5...4...3...2...1.... Contact...Ignition,,,,Fire!!!

We in FNF do not like the use of the phrase 'contact' to describe the parenting opportunities fathers or mothers get. It implies some kind of visit by an external agency for a short period of time, almost like an extra-terrestrial landing on an unfamiliar planet.

We prefer 'parenting opportunities'. After all that describes exactly what it is. A chance to be a good Dad or Mum and make your child/ren feel secure, happy and an opportunity to instruct, teach and help them learn about life, have fun and prepare them for the future.

Parenting opportunities don't stop and start at the beginning of a 'contact session', they continue through phone calls, letters, Skype, Facebook, holidays, adventure, shared dreams and fun. To make this possible with the minimum of fuss is the purpose of this pamphlet.

By and large we at FNF prefer not to end up in a Family Court. If you can sort out your parenting opportunities through mediation or face to face all the better. Unfortunately Government changes to legal aid have resulted in more and more separated families attending court and false allegations of domestic abuse. This means more and more cases are settled in court rather than out. This usually results in at least one unhappy parent. However if you keep to our guidelines you can maximise your chances of keeping out of court.
Where do you stand.
There may be many reasons why you are not seeing your kids or why the arrangements are unsatisfactory, infrequent or obstructed, but whatever they are, we've found you are more likely to get your time with your kids if you don't get hung up on vengeance, jealousy, feelings of injustice, feelings of hopelessness or depression. That is of course easily said. It's not easy to see the wood for the trees if you have been constantly thwarted in your efforts to be a good Dad or Mum, but if you try to ignore or side step or deal calmly with the myriad of obstacles that will be placed in your way, you will succeed!!

It's not easy. The time following a break up involving kids can fill you with gut wrenching emotions like hopelessness, despair, anger, depressions and lethargy and they come in uncontrollable waves. It's no surprise to us in FNF. We've all been through it. All your dreams and plans swept to one side, your home, your family your kids your plans and unless you are very careful, as you sofa surf with friends or drown your sorrows at the pub, you will lose your job too.

Where FNF stands

Families Need Fathers is a children's charity. We stand up for children and try to ensure they get the best from two loving parents despite their separation or divorce. This does not come naturally because it is a generally accepted social norm that children are part of the world of mothers and they have a special bond, not like fathers. This, we at FNF reject. We understand that Dad's role in their children's lives can be different from mothers, but it doesn't mean we love them any less or that what the kids learn from one parent can't be just as valuable as the other.  Having your children removed by their mother/ father, the courts or other reasons can be akin to the grief suffered when somebody close dies. Worse, because the children are still alive and the grief never subsides. You may try everything to get to see them but are thwarted at every turn. It is little wonder so many parents give up in these circumstances. But with our help you will have a happy healthy relationship with your kids again.

This pamphlet largely addresses the needs of Dads but many Mums come to our meeting with the same problems as Dads. We treat everybody equally… for the benefit of the kids. From now on the language in this pamphlet starts to refer to Dads simply because 91% of lone parents with children are Mums, and Dads get little sympathy from courts.

OK. If you are happy with the parenting arrangements you have developed with your child/ren's mother then it is unlikely you will be reading this. Mind you even those who see their kids are often at the beck and call of the mothers, or suddenly find their access restricted at short notice or suddenly stopped on the arrival of your ex's new partner. This pamphlet can help you too. But for the rest of us, you need to be aware from the start, that the process of establishing parenting opportunities is more likely to be a marathon than a sprint. You will need to be patient, persistent and aware that the process will require reserves of compromise and self-control you never knew you had, but you will come out of it all a better person and your kids will benefit enormously. You also need the support of people who understand. You need to go to an FNF branch meeting to meet other parents in your position. And to succeed you will need a plan.

This is where FNF comes in. We have about 50 branches around the country with mostly Dads (and some Mums) in exactly your position who come to regular meetings.  They provide help and support to each other while you try to sort out your plan for helping your kids re-establish their relationship with their missing parent (you).

We believe children have a right to two parents. And so does the United Nations and in principle so does the Family Courts. In practice it is not this simple. When the other parent is obstructive or ignores court orders, where they move away or make false allegations to prevent you taking your responsibility seriously or even when they alter and change your arrangements at short notice you will need the support of other FNFers who have been there, done it, and can lend you the tee shirt. That's why we exist. To help the children see and enjoy the love of both their parents with the minimum of fuss.

Why do children need both Dad and Mum anyway?
There is lots of research to show that children benefit from the involvement of their fathers in their lives in all sorts of ways. In education and socially your children will do better if Dads are involved. They are less likely to be unemployed, go to prison, be involved with drugs or with the police. They will be more confident, do better at school and are less likely to be involved in divorce or separation in later life and more.

Some of this research shows that Dads have a unique way of playing with their children that encourages language, confidence, team play, conquers fear, sets them challenges and builds trust. Mums of course help equally with children's development but differently. They tend to be nurturing, protective, more emotionally connected and supportive. That's why FNF encourage the role of both parents in children's lives to help build fully rounded confident children. 

Dealing with the crisis

So you want to play your part in the lives of your children? Then listen up. 

Separation for Mums and Dads seems to affect us differently. Mums seem to planned it long in advance of the event. The relationship cools, less time is spent together, more arguments, your lives tend to separate, you spend less time with the kids as demands for decorating, home extensions or overtime for posh holidays increases. Then one day there is a big argument and Dads leaves the family home in the hope things will cool and he can start to repair the damage. 

One of the failings of us Dads is we don't seem to read the writing on the wall. For us it’s a sudden and perplexing shock. But it's also one of the failings of Mums that they don't say what they mean. For Dads, Mums seem to have divided your family, taken the children and show no regret, gratitude or emotion. Dads try to fix things with grand gestures, practical solutions and working harder. For Mums, Dads seem to have become unavailable, an emotional burden, contribute little to family life and she begins to think she and the kids would be better off without him. They try to fix things by making emotional demands and when that fails nagging him to comply.

It's not always that simple but one thing is for sure. Dads think more about practical solutions and Mums think more about emotional needs. They make a great team when they work together but when they don't the divide opens like an un-fillable chasm. 

At some stage you will need to decide that you are going to rescue what was good about your relationship (the kids) and put down to experience what was bad. I think that is much harder for men than women. You will need to recognise that once you loved her, that you had much in common. That will still be true for the kids. They will love both their parents despite your mistakes and will want some simple things from both of you. If yu ask them they’ll say:
· Don't disrespect the other parent to us.

· Don't argue, get angry or shout at each other.

· Keep us safe and control our behaviour. (Yes that is really what they want, boundaries, consequences and a good sense of humour).

