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Ensuring the Safety of Women and Children in  Children’s Contact Services
A history of family and domestic violence in families attending a Children’s Contact Service is unfortunately not uncommon. In actual fact, family violence is a primary reason that Children’s Contact Services exist.

A Children’s Contact Service is a safe, neutral environment for contact arrangements to be facilitated in high conflict separated families. Children’s Contact Services offer:

· supervised contact visits that are monitored and overseen by trained and professional staff, 
· Supported contact visits that allow a family to make use of the safe, child friendly facilities of the service, but without observation or monitoring, and
· Changeovers, in which families utilize the service as a pick up and drop off facility in which they do not come into contact with their ex-partners.

The child/ren are the primary clients at a Contact Service, and their safety and protection is paramount.

For a large percentage of women and children attending the Children’s Contact Services, family violence has been as issue, either before separation, or after. 

· Psychological / Emotional abuse

· Physical abuse

· Financial abuse

· Social isolation

· Sexual abuse 
Are unfortunately situations that many of the women and children attending the Contact Service may have experienced.

The role of the Children’s Contact Service is to:

· Prevent a continuation of abuse and violence, 

· Ensure safety for women and children

· Educate, encourage, support, and role model improved communication and relationships.
Intake and Assessment:

Intake and Assessment is a vital tool in screening for, recognizing and addressing family violence and safety needs for women and children.
Intake interviews are conducted separately with both parents, and where appropriate with the children.

During the Intake and Assessment a series of questions are asked of a client, including:

· Background questions 
· Specific cultural issues

· Medical issues

· Connections with other agencies

· Legal Issues – ( Copies of relevant documentation are placed on file)

· Current Court Orders 

· Restraining Orders / Undertakings

· Bail Conditions

· Parenting plans

· Minutes of Consent

· Details regarding : Independent Children’s Lawyers, Family Court Co-ordinators and/or Consultants, Appointed Court Experts

· Safe Care Assessments

· Available past reports

· Child Abduction concerns

- 
Fears or Threats
- 
Previous recovery orders
- 
Nationality and citizenship

- 
Passport availability
· Current Family Dynamics

· Current arrangements for the care of the children

· Current contact arrangements, including:

- 
What is working / What is not working

- 
How the children cope with these arrangements

- 
The date at which the children last had contact

· Communication

- 
What is the current communication like?
- 
How do the parents communicate?
- 
What do they communicate about?
- 
What would you like the communication to be like?
- 
What stops effective communication?
· An Assessment of Conflict:
- 
What was it like to live with the other parent?
- 
How were issues resolved previously?
-
How are issues resolved now?
- 
Did you ever feel unsafe?
- 
What would the other parent say about how you manage conflict?
- 
What do you think the impact of conflict has had on the other parent and the children?
- 
If the conflict occurred again how would you react?
· An Assessment of the presence of violence

- 
Is the other parent afraid of you? 

- 
If asked the same question, what do you think the other parent would say?
- 
Are your children afraid of you?
-
Is there a time you have felt angry, but have managed to calm down?
- 
Other than with family members, have you been abusive or violent towards others?
-
What could you do differently to avoid behaving in an abusive / violent ways?
-
Have you sought assistance for your anger / abuse?
· An Assessment of Safety ( if Domestic Violence is evident or suspected)

Has the other parent:

-
Ever made you feel afraid for your safety?
- 
Made you feel uncomfortable or afraid?
-
Often put you down, humiliated you or made you feel worthless?
-
Constantly checked up on you?
-
Stopped you from seeing friends and family?
-
Made you feel afraid to disagree or say “no” to them?
- 
Accused you of flirting with others?
- 
Stopped you from having money for yourself?
-
Stopped you from having medical assistance?
- 
Scared or hurt you by being violent?
- 
Driven fast to frighten you?
-
Pressured or forced you to do sexual things that you did 
not want to?
-
Threatened to hurt you?
-
Hurt you or the children?
- 
Threatened to hurt themselves?
-
Threatened to kill themselves? 

-
Been verbally or emotionally abusive towards you?

