New Program Looks To Ease Divorce Pain
Program to be unveiled in Kent County
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GRAND RAPIDS, Mich (WOOD) - Focusing on the children.

Kent County leaders are taking a look at a new program aimed at making divorce proceedings more amicable between parents, and easier on the kids caught up in them.

"I am proud that we're doing this," said Chief Judge Paul J. Sullivan of the Kent County Circuit Court. The goal of the Cooperative Parenting Project is to encourage negotiation and settlement between divorcing parents, and to make sure they put the emotional health of their children ahead of any personal grievances they have with one other. "There are very few parents who don't love their children and don't want what is best for their children," said Judge Sullivan.

Beginning Feb. 2, every divorce case in Kent County will be placed into the new program. Parents will be required to write out a proposed parenting plan for the judge, explaining how much time their children will spend with each parent, how each parent plans to raise the children and how the parents will resolve any disputes between them before the parties ever appear in court.

"And part of the hope here is that by getting the parents here to concentrate on how their actions and how their decision impact their children that we can perhaps steer them in a direction and reach an agreement without the court needing to get involved formally," Judge Sullivan said.
Under the plan, the courts will also use "non-adversarial" language, changing for instance the terms plaintiff or defendant, to mother or father, custody to parenting time, and child support to financial responsibility.

"If we can make it less adversarial for the families, and therefore, less adversarial for the children, it's gonna be in the best interest of these kids to do it that way," said Judge G. Patrick Hillary, presiding judge of the Kent County Circuit Court Family Division.

While numbers in Kent County were down more than 4 percent in 2008, there have been nearly 4,300 divorce cases involving children in the past three years alone.

"We attempt to reduce the hostilities between the parents so that children come first, and an already difficult process is made at least a little bit easier," said Melanie Destintger, chairwoman of the Grand Rapids Bar Association's family law section.

After two years here in Kent County, the Michigan Supreme Court will evaluate the results and decide whether to implement the project statewide.

 

Volatile divorcing parents may torpedo 'gentler' approach, attorney says
Friday, January 30, 2009 

By Theresa D. Mcclellan

The Grand Rapids Press
GRAND RAPIDS -- While Kent County Circuit Court's pilot plan to dial down the aggression in divorce cases has created positive buzz, some local attorneys warn about getting too Pollyanna-ish. 


The final proposal, introduced Thursday on the county's Web site, has gone through numerous committees and discussions in four years. And while the ideals are admirable, there are concerns, the attorney said. 

Starting Monday, parents of minor children pursuing divorce in Kent County will see a "kids-first" policy including the use of "nonadversarial language," an emphasis on mediation before court action and a written parenting plan based on cooperation between parents. 

But the first days of filing for divorce can be volatile, Landers said. 

"For the one who didn't see it coming, they're in stages of grief and we want everybody to skip all over that, sing 'Kumbaya' by the campfire and say they can't go to court," Landers said. 

Landers understands the need to work in the child's best interest, but she also worries that less-savvy parents will be more vulnerable in the early stages of the process. 
"This is somewhat Pollyanna thinking that we can get those who are warring not to war and it will be nice," Landers said. 
She and other lawyers worry the financial dirty tricks of divorce -- such as cutting off mortgage payments or stopping credit cards and utilities -- will not be addressed or have avenues for being addressed by court orders. 

Such a change could cause more chaos and animosity, she said. 

"The plan is for the courts to do less, not more, but court orders keep the peace and effectuate the process," Landers said. 

 "Why experiment in the second largest region in the state to ease the pain of divorce? Sometimes you can't unscramble the eggs." 

 Attorney Ben Wrigley said he, too, is hopeful, but a 28-year-background of handling divorces gives him reservation. "There are time frames which could essentially mean you don't get in front of a judge on a temporary motion for two or three months. ... The hope is we have rational people prepared to participate in mediation. But in doing divorce for 28 years, some are not," Wrigley said. 

 Both attorneys said they are counting on the ability to tweak problems since it is a pilot program. 