In many ways the kids are simple (as long as you stick to the rules above) it’s the relationship with the ex that is difficult. You have to remain in control. I don't mean you have to be controlling. I mean you should be clear about where you are going and work towards that without getting side tracked by other issues. Mums tend to have a million worries once they have separated from their ex and find it harder than Dads to compartmentalise. They don't have a box for work, a box for friends, a box for the kids, a box for the divorce etc. Dads are better at this, but Mums tend to mix everything up into one turmoil and decide in favour of one less problem (you). You find yourself in a situations where changing the subject has becomes an Olympic sport. Keeping your eye on the goal is your skill so don't get side tracked by other issues. 

At some stage you need to start thinking in a new way. Actually it's the only way that will assist in you retrieving the best bits about your relationship. Put anger, feelings of injustice, vengeance behind you, accept that she is probably hurting as much as you, try and to be sympathetic to her needs. Be Mr Reasonable, and settle down to the long haul.

So how did you get in this situation?
From our experience we think you will be able to describe yourself in one or more of the following ways
· I have tried to see my children but their mother refuses to let me. It makes me very angry. I've tried to find out what to do but it all looks too confusing and complex.

· I havn't seen my kids for a long time. Their mother has a new relationship and he seems to have taken over my role. They both exclude me from seeing the kids who call him Dad.

· I am recently separated and want to ensure I get the opportunity to be a good Dad.

· I see my kids occasionally but it's always when their mother lets me. She is just as likely to cancel at the last minute as to ask at short notice.

· My ex uses the kids to control me. She says I can only see my kids if I give her more money or take them where she wants them to go. Often there are other conditions like not seeing my brother or their grandparents.

· My ex has made up lots of lies about our past relationship and insists on involving the police and Social Services at every opportunity.

· My ex tells me the children hate me and they don't ever want to see me again. She even encourages them to write me wicked letters. I don't get to talk to them anymore.

· I have been to court but they decided I can only have 'indirect contact'. I think this is a waste of time and have almost given up any hope of seeing my kids again.

Yes I'm on your list… what next

Where you go from here depends on what stage you are at getting your parenting opportunities. 

· I've been to court, got a court order but she is ignoring it.
You can start with the gentle approach and write a letter. You will find further information on what to write and why in Appendix 4 later on. Don't ignore this advice. Even if you don't expect her to give it a second thought it is well worth it as part of the process of clarifying your own future plans, getting clear what you need to do and practicing Mr Reasonable. The letter may also be useful if you have to return to court. 
If you get no reply you will need to go back to court for an Enforcement Order. This involves form C78 which will cost you £215 and even if the Judge finds the original order was not carried through it is frequently the case that the result of your efforts will be a 'telling off' for the mother. There have been cases where mothers have simple ignored the enforcement orders numerous times or even failed to attend court over and over again and Dads still fail to see their children. Do not get depressed. This is less usual than you getting to see the kids following the court appearance. Attend your FNF branch, get advice and support and keep up the struggle.
Keep your communications with your ex civil and reasonable. Write nothing that you would be embarrassed for a Judge to see or read out in court. Ignore rude, abusive or dismissive emails or texts. Print out all the communications and file them. Do not respond to provocations, side issues or distractions. Keep a diary of your efforts and file everything in date order.
You need to imagine the worse-case scenario. It is possible you will eventually end up in court again, possibly for a second time, and need to present evidence that your ex has obstructed your parenting opportunities. The court will then decide under what arrangements you will see your child/ren.

· I have parenting opportunities but my ex is always changing the arrangements, cancelling or adding impossible conditions.

If you havn't been to court yet for a Child Arrangements Order, then unless you can convince your ex to be more reasonable you will probably end up there. Of course you want to avoid this because it will create unnecessary conflict and might not get what you want anyway. So the first step is again the Mr Reasonable approach. This can be a letter explaining what you need and the problems her inconsistency causes you and the disappointment for the children. It could be a comprehensive Parenting Plan that clarifies exactly what each of your responsibilities are. A Parenting Plan can be negotiated with the help of a mediator or you may be in the lucky position to be able to have rational discussions with your ex and you can do it face to face. An initial proposal with some ideas for a Parenting Plan are included in the appendix. If you do agree, at least in part, you can both agree to go to court and ask the Judge to approve it as a Consent Order. This means what you have decided has the force of law and anything you disagree about you can ask the Judge to decide for you.

· She's got a new partner and my kids call him Dad. She encourages the kids to hate me.

This is hard to deal with. It can even be part of a wicked plan to destroy your confidence and chase you away so your ex can play happy families with her new partner. In these circumstances you will need the support and encouragement of your FNF branch more than ever. Remember despite all the Xboxes, bedroom TVs, Disney World holidays and pocket money your ex's new man uses to bribe your kids, you are still the Daddy. You will always be the Daddy and you will have a connection and fun with our kids that no new man can buy his way into…. But it’s hard keeping your eye on the goal.

Intruding thoughts can prevent action, for instance. a. The kids will be happier without me. b. I can't give them the standard of living this new chap can. c. I'm angry with her. Not only is she with a rich new man but she wants Child Maintenance from me making me too poor to treat the kids to anything. d. She constantly disrupts my parenting times for exciting alternatives with her new ex that I can't afford. e. I can't keep up, I'll leave it and the kids will eventually come to make contact with me. This list goes on. But if you spend your time thinking about these issues you will never get there. 

It's worth briefly dispelling these myths now.

a. The kids will be happier without me. You can never be sure this is true and all our experience in FNF is it is nearly always not true. Children by nature interpret the world in a personal way. They interpret life events only in terms of their own behaviour and feelings. Empathy is something that grows later in life. Many Dads found they are only really able to empathise once they had their own children. It is not at all unusual for kids to blame your departure from the family home on themselves. They may think you left because they were naughty or they are ugly or fat or stupid. This is not at all unusual. Some children may fantasise that their absent dad is rich and will one day come home to rescue them or even believe that a pop artist or actor is their real dad and too busy to see them. They may well be disappointed when they actually meet you. These thoughts can pre-occupy them to such an extent they may fail to make or keep friends, become depressed, fail at school or suffer from bullying. 

b. I can't give them a high standard of living. This may well be true… if being a Dad was just about material possessions then you should give up now. But it’s so much more than that. It’s all about your relationship, the trust, the friendship, the guidance, the support, the fun, the reliability, love and so much more. In addition you have no guarantee your ex's new relationship will last, after all yours didn't and the new Mr Wonderful may well be gone in a year or two.  But you won't. You must still be there to walk them down the aisle and help them with your grand kids.