· Financial Concerns

· Drug and Alcohol issues

· Mental Heath Issues
· Major stress factors in the clients life

· Support systems

· Suicide Behaviour 

- 
How does the client feel currently?
- 
Have they felt suicidal in the past?
-
Do they currently feel so unhappy that they wished they were dead?
· Child Safety Issues

- 
Have the children been witness to family violence?
-
Do you have concerns about your child being with the other parent?
- 
Has anyone ever injured the child?
- 
Does the child receive counselling?
-
Is the child aware of protective behaviour strategies?
-
Is the Department of Child Protection involved in issues for your family?
-
Are there any investigations currently taking place?
-
Have you spoken to the children about the separation?
- 
What has been the effect of the separation on the children?
- 
Does your child have any health, educational or development issues?
· And, the clients reflections on there own parenting

- 
What do they enjoy about being a parent?
-
What are their strengths?
-
Where have they obtained their parenting skills?
-
Do they know how to collaboratively parent with the other parent?
-
How could they achieve a collaborative parenting relationship?
Service Agreements:
The use of a Service Agreement is an effective tool in guiding the behaviour of parents and visitors to a Children’s Contact Service. All adults participating in contact must read through, sign and agree to abide by the agreement that outlines the behaviours that must be observed at the Service.

If at any time a client does not abide by the agreement contact may be suspended for a period of time to meet and address the issue, or terminated indefinitely if the matter is deemed to be of a serious nature.
Breaches of the service agreement are addressed by staff immediately to enforce the rules and to send a clear message that inappropriate behaviour will not be tolerated.

Referral:
Where appropriate, referral to other programs and agencies is often identified in the early stage of using a Contact Service. 
Anglicare WA often links parents into other separation services or counselling services such as the Mums and Dads Forever Parenting Orders program, Domestic Violence Perpetrators program, or FRSP counselling services.  
At times, counselling may be recommended for a child prior to a family commencing contact, particularly in the case where a child is fearful or refusing contact. In 2009 Anglicare WA will commence a ‘Supporting Children After Separation Program’ that will assist and support children in these circumstances.
If a child’s fear or anxiety is ongoing, the child is not forced to see their parent, even if court ordered, as the child’s best interest and mental health takes precedence over the court orders.

With parental consent, the Children’s Contact Service will provide reports to the Family Court outlining why contact has not proceeded, the services concerns for the child, the services observations and their recommendations.

Child Orientation Visits:

Prior to supervised contact visits or changeovers commencing with a service many families are requested to present the child at the service for a ‘child orientation visit’. These orientation visits allow a child the opportunity to personally meet with the Contact Service staff, view the play facilities, learn about what a Contact Service is, ask questions, and have their fears and apprehensions heard and addressed. 
For a child who has witnessed or experienced family violence, the orientation visits can be an opportunity to reassure and brief the child on the safety procedures that are put into place to protect them. Children are shown around the building, with their attention being drawn to the high fences and locked doors if they have a fear of being abducted. They can be made aware that a service agreement has been agreed to by their parents if they are concerned by what their visiting parent may say or do during the contact. And they are reassured that the service policy insists that a minimum of two staff must be rostered on at any given time so they know that they will always have a Contact Support Worker near by and they will never be alone. 
Children are advised of their right to feel safe and how they can access complaint procedures.

At the child orientation visit the children are often asked to create a ‘safety code word’ with their Contact Support Worker. This word is a 
word that the children will choose to say to the worker when they are not feeling safe, or they are uncomfortable during a supervised visit. 
Eg. A child may decide to say the words “special biscuit” as their code word. During a visit the child then only needs to say to the worker, “I would like a special biscuit”, and the worker then knows that the child may not being feeling safe and they can reply to the child “OK, lets excuse ourselves for a moment and we can go to the kitchen”. The parent is not made aware of the code word and as a result the child has not had to feel scared or anxious about asking for some time out to speak to the worker.

Building Security:

For many women and children attending a Children’s Contact Service, the security of the building is of extreme importance. 

When attending a Children’s Contact Service a number of safety and security requirements are put into place:

· Separate Entrances – The Contact Service ensures that residential and non-residential parents access the service through different car parks and entrances. Often one entrance is located at the front of the building, and the other entrance is located at the rear of the building.
· Staggered arrival times – parents attending the service are scheduled to arrive at the service at different times, often 15 minutes apart. Quite often the parent arriving at the service with the child is asked to arrive first. Whilst the parent arriving alone, is asked to arrive 15 minutes later.

When leaving the centre, once again times are staggered, and once again the children are predominantly the first to exit the building with the parent.

Arrival and departure times are monitored strictly by staff to ensure that a parent is not using this time as an opportunity to drive past or intimidate the other parent. If a parent is not abiding by the appointed time frames the matter is addressed promptly by staff and the service may be suspended or terminated.

