boxes would make it more user friendly and easy to read
· The templates should be given less prominence (putting them so early in the document gave them the wrong emphasis)
· A4 size was too large and made the pack look off-putting, something smaller was required

· Should include flow charts, signposts and illustrations.
Most respondents felt the parenting planner was very long and hard to understand, and suggested it should be made smaller.  Many said there was too much detail in the planner, which could give parents the impression that they had to complete it all.  There was a danger, because of this detail, that possible differences between parents would be accentuated, and they could become inflexible on a specific, but quite minor, point when trying to agree the arrangements.  Some thought it would be better to produce a more basic document, which set out the main issues to be agreed on, and then have a list of things that parents may or may not wish to consider, which could be added as the separation progressed. 
Most thought the document would only work if both parents cooperated and worked together.  Many respondents said the planner would be used by parents who were separating amicably, or as a tool for mediators and for solicitors, but would be of no value to parents in dispute.  They felt there was nothing in the guidance to influence parents into mediation to settle any arguments between them.  It was also suggested there should be a clear legal process for non-compliance or when a parent was not being constructive. Many said ‘putting children first’ required parents to forget their own feelings, and suggested some parents would find this hard to do in the aftermath of a separation or divorce.  They felt parents would need emotional support to help them to put their own interests second and change their behaviour, to ensure that they focused on the best interest of their children.  Some respondents said the overriding question between separating parents was how their children would share their time between them, and any other questions could only be resolved once this had been agreed.  They felt that the plans must promote parenting time arrangements with a very clear assumption that both parents would continue to have parenting time with their children.  Some respondents objected to the phrase ‘where will your children live mostly?’ which was included in the ‘Living Arrangements’ section of the guide.  They felt this could possibly cause animosity between parents and should be redrafted along the lines of, ‘state days of the week/month where children would live with each parent, (or Mother and Father)’.  

Many expressed concern that the guidance did not state who the plans had been designed for, and that domestic violence and issues of safety had not been raised.  Respondents were worried that the planner made a false assumption that all parents could work together to agree suitable arrangements for their children.  They said the guide should clearly state that it would be unsuitable to use in cases of domestic violence and abuse, and should make it clear that contact and residence arrangements were safe for the child.   If this issue was not resolved there was a real risk that the parenting plan could encourage contact to take place in an unsafe manner.
Most respondents said the templates all referred to court focused solutions, and if the aim of the planner was to avoid the need for this, then the templates should provide examples of non-court solutions such as mediation, collaborative law options etc.  Many objected to the use of the word ‘templates’ saying it was a very prescriptive term.  It was suggested ‘examples’ would be a better term to use.  Some thought the templates were too long and needed simplifying.  Many respondents were of the opinion that family mediation had not been given the emphasis it deserved in the templates.  They felt a better balance would be achieved by giving parents more encouragement to resolve matters through mediation.  A few said the template examples all had ‘happy endings’ and parents could feel a failure if their own circumstances differed from the case studies.  Many felt the domestic violence template was extremely unhelpful, and the case study did not reflect the reality of domestic violence. Some thought other templates would be helpful, and suggested the following:
· Example of a father having residence and the mother seeking contact

· Use of a child centre

· Example of a parent getting a new partner

· Renegotiating the relationship with an ex-partner

· A case affected by poverty and housing problems

· A case where long distance was an issue
· A mixed race example
· Changing arrangements following a change in circumstances.

Some felt there should be guidance on how best to involve or not involve children in the decisions being made about them.  Many said the document did not encourage parents to seek the views of their children.  A few thought it was important that the document was revisited at various stages of a child’s development, because what was relevant and agreeable at an early age would not be as relevant as the child grew older.  Some felt there should be a dedicated section which addressed the issues relevant to children, they suggested the following:
· Royalty issues

· Sense of loss on parental separation

· Children’s rights to maintain relationships

· Feelings of guilt

· Children’s wishes and feelings.

Some felt that the family courts process was failing, and many of the current problems were caused by the court system itself.  A minority of respondents were of the opinion that whilst every effort should be made to support contact arrangements, the additional responsibilities placed on Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS) officers would be unrealistic due to a lack of resources and the high demands already placed on them.  A few felt that CAFCASS officers would need training to reinforce the 
Importance of parental involvement especially for the non resident parent. 
Next Steps

The Department for Education and Skills has considered responses from the consultation exercise and we are extremely grateful to all those who have taken the time to respond.  The consultation has provided valuable feedback to inform publication of the revision, which will be finalised in the Autumn.  The Department expects to publish the revised Parenting Plans by the end of 2005.  In the meantime the current edition is available and remains valid.  Supplies of the current version can be obtained by emailing parentsandchildren@accelerated-mail.co.uk  or by writing to them at Freepost, PO Box 2001, Burgess Hill, West Sussex, RH1 8BR.  When published, copies of the revised edition will be available from the same outlet.

 