c. I'm angry with her. And if she's found Mr Right you may well be a bit jealous. These are hard emotions to deal with but if you don't deal with them, you will have constant problems establishing a happy and consistent relationship with the kids. You need to be in control and not a product of your ex's whims and fancies, or of your own emotions. This is harder than you might think, specially if you have compromised or argued for many years in an attempt to keep the relationship alive and the family together. It might have become second nature to react badly or worse, give in.
Dealing with jealousy requires you to feel happy for the person you are jealous of. eg. “At last they are in a happy and in a comfortable relationship and they will no longer be a burden on me.” Feel pleased for them and pleased for yourself at the opportunity your separation has given you. Feeling angry after everything that has happened is inevitable. Especially as more of her double dealing, unfaithfulness and deviousness comes to light, but try to put it behind you. It was all a lesson well learned and now is your chance to put yourself and the kids first.
d. My parenting opportunities are trumped by her expensive alternatives. When this happens it’s hard to listen to your kids describe the great time they had specially when they should have been with you. If you let your bitter feelings come to the surface the kids will simply keep quiet. In one foul swoop you will have shut their excited voices out of your life. They will start to keep secrets from you. Try to be happy for your kids. They don't love you any less because they went to Disney World. And don't try and outdo her new boyfriend with more expensive presents/experiences ot your kids will soon latch on to the idea they can play one parent off against the other. Your job is to provide clear guidance, rewards, consequences and fun. That is actually what kids want. They don't want to be spoilt (despite what they say), they want to feel safe and that's what you need to provide/ My kids are grown up now but one of the greatest memories of their childhood was an autumn leaf fight in the park where I split my pants! Memories are not expensive.
e. Its all too hard. I'll leave it and the kids will eventually find me. This is the cowards way out. You have FNF to support you. There is no need to give in. These kids should be the greatest achievement of your lifetime. What is more you have no guarantee the kids will come and find you. If you make no effort they will feel no obligation. Worse if you have an unforgiving ex she may alienate the kids against you by persistently undermining you with nasty comments… you can't have any trainers your father doesn't give me any money… don't be nasty you're turning into your father… my life is so hard and all because your father left me to manage on my own… he left because he never loved you etc. Years of this can change a child's mind until they believe the fiction. If and when they do decide to turn up in later years it may not be the happy re-union you imagine. They may come to give you a physical or psychological slapping. 

These mind games with the kids is called Parental alienation. PA is difficult for you to counter or your children to challenge. The most effective strategy is to keep up the contact even if it is a weekly unanswered letter. Even if you suspect none of them are getting to your kids eventually one will. And even if they resort to sending you evil heart breaking letters, ignore them and carry on as if nothing has happened. The contradiction between their father, as described by your ex, and the father who writes them interesting letters and sends them CDs and Amazon tokens will eventually spark their interest and build an alternative. It also helps them understand that everything is not black and white. Parents can be good in parts. A very helpful developmental milestone. 

The best guard against this parental alienation is to keep your parenting opportunities alive. That's why you need to see them and have fun even if the court only allows indirect contact, you can write letters and send gifts. If you suspect PA during a contact session (eg your child says or does something that makes you suspicious) how you deal with it will depend on many things but particularly the age of the child. There is advice in Appendix 3
The struggle against PA can be a long and difficult one, it can also be over quickly, the reactions of children can be heart breaking and confusing and the reactions of courts can be to ignore it even in the light of significant evidence. To be effective in dealing you will require considerable self-control and lots of information and advice. Don’t try to go it alone. Go down to your local FNF branch, get advice and support and the names of experts who can advise you.

f. My ex uses the kids to control me
This is not unusual, and if you let it happen it will continue. Unfortunately they have all the weapons… the kids, and you will worry that if you don't do as she demands you will lose contact with them all together. It's certainly a difficult dilemma. Here's a little quiz for you to make you decide what is best.

She frequently cancels contact at short notice (eg. about one in three)

She makes conditions on your contact eg where you go, who you see, what you do (more often than not.)

She upsets the kids at handover after they've had a lovely day (usually)

She refused to make eye contact or be friendly at handover. (Nearly always)

She won't let your kids take presents home with them. (as a general rule)

She complains about what happened during your contact after the event. (Mostly)

I think you've got the idea. You need to decide what the best strategy is. Here are a few to consider. Note none of these consist of using the kids or losing your cool.
Without listing her failings, write a simple letter saying what you thing your 'rules of engagement' should be.

Hi (her first name)

I've been thinking of how we can make the kids contact and handover a happy experience.

Let’s have a bit of friendly banter at handover

Let’s not question the kids over their lives with the other parent. We need to trust each other.

Let’s not make negative comments about the other parent to our kids.

Let’s agree a parenting plan so we both know what to do.

Let’s not get upset about dirty clothes. We'll take it in turns to wash and always return them.
Etc.
This might work. Even if it doesn't you make clear what your expectations are and if you have to go to court you will have sorted out in your mind exactly what it is that will make your kid’s lives better. You could also show the judge your letter to demonstrate how reasonable Mr Reasonable actually is.
Getting started with your plan.
Somebody once said “...practice without a theory is blind.” Nothing is surer than when re-establishing your relationship with your child. You have to know where you are going if you want to get there!! So first sort out your plan. Below is a plan that meets most needs. You will need to tailor it to your particular requirements but don’t jump to far ahead. It’s best to start again especially if you’ve been frustrated in the past.
1. Get yourself a lever arch file and a diary.

You will need to be methodical in your approach. Put every bit of legal paper, letters, print outs of emails and images of txt messages in this file, in the order in which you get them. Don't store stuff on your phone without backing it up regularly. Hopefully you will never need this stuff but there seems to be an unwritten rule. If you throw them away you certainly WILL need them. In your diary record every contact you have with your ex and kids, every attempted and actual contact you make with her, a summary of what was said, dates and time of meetings with social workers, the children's schools, GPs, courts, CAFCASS officers, extended family and anybody else connected with your family.

You may be tempted to record all this on a computer or on tape. Resist the temptation. Judges were not born yesterday and are aware that computer records can be forged easily and text messages made to look as if they were sent many months previously. A hand written record over many months is more likely to be acceptable to the court. The Judge will decide on 'the balance of probabilities' and a handwritten record is more believable than a computer one. It's one small step that might make the difference, and mark my words, Dads need as many small steps as they can put together in Family Courts. But then again let’s hope you don't get there.

2. Make a plan
Your plan depends on your circumstances so it's difficult to predict exactly how things will go for you. There are a number of stages to re-establishing parenting opportunities with your children which are reasonably fixed. Simply follow the stages without missing out any. At each stage you may find it appears more complex than you expected but we have done our best to outline all the possible problems and the best way round them. Check out each option, weigh up the pro's and cons of each then decide on the best. Then follow through and record your progress. Make sure you read all the options and stages and don't skip some. This is because the tactics at early stages will be just as useful later on.
Stage 1 – establishing communication
Write to your ex asking for the opportunity to be a proper father to your children. Before you tell me it's a waste of time listen. The letter is partly because you are making it clear to your ex what you want without the anger, emotion and prevarication that usually accompanies your verbal exchanges, but at this stage and more importantly, you need to set yourself up as a reasonable and rational person. This letter will possibly be part of your future evidence in court and you will be able to demonstrate, by her/his reply or non-reply that it is them that are obstructive rather than you.