· Separate Waiting or Visiting areas – When inside the Contact Service, parents do not come into contact with each other. They are placed in separate areas of the building as far away from each other as possible. Visibility to other areas of the building is restricted in these waiting areas and the issue of noise, raised voices, and conversations being overheard is often well managed by the staff; a women in fear of their ex-partner, can often be anxious, upset or scared by simply hearing the voice and discussions of the perpetrator in an adjacent room. A radio playing in the waiting room can be a useful tool in muffling the sounds of voices throughout the building.
· Locked doors – locked doors into the building and between waiting areas can ensure that a parent does not intrude on the space of another whilst at the centre. By ensuring that all doors are locked, staff are able to confidently control and monitor who goes into and out of the Contact Service building at all times.
· Duress Alarms – The use of a duress alarm during supervised visits and changeovers is an essential tool towards addressing the safety of women, children and staff alike. Duress alarms located permanently in the building, and/or used as personal portable pendants, that can be easily pressed in an emergency can be an effective way of silently alerting security or police. 
The duress alarms are monitored alarms that the security company and Police are briefed on to ensure that they are aware that should a duress be received from the Contact Service, there is a strong possibility that violence is an issue, and that children are more than likely present.

· External Fencing – Wherever possible, the external fences surrounding the Contact Service play areas should have limited visibility from the street. This prevents threatening or intimidating behaviour outside of the building and creates a barrier for people looking in observing the contact. Where possible fences should be high to prevent a child being abducted over the fence. Gates are locked at all times, with the keys being available only to the staff for emergency exit purposes.
· Play Equipment – Wherever possible play equipment should be open and allow easy visibility. Cubby houses, mazes, tunnels etc, can provide limited visibility and create opportunities for perpetrators to touch, whisper or speak inappropriately to a child 
and cause the child to feel unsafe.
Photograph Restrictions:
Where issues of possible child abduction are a factor, and there is concern that a parent may attempt to remove the child from the country, the Children’s Contact Service WILL NOT PERMIT the parent to take photographs of the child during a supervised visit. The concern for these photographs is that the image may be use to produce an illegal passport for the child.

Mobile phones are not permitted to prevent photographs and/or discussions with others outside of the centre.

Where no fear of abduction is held and photographs are permitted, careful monitoring of the images is maintained by staff to ensure the appropriate nature of the photos and also the confidentiality of other service users.
Parental Conduct:

Throughout a visit or changeover a parent’s behaviour is guided by the Service Agreement.

Parents are made aware that: 

· abusive behaviour will not be tolerated,

· communication between parents, both written and verbal, must be respectful and appropriate. Staff will only pass on communication between parents that is positive and relates directly towards the well being of the child. Staff will not pass across communication that is abusive, derogatory, critical, or sarcastic. If this occurs staff will role model appropriate methods of communication and will support and educate parents to correct their communication styles.

· they must act in the best interests of their child at all times.

Staff Selection:
The selection of staff in a Children’s Contact Service is of extreme importance. Staff must be:

· Assertive and able to confidently stand up to an abusive or controlling parent,

· Have a high level of interpersonal skills to relate to both adults and children alike,

· Have a high level of communication skills to speak effectively to parents and convey clear messages about effective communication methods, often by role modeling through their own communication style.

· Be child focused, to ensure that they are always sensitive and aware of the experiences of a child attending a CCS and capable of reinforcing to parents the need for them to place the needs of their child before there anger or frustration at the other parent. Highlighting constantly to parents how their behaviour may be impacting on the children.

· Capable of responding well to open ended questions during an interview, eg: “Tell me why you would like to work with separated families?”

All staff MUST hold a current National Police Clearance and a Working with Children’s Check.

A minimum of 2 referee checks are conducted.
Staff Training:

To effectively address the safety of women and children attending the Children’s Contact Service staff are specifically trained in areas such as:

· Handling difficult clients,

· Working with victims and perpetrators of domestic and family violence,

· Indicators of child abuse,

· Responding to a child’s disclosure of abuse,
· Working with children in separated families,  
· Conflict resolution, and
· Protective Behaviours.

At Anglicare WA, a series of compulsory core training requirements such as this have been put into practice for staff to attend and skill up on through internal training opportunities.  Extensive training in understanding domestic violence is compulsory. 
Anglicare WA provides Certificate IV and Diploma courses in Children’s Contact Service Work.
Reporting:

Following each supervised visit and changeover Contact Support Workers write observational reports on what they have observed during a families time at the centre. These reports outline:

· the interaction that has taken place between parents and children, 
· the communication that the family has engaged in, 
· the physical contact, 
· the activities, 
· the bonding between the parent and the child, and 
· the parenting capacity and skills displayed by a parent. 

