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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 

ChApTer ONe: INTrOduCTION 
 
 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter spells out the background to the study and outlines its aims and approach. 

It then  spells out the key terms used in the study and  the authorsô understanding of their 

precise meaning. 
 

 

1.2 background to the Study 

Child contact centres have been established in many countries to support parents and 

children that do not live together to maintain contact in a range of situations. These 

centres aim to provide a safe neutral and welcoming environment where regular contact 

between parents and children can be supported and developed. While a small number 

of specialist centres have been established in Ireland the need for such centres has not 

been researched in Ireland to date. This research was funded by the Family Support 

Agency and carried out by One Family1 in 2008  and  the report  finalised in 2009. 

(Statistics and  other  information presented in the report  therefore refer to 2008  or 

earlier.) 
 

 

1.3 Aim of research 

The overall aim of this study is to examine the need for child contact centres in Ireland 

and to explore how best this need could be met for parents and children experiencing 

contact difficulties following marriage and  relationship breakdown. It is important to note 

therefore that the study looks at the need for contact centres in the context of private 

family law and does not address the need for contact services to facilitate parents of 

children in care. However  we do look at how resources could be pooled to support all 

families needing such services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 One  Famil y is working to ensure a positive and  equal future for al l members of all  one-parent famili es in 

Ireland ï changing attitudes, services, poli cies and  li ves. Together with one-parent famili es and  those working 

with them,  One  Famil y is committed to achieving equali ty and  respect for al l famili es. In addition to striving 

for fundamental structural change, One  Famil y supports individual one-parent famili es as they parent through 

times of family, work and life change, and those experiencing a crisis pregnancy. 

www.onefamily.ie 
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1.4 Study Approach 
 
 

For a variety of reasons little information is available on the number of parents and 

children in Ireland requiring support to maintain contact following relationship or 

marriage breakdown. Firstly judgements in court-ordered contact cases are  not 

available to the public and many contact arrangements following relationship 

breakdown do not go to court and  are  agreed privately. However  organisations and 

professionals working with parents report  increasing requests for support in dealing 

with child contact issues by parents following relationship breakdown, separation and 

divorce. These organisations and professionals include One Family, Barnardos, Family 

Resource Centres, the Family Mediation Service, family lawyers and solicitors. We 

also know that separation, divorce and births outside of marriage are becoming more 

common in Ireland. 
 

 

In order therefore to estimate the potential need for child contact centres and to explore 

the possible role such centres could play in an Irish context, it was necessary to 

concentrate the research on obtaining information from the different stakeholders 

involved in child contact issues in Ireland and to supplement this with information 

available internationally. This involved consultation with a range of professionals in 

Ireland who are involved in contact issues; legal experts, psychologists, contact service 

providers and other professionals. Additionally parents experiencing contact issues 

were  interviewed and  their experiences and  views explored in-depth. The approach 

was supplemented with a detailed analysis and review of available information on the 

need for, role of, and operation of contact centres internationally and by study visits to 

child contact centres in England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and New Zealand. 
 

 

Based on this analysis the potential level and type of need for contact centres in Ireland 

is estimated and a number of recommendations are made on how such centres might 

operate in an Irish context. 
 

 

1.5    Definiti ons of key ter ms used in the report  
 
 

Given the variety of contact services that can be facilitated in contact centres it is 

important to understand the distinction between the various services provided in 

centres internationally. These definitions draw largely on information provided by 

the National Association of Child Contact Centres (NACCC) in the UK and  are  the 

definitions adopted throughout this report. 
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1.5.1 Child Contact 
 
 

In the context  of this research óchild contactô refers to situations where  a parent does 

not normally live with their child and other arrangements have to be made for this 

parent to have  contact with their child. However  in Ireland the term óchild accessô is 

normally used to denote what we understand here  as óchild contactô. Internationally 

however the term óchild accessô has increasingly been replaced by the terminology of 

óchild contactô. Kroll (2000)  points out that the logic behind this is a move  away  from the 

connotation implied in the term óaccessô of the non-resident parentôs2  right to access 

rather  than  the childôs right to contact. 
 

 

Due to the increasing international use of the term óchild contactô, this report  wil l  refer to 

óchild contactô as opposed to óchild accessô unless referring specificall y to current  laws 

or to comments by individual stakeholders. 
 
 

1.5.2 Contact Orders 
 
 

Where an agreement cannot be reached between the parents on contact, an 

application may be made to the courts for a contact order. If the court decides that 

contact with the non-resident parent is best for the child, the court may set the time, 

place and  duration of that contact (FLAC, 2007).  Under  the Children Act 1997  any 

person related to the child by blood or adoption, such as grandparents, may apply to 

the court for contact to a child. This also applies to any person who has acted in loco 

parentis (in place of a parent) to a child (FLAC, 2007).  Parents in such situations may 

also agree child contact arrangements between themselves without recourse to the 

courts, or through the process of mediation. 
 