It will also help if your past relationship has been acrimonious. A new start... let’s put bad feelings behind us and so on, might just spark an interest after all your ex could be as fed up with it all as you are.

More importantly just consider. Your ex will be part of your child's life as long as she lives and you will at some time have to negotiate with her. Your efforts now in trying to establish communication will pay of enormously in the future.

Suggested letter draft in Appendix 4. Note this letter makes no reference to her previous behaviour. It has room for an apology from yourself, it suggest negotiations, compromise and reasonableness and should not evoke a negative reaction.
Send the letter and put a date in your diary for two weeks time and don't forget to follow up your letter. If you can check with a relative or friend that she got the letter all the better. If you are not sure where they live you might ask a friend or relative to deliver it for you.

You will need to decide the most effective way to deliver your message. If you have a non-molestation order you will only be able to write via her solicitor or risk returning to court... so don’t risk it. Fool hardy actions like this can come back to bite you hard. When writing directly don't use recorded delivery or such like. It just ups the ante. You might just post it, hand deliver it (when she is out there is no need to set yourself up), or get a friend or relative of hers to pass it on for you. You may need to send the letter via her solicitor if you have a non-molestation order. You decide.

Dealing with the reply
a. You get no response from your letter
If you know she got the letter but has not replied then try a txt, Whatsapp or email to jog her memory. Eg Hi (first name). I was hoping for a reply to my letter.... any news?? If you don't have any of these email addresses, just post another copy of the letter via a relative or friend. It's probably best NOT to go round to the home uninvited. If she is upset by your first approach she may call the police, make claims of harassment or start a scene that encourages you to do something stupid. Wait for a reply to your second note for a few days them move on to stage 2.

b. You have a non-molestation order
If you have been to court already and your contact with her is limited by court order, by a non-molestation order... do not write directly to her. Your letters should be addressed directly to her solicitor and ask for him/her to pass them on. Their name and details will be on the order from the court. If you get no response to your letter from the solicitor, ring them and ask what is going on. Their usual reply is “I have received no instructions from my client” meaning she hasn't responded to your letter. Solicitors are renowned for delaying things. So ask when the letter was sent. You might ask if they have been in communication regarding the letter and if you should expect a reply. They might give you a straight answer. Once you are confident you are getting no reply, move on to stage 2.

c. You get an angry or negative reply
This may be a knee jerk reaction to your pleasant letter. Try a second pleasant letter. Give her the benefit of the doubt and try and get somebody to mediate for you. I mean a family member who would be willing to try and convince her you mean the best for the children. This may work, at least you may start a dialogue that will eventually lead to re-establishing your parenting time. But if you are consistently getting obstructive and aggressive reactions to your overtures, file a copy of the letters and move on to the next stage. However don't miss this stage. Don't second guess what she is planning... if anything.
d. You don't know where your ex lives
If she has moved away without telling you where she has gone it’s pretty clear she has no intention of negotiating with you about the children so Stage 1 is effectively a non-starter but you need to make the effort anyway. Her parents will know where she is so you can ask them to pass on the letter. There are lots of ways of finding out where she has moved to mostly involving the internet but if she want to keep her address secret that’s fine.  

In practice you don't need to bother.  You can ask the court for a Seek and Find Order. This involves filling in a C4 Form in which you give any information that may help the court find your children such as your ex's bank, relatives names and addresses, GP, children's schools etc. They will then serve any court orders for you. They won't tell you the address but that's not so important. It also means you can miss Stage 2 of the plan, called mediation, altogether. The law now says you must attempt to undertake mediation prior being allowed to apply to court for a Child Arrangements Order, but without any contact details that of course is impossible. 

e. It was me that moved away. I've changed my mind and now want to be in the kids lives.
So you moved away. This does not make you a bad person. Sometimes it takes a while to recover from separation trauma. At the least you are making the effort. Unfortunately many parents don't bother but live a life of regret and guilt instead. Even if your departure was many years ago you are doing the RIGHT thing now and FNF are still here to support you. The future issues you face may be very different. Your ex may believe you don't deserve to see the children and this is a big problem that many absent Dads wrestle with. Just remember, this is not about your needs, or your ex’s feelings, it’s about the needs of the kids. They will certainly want to know who their Dad was.  You owe it to them, to help them make sense of their lives and build confidence. True, if you do establish contact after many years you will have to answer questions like “Where were you all this time” or “Why did you abandon us”. We cover this later in the pamphlet. For now you just need to compose your letter and make sure the kids Mum gets it.

Stage 2  mediation
From April 2013 the Government stopped legal aid for divorce or separation. They also made it obligatory to go to mediation. It’s the only next step. There are numerous reasons why mediation is not necessary. The most common are a record of accusations (even if they are not true) of domestic violence or that you don't know where the kids are living. If either of these is the case you must now go straight to Stage 3. There are numerous other reasons why you may be able to skip this stage and you can find out what they are from the Ministry of Justice. But avoiding mediation is not always a good thing. Re-establishing communication at some level or another is essential to the happiness of your children.
Mediators are trained people who can help you sort out an arrangement for your children. They will also sort out financial settlements and any issue you want but they do not work for free and clearly both parties have to be willing to attend, talk rationally, be open, and compromise.

If you are on benefits or low pay you might get costs paid by the Legal Aid Agency. To obtain this you will need to contact a Mediator and ask to attend a MIAMS (Mediation Information and Assessment Meeting). The mediator will go through your income and make the application for fee remission for you if you qualify.

If one of you refuses mediation then the mediator will sign a form to say that mediation is not possible and you will need to go to court which is Stage 3.

If you both agree to mediation, you should both agree a mediator. It's usually best to let your ex chose the mediator else it could hold things up for ages. The mediator cannot force you to accept anything you don't agree with so you are at liberty to stop mediation at any time if you reach a brick wall. It is the skill of the mediator that can help you find a way round brick walls and hopefully reach an understanding. Once you have addressed all your concerns and reached an agreement, including a parenting plan (see Appendix X), the mediator will type this up. It is called a Memorandum of Understanding and can include all sorts not directly linked to the kids. eg. the mortgage, the car, pensions and so on. You can take this to a solicitor who can check it over for legal technicalities and then arrange for the Memorandum to be put to a Judge who will make it a court order.

You don't have to decide about everything to do with your separation in mediation. A plan for the children is probably a priority and that can be your objective during mediation. Those areas where you agree to differ you can ask the Judge to make a decision for you. Financial matters are usually dealt with at the divorce stage.
Mediation can be long and laborious, take lots of time and if your ex wants to keep going over the same stuff every time you meet it's probably time to reconsider your options. However a settlement you both agree with is much more likely to be kept than one imposed by a Judge you both disagree with.

