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Background  

One Family is delighted to be here today to speak to the Joint Committee on Children & 

Youth Affairs in relation to the urgent need to support children through parental separation, 

divorce and shared parenting. One Family is Ireland’s organisation for people parenting 

alone, sharing parenting, separating and those with a crisis pregnancy. We were established 

in 1972 as Cherish and we provide specialist parenting and family support services around 

Ireland; we train professionals on working with one-parent families and we promote policies 

that positively impact on OPFs. 

In Ireland families are becoming more diverse all the time, whilst marriage rates are staying 

steady overall, about 1/3 of children are born to parents who are not married to each other, 

separation and divorce rates are rising slowly and if we look at European trends we can 

expect to see more children living with step-siblings and parents; more children to live 

between their separated parents in two homes; more children living with people who are not 

necessarily their biological parents.  

Separation 

Today we are concerned with children who live in families who are separated, where they 

need to share parenting of their children and these parents are in conflict with each other. 

This is extremely common due to the incredible pain that the long separation process in 

Ireland inflicts on parents and their children. Some parents can manage this well focussing 

on their children, communicating effectively, making wise decisions and creating 

predictability for their children. Some are violent and abusive, are incapable of being child 

centred, are threatened and threatening, and can use the court system and their children as 

weapons. Most people are somewhere in between along a very long spectrum. 

Separation is like bereavement emotionally but without the social and cultural supports. It 

can be extremely shocking for adults and children, it requires major decisions very quickly 

and people are often thrown into an adversarial legal system to make these decisions or to 

enforce them. This is neither child nor family centred and often does not result in plans and 

arrangements that work for the children or family in the long term. 

Services  

So do we have the appropriate services, systems and policies to support parents to separate 

well for their children? Not at all. Some services are there and are state funded such as the 

Family Mediation Service, domestic abuse organisations, the Legal Aid Board but all are 

underfunded with waiting lists.  

We have the new Children & Family Relationships Act 2015 which is a massive step forward 

in recognising diverse families, protecting children, hearing their voice and allowing family 

courts refer parents for parenting and family supports, but there is no funding to pay for 

these unless the family can pay themselves. There is no funding for counselling, private (ie 

prompt) mediation, parental assessments, parenting programmes, child assessments which 

can all be vital for a court to make wise decisions about custody and access. There is no 

funding for parents to deal with emotional impact of their separation, to develop a shared 

approach to parenting and to learn to be really good parents in this new and often difficult 

dynamic. This lack of resources and funding means that there is a significant lack of equity 

and fairness in family law, and it means that courts are called upon to make orders that 

might be better developed by parents themselves if they were supported to do so. 

One Family knows from our direct work with parents for 44 years that access to services like 

counselling, mediation, parenting programmes etc can massively support a parent to 

separate well and ultimately to share parenting well. These services are inexpensive, flexible 

and are child and family centred. But there is no statutory funding to support these specialist 
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family support services. One Family provides these services by knitting together the funding 

from a number of places, but nobody deliberately invests in this kind of work. This 

investment is needed along with total reform of the Family Courts and the development of a 

court welfare system like CAFCASS in the UK. 

Child Contact Centres 

One Family ran an innovative Child Contact Centre service in Dublin a few years ago, in 

partnership with Barnardos. These centres were safe places for children to spend time with 

the parent they didn’t live with, for parents to be supported, supervised if necessary and 

ultimately to keep children safe. The work was based on research we had previously 

undertaken and the independent evaluation of the pilot project found them to be necessary, 

impactful, cost-effective and really child-centred. All reports are here: 

https://onefamily.ie/policy-campaigns/research-reports/.  

These pilot projects closed after 2½ years because the funding ran out and despite 

recommendations that future funding should be provided by Tusla and the Dept of Justice; 

and despite interest and support from Ministers Zappone and Fitzgerald there are no longer 

any such facilities in Ireland. 

This means courts have nowhere to refer vulnerable families and children at risk in private 

family law cases. It means that courts do not have access to assessments and reports that 

would be valuable to understand what is happening in a family and what might be in the 

child’s best interest. This means that sometimes parents, often fathers, may not get to see 

their children even where there might be no good reason not to. This means that sometimes 

parents, often mothers, may be court ordered to break a barring order to supervise access 

with the abusive other parent. This means sometimes children are court ordered into 

access/contact visits with an incapable or abusive parent. And from an economic perspective, 

this means that parents are constantly in and out of court seeking changes to orders that they 

did not create and they cannot implement.  

So why are we not dealing proactively with the fact that many families will separate and we 

as a society need to support this so that it happens well for children? Perhaps some of this 

resistance is not just financial although investment is needed, but could also be due to a 

history and culture that prioritises family privacy and a happy ever after in all marriages. 

Recommendations  

One Family would like to recommend the following to you for your work and consideration: 

- Ireland’s children and families deserve and require family support services that are 

specifically focussed on helping people separate well and to share parenting well over a 

long period. 

- Investment in these kinds of services has been proven to reduce the use of courts, 

decreases family conflict, promotes positive child and parent relationships and is an 

excellent prevention of more serious problems and dangers to children. 

- Ireland needs to develop children and family services in tandem with the design and build 

of the new Children & Family Courts in Dublin. Ireland needs a court welfare system 

similar to CAFCASS to ensure the safety and best interests of children. 

- Ireland critically requires a number of Child Contact Centres in each region of the country 

that courts can refer high conflict families to; where parents can be supported to develop 

and maintain relationships with their children; and ultimately where children are kept 

safe. We have estimated that each centre would cost just over €200K each per year. 

Shared Parenting Seminar | 30 January 2017 | Dublin city centre 

One Family will be launching the results of Ireland’s first survey on shared parenting and we 

would love you all to attend to learn more about the needs of children in separated families. 
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