 

1.5.3 Supervised Access 
 
 

In Ireland ósupervised accessô may be ordered by the family courts where  there  are 

concerns for the welfare of the child during contact. As these cases are in camera, few 

details of such cases are available. Supervised access as ordered by the courts in 

private law cases involves supervision by a third party, usually in practice by a family 

member or by the other  parent themselves (Womenôs Aid, 2003,  Coulter, 2007a). 

Supervised access may take place in a variety of locations including restaurants and 

public parks. Thus ósupervised accessô as currently understood in Ireland does not 

 

 
2 11,537,100 persons under  16 in 2006  (Population esti mates 2006  www.statistics.gov.uk) A non-resident parent 

is defined as óA parent not li ving with the resident parent but who is seeking or has been granted ongoing 

contact with their child.ô 
 

 

The Need for Child Contact Centres in Ireland Page 3 

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/


 

 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 

normally include supervision by a professional or in a specialist contact centre. It is 

differentiated in this report  from ósupervised contactô which, as explained below is a 

specific service provided by professionals (See Section 1.6), and  internationally takes 

place increasingly in specialist child contact centres. 
 

 

The Law Society of Irelandôs Law Reform Committee as far back  as 1999  made the 

following comments in relation to supervised access in Ireland: 

óThough the courts frequently make  orders for supervised access arrangements, the 

Task Force  on Violence Against Women  considers that this supervision should be 

provided by a trained professional who is aware of the potential dangers in such 

situations. Therefore, it recommends that this service should be provided by the 

Probation and  Welfare Service who the Task Force  reports óhave been found to be 

supportive, objective and professional in their approach, by women in abusive 

situationsô. 
 

 

They go on to say that: 

óWith regard to supervised access, the reali ty for most people is that access takes place 

at weekends when  neither the Probation and  Welfare Service nor the Health Boards 

operate. In England, this issue is resolved by the provision of óAccess Centresô staffed 

by trained social workers or childcare workers. This arrangement also provides a safe 

environment for access to take place in situations where the long term prognosis is for 

unsupervised access but a period of trust needs to be buil t up.ô 
 

 

The Law Reform Committee recommended: 

óan increased role for the Probation and  Welfare Service in supervised access 

arrangements and, aware that a Commission is currently reviewing the role of the 

Service, recommends that i t be allocated adequate resources to fulfil l this role. This 

should extend to the provision of ñaccess centresò staffed by trained personnel.ô(Law 

Societyôs Law Reform Committee, 1999)3
 

 

 
 

3 Other reports have made similar recommendations calling for the establishment of supervised contact 

services. For example in 2007  Chil dren At Risk in Ireland (CARI) stated ñThere is a need to resource a 

supervised access service throughout the country such as is available in the UK and in Canada and which 

is non-existent in Ireland. This would all ow access in safe and  appropriately supervised settings where  it is 

deemed appropriate.ò (CARI, 2007) 

Si milarly Womenôs Ai d have  stated, ñ In access cases in which there  has been a history of violence it is 

essential that supervised access only be carried out by professionals trained in the dynamics of abuse 

and child welfare. Supervised access should only be held in a safe, suitable venue and the women who 

has been abused should not be the person to hand over the child as this may provide opportunities for the 
 

abusive man  to inti midate, threaten or abuse the womanò (Womenôs Aid, 2006) 
 

 

Page 4 One Family 2010 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 

1.5.4 Child Contact Centre 
 
 

Child contact centres are  defined as ósafe, neutral, welcoming venues which exist to 

promote and support regular contact between parents and children who do not live 

togetherô (Scottish Executive, 2003). 
 

 

Contact centres can be used for a variety of reasons. A parent availing of a contact 

centre may have had no relationship with the child to date, or have had a gap in child 

contact. In addition such centres may facilitate safe contact in instances where there 

are child welfare concerns arising from parental problems such as mental health, 

addiction, fears of domestic violence, abuse or fear of abduction, either in private family 

law cases or in public law child care cases. Centres may also be needed where a 

parent simply has nowhere else to go to meet  their child (Scottish Executive, 2003). 
 
 

Hence broadly speaking, as Kroll puts it 

óThe purpose of contact centres can  be summed up as providing a neutral place where 

family ties can be maintained if all else has failed, where someone is on hand to 

manage the situation, however loosely or f irmly, and  where  hopefully no-one wil l  be in 

any dangerô (Kroll , 2000:  184) 
 

 

1.6 Services provided in Contact Centres 
 
 

The three  main services provided in child contact centres are  known as óhandoversô, 

ósupported contactô and  ósupervised contactô.4  For the purposes of this report the 

definitions used for each of these types of services are  those provided by National 

Association of Child Contact Centres (NACCC) in the UK (www.naccc.org.uk). 
 