If you are getting nowhere or you ex refuses to cooperate you will need to move on to stage 3

Stage 3 – Court
This is the Family Court not the Criminal Court.  You will be asking for a Child Arrangements Order. Family Courts tends to be much more relaxed, there is no jury, first stages are often heard by three magistrates, the decisions are based on the balanced of probabilities rather than the beyond reasonable doubt criteria used in criminal law. The courts are also secret at least at the time of writing eg. no press or observers, no relatives or friends are allowed in and you are not allowed to show the court paperwork to anybody but your legal advisers.

This means the magistrates or judge will decide the outcome of your case not just on the evidence you present and the law, but on their own impressions of you and their own prejudices. In practice you will find the courts are terribly biased towards mothers. That's why you need the support and advice of FNF to ensure your case is the best it can be.

I can’t afford a solicitor
The absence of legal aid in family courts means most applicants are unable to pay for a solicitor and they have to run their own case. When you run your own case the courts refer to you as a LIP (Litigant in Person).  There is one exception to the legal aid rules and that is if you are a victim of domestic violence. If this is the case you can get legal aid. Legal Aid can be obtained in an unscrupulous ways by making false allegations of domestic abuse and this will entitle the applicant to legal aid. The advantage for the alleged victim is they get a free barrister or solicitor. And this support seems to apply even if the allegations are found to be without evidence and discredited. If you are the alleged perpetrator you will be at a significant disadvantage legally and financially.

Most Dads (because it is usually Dads who find themselves in this situation), are seriously stretched finding rent for a new place, child support and paying for legal advice. FNF can help you here. Our experience and support can guide you through this all and keep you court costs to an absolute minimum. Remember not only have we got the T shirt…. We designed it!

I’ve got a non-molestation order

A non-molestation order often arrives completely without warning. Often while you are still under the impression there is hope for the future and you are making every attempt at mediation. The order will ban you from such things as going near your home, the kids’ school, communicating with your kids or the ex or even collecting your property. It comes as a sudden and unexpected punch in the heart and your first reaction is anger. How dare she….. etc. etc. Be very careful.

If you lose it, and go round to the family home and kick the door in it will simply prove you are angry and aggressive and put time with the kids back many months even years. So here is a list of don'ts following your receipt of a non-mol.

· Don't kick the door in

· Don't even go round to her place to get an explanation or see the kids.

· Don't send her any threatening emails, txt or Whatapp messages especially if the non-mol says you only have indirect contact.

· Just keep cool and contact your FNF branch.

Any foolish actions will undoubtedly be interpreted as evident for any false allegation.

Unfortunately the general assumption of most professionals in family social work and judges in family courts is that women are victims and men are perpetrators of domestic violence. Despite the Office of National Statistics providing regular information to the contrary this myth is still accepted by the majority. Men or course don't help themselves by not reporting domestic violence, even going so far as to cover it up, lie and make excuses for their partners in an attempt to calm the situation or sort things out.

So not only can Judges be biased, but the law is abused to get legal aid for one party only and social workers can be biased against Dads too. This is not helped by the fact that the non-molestation order can be served on you, ex parte. Ex parte means the Judge will decide without you being present. You will then get a chance some weeks later to go to court and challenge the decision. Usually the requirements of a non-molestation order are quite draconian. Usually you will only be able to talk to your ex via her solicitor. No phone calls, emails, or txts and you will be barred from the family home and even the kids schools until the case is heard. Worse, you may well find the allegations made against you are fictional or at least enormous exaggerations of the usual incidents that occur in the final stages of a relationship.  

This is heartbreaking for the recently separated Dad who feels he has tried as hard as he can to hold his family together particularly if you are still sofa surfing or back with your critical parents. You are in no state of mind to prepare a court case on your own while your ex has all the convenience of an experienced paid solicitor to do all the work for her. Once again FNF to the rescue. We can help here. 

Even if you are present at the non-molestation order hearing the Judge may take a cautious approach to safety and well-being of the kids and grant the order without hearing the evidence. There are a number of options for you such as an 'undertaking' which is a promise in front of the Judge ' a cross undertaking', this means you both promise, or to challenge the order. This last option is what most Dads want to do especially as they feel the evidence presented in support of the order is made up nonsense, but an undertaking is no big deal. 
At first glance a non-molestation order appears a massive intrusion specially when it is based on fictional evidence but strangely there are advantages particularly if the order applies to both you and your ex.  You can refuse to accept the allegations presented but you can also accept you will only contact your ex through the solicitor and you won't go to her home (except possibly once to collect your stuff) but you should not accept limitations on contacting the children's school, GP etc. The major advantage is, if your relationship has been stormy. It's hard enough dealing with the loss of family and home but to have to negotiate with an aggressive and chaotic ex partner is all the more difficult. A non-molestation order or undertaking may be a better bet. If she has a solicitor, he/she will then do all the talking with your ex and you will get written letters from the solicitor stating your ex's position. This is much better than screaming threats down the phone. It is something you will have to consider and the FNF branch members will discuss it with you to help you decide.

If you have received a non-molestation order unexpectedly and want to challenge the order the court will set a date for that. In the meantime the order stands. DO NOT attempt to do anything the order prevents you from doing. Your ex will probably call the police and you will be arrested. This will be used as evidence against you at the non-molestation order court hearing and the order will be upheld. It usually means any contact with your kids or progress on your separation is on hold until a court hearing date.

Sometimes Dads may feel they are being harassed or abused by their ex and it is entirely appropriate for a Dad to ask for a non-molestation order.

Should I accept a cautions
If you do get arrested following allegations from your ex there are some important things to be aware of even if your ex has made things up about you and told the police and that is why you are arrested. Many police officers and duty solicitors will try to get you to accept a caution. Many Dads believe (and are told by professionals that should know better) that it means they will not be charged and will be able to go home immediately. That bit is true and many dads will accept a caution under the impression it will help sort things out quickly and you will be able to return home, but what they don't tell you is that a caution is an admission of guilt. This will be used in evidence against you in the family court. 

Unless you have done something illegal DO NOT ACCEPT A CAUTION. Say you would like to be charged and go to court where you can present evidence of your innocence. You will then generally be bailed. It's possible the Police will decide on a NFA (no further action) sometime in the future. It’s best not to return to the family home the same day for obvious reasons. Sit back and let things settle for a day or two. It is likely you will get an NMO over the next few days.

Going to court
If you have reached this stage of the process it's unlikely you will get your parenting opportunities established without the intervention of the court. Going to court is the subject of another pamphlet. It does not need to be expensive and does not require barristers or solicitors. If you are short of money and seek help from FNF you can do this on your own. A solicitor does not make things quicker in fact anecdotal evidence suggests it takes longer. The court may still take many months to establish under what conditions you will see your kids. 