 The presiding judge of the Family Court division, G. Patrick Hillary, does not foresee more problems for parents trying to end their marriage. "We are discouraging courts right away and encouraging parties to first look at parenting plans and mediation, which should be a good thing," Hillary said. "The court will never block someone's ability to go to court, but we will look first and say, 'Did you try to follow this procedure first?'" 

Deanna's View
This is all the judges are going to do, look to see if the parents followed the procedure first. If judges over look domestic violence, what make a parent think this will not get over looked either. If a parent does not follow the "plan" there is no form of punishment. Deanna likes how the lawyers try to make all the problems out to be the parents and leave out how attorneys contribute to the "war in divorce." Deanna hired Diane Landers, the attorney in this article, and then fired her before she even went to court. If anyone likes to create a war in divorce, it is Diane Landers.

 

 

Editorial: Support Children
by Grand Rapids, Press Editorial Board 
Friday March 06, 2009, 8:54 AM
WHY IT MATTERS? 

Reforms to the Friend of the Court that improve efficiency and services are in the best interest of children.

The situation of children who have been borne out of wedlock, or whose parents are divorced or separated can be complex for courts. State lawmakers should support Senate bills that can help children by improving the efficiency and service delivery of the Friend of the Court (FOC). The payoff could be more children receiving the financial support and parenting time they need and deserve. The FOC oversees the welfare of children whose support, custody and parenting time are subject to court orders.

 There are more than 755,000 child support orders in Michigan and 41,032 in Kent County. The bipartisan Senate measure was spurred by a 2006 funding and mandates report by the Friend of the Court Association. The report, submitted to the governor, the Michigan Supreme Court chief justice and legislative leadership, made recommendations for improving efficiency and client services. The bills spearheaded by Sen. Mark Jansen, R-Gaines Township, passed the Senate and were referred to the House Committee on Families and Children's Services.

One piece of a nine-bill package, sponsored by Mr. Jansen and co-sponsored by Bill Hardiman, R-Kentwood, would allow the court to order a jail alternative program for non-payment of child support. Some alternatives to jail include participation in a parenting program, drug or alcohol counseling, or complying with a payment plan. Parents who have the means to fulfill their court-ordered obligations but choose to neglect their children by denying support for their well-being deserve to be locked up, have a boot placed on their car or other penalties. But not everyone is a deadbeat parent.

There are those who are involved in their child's life and were making payments but fell behind or defaulted on their obligations because they lost their job or faced some other circumstance. Sending these offenders to jail doesn't make much sense. They need an opportunity to find work or resolve the issue interfering with payments so that they can contribute to their child's support and spend time with him or her. Keeping them out of jail also benefits the state by reducing jail and law enforcement costs.
Another bill would simplify payment plan requirements for past due child support to afford judicial discretion on a case-by-case basis. There are lot of people way behind in child support that the court should work with to get on plans they can afford. But no one is trying to help an offender for whom their child -- and in many cases children -- are the last priority.

A bill sponsored by Mr. Hardiman and co-sponsored by Mr. Jansen would also prohibit a child support order from going back years and years to recoup payments before the date of the complaint, except in certain circumstances. That isn't unreasonable and prevents a person from facing a five or six figure back payment amount that could be perceived as insurmountable and possibly discourage any payment. Retroactive orders can also be a time consuming process for court staff. 

Other bills would:
-- Streamline the process of suspending licenses and reinstating them if child support is owed.

-- Take out specific requirements for resolving disputes regarding custody and parenting time, enabling FOCs to craft their own programs.
The measures address key FOC issues outlined in the comprehensive report. The fact that lawmakers worked closely with not only the Friend of the Court Association, but Supreme Court Justice Maura Corrigan, the Department of Human Services, and the State Court Administrative Office is a good sign the legislation can effect real change in efficiency and services. Lawmakers should listen to those closest to the situation and support these reforms that can benefit children.
E-mail a letter to the editor for publication online and in print: pulse@grpress.com Please keep letters to less than 200 words and include your full name, home address and phone number. 

 