Using a Case Management Model, these reports are monitored by Senior staff to ensure that the safety, protection and wellbeing of the child and mother are being maintained ongoing. 

Staff build and maintain strong links with the Family Court, Independent Children’s Lawyers, Court Expert Psychologists, Legal Practitioners DCP and Police.

Case Management staff are tertiary qualified practitioners and write comprehensive reports to the Family Law Court on request. Information for reports is collected over an 8 visit period. 

These reports can be used to assist with the removal of contact where the contact is viewed to have a negative affect and is not in the best interest of the child.
The useful information that is reported by a Children’s Contact Service can be an important tool in protecting women and children from ongoing abuse and violence.
Serious Issues Meetings:
For the protection of children and women, Anglicare WA uses a collaborative team work and Case Management approach to dealing with family violence, abuse and disclosures.
Where a serious issue or concern arises, a serious issue and critical incident report is written and addressed immediately by calling a ‘Serious Issues Meeting’. These meetings involve the Children’s Contact Service Case Manager, the Program Manager, the General Manager, and include the involvement of the Anglicare WA Child Consultant.
At these meetings the issue and concern is discussed fully and an action plan is developed and implemented. 

These action plans may involve referral for the woman and/or child, a notification to the Department of Child Protection, and/or the suspension or termination of the contact if deemed in the best interest of the child.
Levels of Vigilance:

When dealing with families in which a history of family violence is suspected or confirmed staff should always be on high vigilance. Staff should remain in close proximity at all times and be capable of viewing and hearing all interactions.

Debriefing with children:

Staff in Contact Services are trained to speak and interact with children. Following a visit, it is good practice for Contact Support staff to engage the child in a brief debriefing session to ensure the child has an opportunity to express their feelings and issues about the contact in a safe and relaxed setting away from both parents.
When managed effectively, it is not uncommon for a child to choose the Contact Service environment to confront and ask questions of the perpetrating parent. A therapeutic approach to contact provides children with the opportunity to seek clarity and quiz a parent about the violence that they may have witnessed. 
Eg. During a supervised visit in which an 8 year old boy, after having three visits with his father, choose on this day to initiate a conversation with his father by saying “Why did you hit Mum?”. 
The father was initially shocked by the question and looked to the Contact Support Worker. The worker briefly interjected in the discussion and asked to speak to Dad briefly. Another worker stepped in to play with the child whilst Dad and the Contact Support Worker moved to a quiet area to discuss how the parent intended to respond to his son’s question. 
When hearing dad’s response was likely to have a positive reply, the Contact Support Worker advised dad to proceed to answer his son’s question. The Contact Worker and the father returned to the play area and, guided by the worker, Dad began to provide his son with a brief age appropriate answer. The father told his son that what he had done was “very wrong” and he reassured his son that he would not do anything like that again. He stated that “mum had not done anything wrong”, and that he had “gotten angry in a way that he never should have done”, telling his son that it was “never OK to hit anybody”. He advised his son that he was “getting some help from a counsellor to learn how to be a better Dad”. 
When later debriefing with the boy, he told the Support Worker that he was glad that he could ask Dad the question, because he had been thinking about it a lot. He commented that he felt safe asking Dad at the centre, as he knew that if Dad had got angry the worker would stop him. The boy commented that he was not sure if his Dad was going to lie about it or tell him that it didn’t happen, but he knew that it had. The boy appeared satisfied that his father had heard and addressed the issue with him.
The worker noted that should the father’s response to his son’s question have been negative or denying of the event, the Contact Support Worker would have requested the conversation not take place and she would have debriefed with the child at the conclusion of the visit.
Conclusion:

For some women and children who have witnessed or been victims of family violence, protecting them by making them physically safe is only a part of the struggle. It is quite often the psychological effects of the violence that propose the most difficult challenges to the safety of their emotional wellbeing. 
The physical safety of a Contact Service should not lull staff into a false sense of security that all is OK for the women and children at the centre. For some children, the option of no contact may be the only way to fully protect and ensure their complete safety. It is for this reason, Contact Service staff should be well informed of referral networks and links to other Family Relationship Service programs and make strong use of a collaborative referring relationship to fully benefit women and children and to ensure their best interests and safety are maintained and strengthened.
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