Sometimes your parenting opportunities are seriously limited by the Judge because he believes on the balance of probabilities that you are somehow a potential danger to your children. This maybe because he believes some of the allegations against you, or that the time elapsed between your last contact with the kids and the end of the court case is so long that unregulated contact with you maybe emotionally harmful in some way. We in FNF know of many cases where judges make apparently arbitrary decisions about your future based upon their own prejudices. We don't believe it takes many months every other week in a contact centre to re-establish your relationship with your kids. However many Judges do and this might be the arrangement you get in your final judgement. Whatever the reasons given (if any) do not dwell upon them. Feelings of injustice and anger may well up in you again. It may not be perfect but you have just managed to break through what at one time appeared an impenetrable barrier. In truth things can only get better. 

Once you have a Child Arrangements Order.

The CAO can include any number of variations on a theme regarding your parenting opportunities. Here are a few:

· Your get to see your child/ren once every two weeks in a contact centre, supervised by a social worker for an hour. You have to pay.

· You get to see your kids supported in a contact centre.

· You get to see your children in the local community for a whole day but change over is at a contact centre.

· You get to see your kids in the community and change over is in a public place.

So at last you are going to see your kids. This is a big moment for you. There may be tears and all sorts, don't be afraid. You will remember it as the most fantastic day of your life other than when they were born. Just remember the old maxim 
“Fail to prepare and prepare to fail”  

Make sure you are ready for what might happen

There as almost as many possible twists and turns at this stage than you can possibly imagine. To give you some indication here are a few from the top of my head.

· Mum cancels at the last minute due to the child's illness (or whatever).

· Mum fails to arrive or arrives very late leaving you no time to bond.

· Mum claims the child does not want to see you.

· Child cries right through the session.

 There are also other issues that may make the first meeting with you child more difficult.

· The patronising attitude of staff at the contact centre (although this is unusual).

· The irritating habit of the supervising social worker to start writing every time you do or say something.

· Your child appears unhappy to see you or actively protests.

There are two kinds of contact arrangements at the centre. Supervised and supported. 
Supervised contact is the usual arrangement following false allegations of domestic violence or if the mother as anxious about the safety of the child. (This is an example of how the courts tend to bend over backwards to accommodate the needs of the mother and largely ignore your concerns).

As unjust as you may feel this to be you must view the progress to real contact ,as a success. The court position is always that it is in the child's best interest to have a continuing and growing relationship with the father so first steps first.

A social worker will be present while you play or talk to your children. They will be writing notes and may interact, but this time is yours. Once you have managed to engage them and build some trust, fun and games is the order of the day. 

Go prepared…. I can't say it enough… go prepared. If the children are young then take nappies, wipes, healthy snacks, and games to play. If they are older have a 10 minute special time. Get them to talks about school, home, friends, hopes for the future. Don't bring a list of questions or complaints. Only positive comments about mum. This is what they want. This time is about them, not you. Then onto the fun. Most contact centres have a small play area, grass possibly, a kitchen or even an Xbox. Cook cakes, play with the Xbox, go on the slide, teach the offside rule, read a story, do magic tricks, even rough and tumble on the carpet are all OK. You will usually have to book facilities like the kitchen in advance.
The better you relate to your children the better your social worker report will be. Do not feel obliged to force the kids to play if they are unhappy or asleep. Go with the flow but make sure you always have something up your sleeve.

If the kids are bored with the contact centre there is no reason why you can't ask the social worker to come with you while you take the kids to a local park or MacDonald’s.

Ask for a copy of the report as you leave. This may be VERY useful later in court. These reports can be VERY valuable later in court if they demonstrate you are a loving parent. If your reports don’t reflect what you think happened you should let the supervisor know at the first opportunity but re member not to be aggressive or over assertive. You need to keep these people on side. Supported contact means you have to compromise on all sorts, some centres won’t let you take your daughter to the toilet or change a nappy, but a good report is worth its weight in gold... so just put up with it. If in doubt ask advice of the supervisor, remain cheerful and bash on.

You should get a copy of your report before the next contact. If it’s your first contact tell the supervisor you would like a copy of her notes. Supervised contact is usually to reassure somebody you are a capable parent, the mother, CAFCASS or the Judge so if there are criticisms in the report, even if these are unfounded, you need to know what they are so you can improve or avoid. If social services are paying for your contact you will need to ask the local authority social worker for your case for the contact reports... probably over and over again.
Supported contact means you are at liberty to make more use of the extended facilities in the contact centre, eg the kitchen, play area and join in play with the other kids. This is a good opportunity to meet other dads in the same fix as you. Invite them along to FNF.
One advantage of Supervised contact is you can ask the supervisor to come with you out of the centre eg to MacDonald’s or a local park.

The Contact Centre Rules

You must understand the rules of the centre before you attend. It is likely the court will have asked you to agree a contact centre with your ex and you will have visited, agreed and signed the contract. It is a mystery to FNF why it is always the visiting parent who pays the contact centre fees but this is usually left to the parents to agree and without you paying the contact is unlikely to go ahead so dads tend to pay. In truth of course the contact is not for the convenience of the father but for the future of the child so should be shared, but let’s deal with that some other time.

Contact centre rules do vary but most require you to come at a certain time prior to your contact time. This will be so your ex can deliver the child/ren and leave so you avoid any unnecessary conflict. Be on time.
If you do meet your ex do not initiate any discussion that may be viewed as aggressive. Stick only to matters regarding the welfare of the child. Be friendly and smile. Everything else should be left for another time. Use the usual courtesy with please and thank you.

Stick to the centre rules they are there for a reason. Taking photo's for instance may be frowned upon. This is generally to encourage a real contact session rather than a photo shoot. If you want a photo, ask the staff to take one or two for you. 

Being prepared

Take a bag of appropriate bits and bobs, snacks, games, nappies, creams etc. Don't rely upon Mum to supply these but if she does it can lead to conflict if you don't use her supplied kit. If you don't use them ask the staff to thank your ex for sending them.

Make sure you know exactly what you are going to do. (Magic tricks, card games, colouring, special time). 
If this is your first contact for some time, ask your ex if she will be willing to be present for a little time to help your child get used to you. Most mums say no to this. Something I find very difficult to understand. Putting your own needs before your child puzzles me especially if you can hear them crying as you walk away.
The performance of your life
Do not be alarmed by the reluctance of your child to see you. This is perfectly normal and centre staff will understand this. It is the normal behaviour of a normal child being removed from their primary carer to a new place and a new carer. It will pass in time. Unfortunately one hour every two weeks is probably the worst arrangement you can make but one which Judges feel is appropriate. It’s probably based on their own childhood experience when at public school! You just have to make the most of it.

Try to be in control of your extreme emotions. I’ve known dads who cry more than their kids and had to leave a contact half way through. 

 If they are very young then talking, reassuring, and engaging them in activities will help. Get down and dirty. I know a dad who turned up at contact with a cardboard box and a set of felt tips. They had a fantastic time. Don’t expect to get that magic cuddle straight away. Unless they offer don’t force yourself on them. If your kids are very young if you wear the same aftershave, the same clothes, play the same games and present the same teddy it will help over time. One fool proof way to establish communication is to be a ventriloquist and talk through the teddy. “Hello my names Grumpy. What’s your name?”. Tell them “Grumpy lives at my house and you can see him next time you come”.
If they are older say what you see. “It must be hard coming here for the first time…. Same for me”. “I bet you feel a bit anxious” etc. Then engage them in conversation “What do you think about this place”. “Shall we take a little explore around”, “Let’s see what toys they’ve got” etc.

If Mum has tried to sabotage your contact arrangement, then confide in the centre staff about your disappointment about the contact. It's important they know you came prepared, were looking forward to the event, will not be put off etc. Do not make disparaging remarks about your ex or blame her in any way. This is to make sure you remain on the best terms with the centre staff and the observing social worker. During this period you need all the friends you can get. Negative comments will be recorded in the Social Workers reports you can bet!
If PA is a problem, kids aren’t subtle, it will be obvious to the supervisor, there is little need to mention it. I know of one dad whose son explained carefully to him that he hit him when he was only a few months old week after week. Clearly he was reminded prior to every contact by mum, what’s more it wasn’t a real memory but a memory planted in his head by repetition. Children simply don’t have memories of a few months old. Eventually the conversations ended not because dad got out the court reports and read them to him, but because he allowed the child to decide. His response to the comments “Yes, I know what Mummy says, but I’m here because I love you and want us to have fun together”. The child could see the contradiction between “the bad Daddy that hit the baby” and “the nice Daddy at the contact centre.” The contact centre daddy won out and the child resolved the problem for themselves.’’
In a contact centre unsupervised

This is generally the same as the supervised contact but you no longer have the social worker looking over your shoulder. It usually follows supervised contact once you have affirmed that you are not an axe murderer. The number of times you need to go to an unsupervised contact centre will be limited by the court order as part of the progression to the normal arrangements of any parent.
In the Community with hand over at a contact centre

This is generally the final stages of your involvement at the contact centre. It is the arrangement where the two parents are unable to be with each other without some kind of vindictive quip or nasty comment. Parent one brings the child to the centre and clears off. Parent two arrives and picks up the child for their session. Parent two brings the child back to the contact centre and clears off. Parent one picks the child up from the centre.

It’s a bizarre arrangement and is no use to the children except to prevent them being in the centre of a row. It’s an arrangement because two parents cannot put their differences behind them for the benefit of the children. But if this is all your ex will approve it will have to do. Yes of course you have to pay but considerably less than for an hours supervised contact.
In the Community at a public place

This is usually a compromise when one parent does not want the other to know where they live. Once again it will seem ridiculous to the children when they get older, but an unfortunate compromise when the separation emotions are still raw.

By arrangement between both parents
This is, of course the best arrangement. Two rational adults talking to each other about what is best for the children.

Appendix 1

Parenting Plan

This is about the child. I know this is obvious but it needs to be said. So many parents come to mediation with the idea that the plans they make are about how best they can maximise time with their child without considering if they have the time and resources to manage it or if it is in the child’s best interest. Given that when you have somebody who is are unwilling to compromise to do end up finding yourself fighting for yourself. Make parents erect unnecessary break points, they must support Chelsea, be a carpenter, go to church, be a vegetarian, or whatever. The point about the parenting plan is that you agree everything you can. Then for the things you disagree on the child will decide from the experience with each parent. If one parent decides to eat Vegan food and become a Hindu and the other is an omnivore atheist and they can’t agree then the child gets both, one at each contact, and decides for herself. Both parents then respect the child’s decision.
Some tips on negotiation 

If you are negotiating a parenting plan with your ex it is sometimes best to give a bit to get cooperation.

· Fathers Days, birthdays and Xmas.

To most young kids the actual day doesn’t matter. It’s the event that counts. The presents, the love, the feeling of being important and central to your life. You can do that anytime and imagine how important they would feel when they tell their friends they have two birthdays and two Xmases!
· Who keeps the passport, GCSE certificates and sports day medals?
It would be nice to have a collection of these but they actually don’t belong to you. You are only the custodian. You can create a huge montage of photos and hang it in pride of place in your front room. You don’t need posession. This is not a do or die issue. Regarding passports, as long as you get a commitment to hand it over when you need it then it shouldn’t stop any foreign holiday.
· Take it in turns... if you have to, for school sports days, Cub Scouts, school journey pick up and drop off, but seriously your children would feel so much better if you were both there.

· Parent’s evenings at school. Don’t leave this to one parent. You should both be involved. Some schools will organise two evenings. Try to slot in and get on.

· You should BOTH visit and agree future schools or be involved in career choices, medical matters (unless it’s an emergency) and holiday arrangements.
· You should both encourage contact with the other parents’ extended family.

· Agree pick up and handover times and places, who does the washing (or take it in turns), who supplies clothes, prams, coats, who supplies big items (computer, Xbox), who takes them to the dentist and so on.
If you find it difficult negotiating big stuff go onto little stuff and return to the big stuff later.

If you can’t reach an agreement it might be better to agree not to make an immediate decision and only decide when the issue arises. Although this sounds a bit pathetic it usually happens that once you begin to trust each other again (at least just over the safety and welfare of the kids) you will be happier about reaching a decision together. I’ve known perfectly good parenting arrangements fall flat over a haircut... so don’t be too inflexible.

How do you make a parenting plan work? 
Once it’s decided, stick precisely to the plan. No variations, late arrivals excuses or anything. Smile and give your kids the time of their life without spoiling them. Make it clear to the other party that any changes need to be negotiated not last minute arrangements or over the phone agreements unless they are emergencies.
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How to deal with Parental Alienation.
Your children

· Don’t lose your temper

Alienated children can be rude, hostile, angry and can harass and provoke. No one would blame you if you lost your temper but it WILL MAKE THINGS MUCH WORSE. First the kids won’t care about your temper, they will expect it,after all they are working with the blessing of you ex. Second your loss of control will be reported back to your ex, distorted out of context and used against you to justify your child’s appalling behaviour.
· Don’t reject your children
Some parents will say to their kids “Shape up or ship out!”  Not expecting for one minute they might ship out. This might have worked prior to alienation but not once they have lost respect for you due to the alienating ex. Counter rejection is wrong for three reasons. First, it breaks your contact and the children become totally dependent on your ex. Second, it really hurts the children. Despite the hateful comments and behaviour they need you love and understanding. They will express their pain with more anger and alienation. Third, it sets you up as the bad guy in the children’s eyes, the ex’s eyes and possibly even the courts eyes who may believe you are the source of the alienation.
· Don’t try and end alienation with lectures
Lectures tend to fall on deaf ears. Concentrate on good time and happy moments, make the most of your time together.

· Don’t dismiss your children’s feeling.

You know the feelings are a result of alienation but to the children they are real. Don’t dismiss them, even if they are the exact words of your ex. If you do they will believe you are not listening to them, don’t understand or don’t care about their feelings. Usually your kids will not realise they are parroting your ex and believe these feelings are their own. You don’t have to dwell on negative feelings. Re-direct... eg “I know you would prefer to be at home but you’re here... let’s talk about what we can do today that will be fun”.
· Don’t over-react
When children say nasty or provocative things remember they have been primed to say these things. It doesn’t mean they have become alienated. Its more likely they are looking for confirmation it’s not true and you don’t fit the nasty man image they have been told about. Stay calm and ask how they feel about what your ex has said. Tell them you know it is uncomfortable to hear such things. They need to know they can talk to you more about these things and not clam up for good.
· Don’t bad mouth your ex.

Remember your kids still love their Mum even if you don’t, however nasty she may become. Before you tell your children issues relating to your past relationship with her, consider seriously

Will my kids be better off if I tell them this?
Are my children being harmed by what I am about to say?

Are the benefits of what I say going to outweigh the risks?

What are my real reasons for telling them?

If I was still happily married to my ex, how would I deal with this situation?

Your ex.
Damage control

· Apologise

· Be more cooperative

· Reassure

· Send a letter of peace
· Learn how to negotiate

1. The best response to rude, vindictive, negative emails or txts is to ignore them.

2. Keep your written communications about the children and what is best for them. Try to make suggestions or give information. Do not answer silly comments, allegations or accusations.

3. Communication is more about body language than the words you use, so make sure you are relaxed, open and not rigid and angry.

4. Speak like Nelson Mandela. (Slow, regular and in a deep voice). This makes you sound thoughtful, reassuring and considerate.
Appendix 3


Thinking about your language

There are lots of off the cuff comments that can infuriate whoever you are talking to. 

It’s your fault because.....

You made me....

I told you so.

That make no sense.

If you are having a discussion with your ex about the kids, with our without the help of a mediator you need to avoid these inflammatory comments. To do this you need to think about the things you will say and practice the words you will use. You can practice in your head or in front of the mirror but practicing the words is important.
You make me feel...
Whatever!

Obviously.

Everybody else thinks...

You then have to imagine what she might say or ask, practice your replies and eliminate these conversation stoppers from your vocabulary. Talk it through with a friend it can help lots.

I don’t have time for this.

That’s not what you said last time.

I told you so...
You’re not listening.

Dealing with difficult questions from your child.

Remember, when kids ask difficult questions it's not because they are being nasty. It’s true the questions may reflect the opinions of mum but it's usually because they genuinely want to know the truth. Your answers need to help them understand but also lift their confidence and self-esteem and not be critical of their mother.
Why did you go away? 
I was not ready to be a proper dad to you but now I'm sorry I left and 




want to make it up to you now.
Mummy says you abandoned us.
I know. It may feel like that to you but I always loved you and 



I wish I had stayed part of your life. You've grown into a 





wonderful young boy/girl.
Mummy says I don't have to see you.

That's true. But I've always wanted to see you and I 




bet you've always wondered what I was like so let’s give it a go eh? We 



can have some fun together.
Mummy says you don't give us enough money

I always wanted to give you more money but 



I've been ill/ unemployed. I hope to be able to do it now. I'll speak to 




Mummy about it later.
Why did you take Mummy to court. I didn’t want to but it was the only way left for me to see you again. Its all over now and it won’t happen again. Lets make up with some fun time.
Got the idea? There is no need to answer the questions if they don’t ask, but if you are met by a sullen moody child you will need to encourage the conversation that will encourage him/her to ask. You could try with:
You look a bit uncomfortable... would you like to talk?

Tell me how we ended up here?

What would you prefer to be doing instead of this?

Shall I tell what’s been happening in my life? (Not the court case! Just your hobbies, mates, football etc.)

Keep upbeat and turn any answers into further questions. It’s their agenda not yours. You want them to talk, NOT you to give them a lecture or explain what you have been up to.
If you are going to meet an older child after a long absence you need to prepare. Kids are likely to ask the most unusual questions. Think to yourself what questions you would ask. Put yourself in their position. Rehearse your answers to yourself. Use the words you want to use. Take this seriously and don’t expect it to sort itself out when you meet them. Most important of all is keep a good sense of humour. I remember helping a worried dad prepare for a long awaited contact session with a Q&A quiz. He felt pretty confident but told me after he was floored when his 4 year old asked him “Do dinosaurs have varicose veins?”
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That Difficult first letter

It’s usually Dad who makes the first move when a relationship starts to fall apart. You go to let things cool a bit but things don’t always cool and you find it more and more difficult to talk to your ex about seeing the kids. Partly because she makes such a fuss in front of the kids and partly because you are trying to sort your life and save your job.

Sometimes it’s Mum who moves out with the kids and if you are unlucky with all the furniture too. Either way you need to communicate.

Below is a draft letter to help you get started. There are some simple principles.

· No moaning or complaining

· No accusations or threats.

· No blaming

· Keep positive

· If you can, apologise (for anything, the word ‘sorry’ can be magic).

· Be completely reasonable.

Even if you think this letter is a waste of time it will, in fact, be very helpful. Because:
It keeps you focussed on the only important thing... the kids.

It helps you practice the only strategy that works in separated couples and Family Courts. Being Dr Reasonable.

“Dear (use first name here, it shows you're not vindictive),

I hope you and the kids are well.

I know we've had our differences over the years about my role in (child/rens name/s) lives and I am truly sorry for any hurt I’ve caused but I want to convince you I am determined to be a proper Dad and play a full part in his/her/their future. 
I would like us to put our differences behind us and work to make (child/rens names) life/lives happy and healthy. Let’s work together to ensure she/he/they have the involvement of two loving parents for the rest of our lives.

I know I’ve made mistakes in the past but I mean what I am saying. I know you may not trust me to be safe with the kids or be reliable but I want to be.

I would love to see (childs name/s) (this weekend) (at....). 
Also, I would be happy to meet with you to discuss how we can work together or to attend mediation so we can sort out a parenting plan we both agree on.

Please let me know when we can meet. I know you will need time to consider so please get back to me within two weeks.

Give my love to the kids.

Your First Name (Mr Reasonable)
Every letter will be different but the principles remains the same.

If you enter this process with the children in mind, their happy faces, their innocence and future then you will be OK. It’s not easy to maintain this approach if your ex is uncooperative or worse but if you think of nice things you become a nice person.

If you are entering this process with vengeance, revenge, reprisals or anger in mind you will likely get it back by the bucket load and the chance to be reunited with your children again will disappear into the distant future.
Before you start writing.

· Hand written letters appear more genuine.

· Show a friend before sending it, but remember friends do not always understand the Dr Reasonable approach.

· If you don’t know where she is living send it to her mother/best-friend/ relative and ask them to pass it on.

· If you suspect trouble, don’t hand deliver it.

· When choosing a venue for your first contact suggest a park/centre where there is somewhere for your kids to play while Mum sits and watches. 

Good Luck