 

1.6.1 handovers Services 
 
 

Handover services are  provided at the majority of child contact centres. In these cases 

parents do not have to meet each other, as the handover is made by child contact 

centre staff. This service is usually availed of when parents have concerns over 

meeting the other parent or tend to have disagreements at the time of handover. In 

handover situations the non-resident parent takes the child out of the centre for the 

duration of the visit, bringing them back to the centre afterwards to be collected by 
 

 
 

4 The terms used to describe these services vary between countries (for example New Zealand refers to 

óchangeoversô rather  than  óhandoversô and  ólow vigilance supervised contactô as opposed to ósupported contactô. 

However  the basic services are  the same. The terms used in this report  are  those used in the UK and  Northern 

Ireland and will be adopted for use in this report in order to ensure consistency of terminology. 
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the resident parent. It may be possible for the child to be picked up from one child 

contact centre in the morning and then taken back to another child contact centre in 

the afternoon if they are  in the same area or at another mutually agreed venue (www. 

naccc.org.uk). 
 

 

1.6.2 Supported Contact Services 
 
 

According to NACCC, supported contact takes place in a variety of neutral venues 

where there are facilities to enable children to develop and maintain positive 

relationships with non-resident parents and  other  family members with minimum 

supervision and support. 
 

 

According to NACCC cases that should be referred to supported contact include the 

following: 

Å Where  a non-resident parent has nowhere suitable to take  the child. 

Å Introduction of an unknown  or long-absent parent. 

Å Need  for a neutral venue where  third parties (for example new partner) can  be 

excluded. 

Å Where concern has been expressed about the visiting parent while adjusting to 

separation. 

Å Allegations of physical or emotional abuse but no clear evidence. 

Å Fear of abduction but no real evidence. 

Å History of mental ill ness but now appears stable. 

Å History of drug or alcohol abuse but currently stable. 

Å Need for assistance and reassurance to both children and parents whilst 

adjusting to separation. 

Å As a place for the handover of the child. 
 
 

1.6.3 Supervised Contact Services 
 
 

A supervised child contact centre is normally used when it has been determined that a 

child has suffered or is at risk of suffering harm during contact. For instance in the UK, 

referrals will usually be made by a court, social services, local authority or another child 

contact centre. In exceptional circumstances a child contact centre may accept a self 

referral. 

Supervised contact is aimed at ensuring the physical safety and emotional wellbeing 

of a child during contact by fully supervising the contact, such supervision being 

carried out by trained professionals. 
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According to NACCC supervised contact requires: 

Å Individual supervision of contact with the supervisor in constant sight and sound 

of the child, which in turn requires that they have  the support of a nearby 

colleague. 

Å A high commitment of resources including continuity of supervision and the 

professional oversight of staff. 

Å The supervisor and the centre having access to all relevant court papers and 

transcripts of any judgments in order to supervise effectively. The party making 

the referral ensuring that the court gives permission for such disclosure. 

Å All contact to be closely observed and recorded in a manner appropriate to the 

purpose of protecting children and working in a planned way with parents. 

Å A venue that provides privacy and  confidentiali ty to each child and  family and  is 

structured to provide maximum safety to all concerned and maximum stimulation 

for children. 

Å Contact is time limited with a planned aim to regularly assess and review 

progress and the possibility of safer future outcomes. 
 

 

The level of supervision involved in such cases may be reduced in a planned way after 

a professional assessment has been made. Some families, after being assessed, may 

move from constant supervision to an intermediate level of supervision, escorted 

outings, or supported or unrestricted contact, while others will always need the security 

of full supervision. 
 

 

According to NACCC cases that should be referred to supervised contact include the 

following: 

Å Allegations of sexual abuse while investigation is ongoing. 

Å Drug or alcohol addiction either current  or in the very recent past. 

Å Severe domestic violence. 

Å Introduction of an unknown or long absent parent where resident parent is 

opposed to contact taking place. 
 

 

1.6.4 between Supported or Supervised Contact 
 
 

The NACCC also notes that as the needs of families can differ widely, there will be 

some contact situations that require less intensive supervision than  indicated in the 

definition of supervised contact, but more  oversight or assistance than  would be offered 

through supported contact. They suggest that this might, for example, apply to cases 

where  there  is a history of confl ict, poor parenting, a low risk of violence, a manageable 

substance abuse problem or the need for the reintroduction of parents/siblings. In such 

cases, subject to completion of a referral form, risk assessment and management 
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planning, the family will be referred on to the most suitable venue for the level of 

service needed (www.naccc.org.uk). 
 
 

Table 1.1 summarises the factors taken into account in NACCC centres in determining 

the most appropriate type of contact in individual cases. The NACCC definitions are  the 

definitions used throughout the report. 
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TAbLe 1.1 guIdeLINeS FOr deTerMININg Type OF CONTACT 
 
 
 

 

Reason for Referral No Contact Supervised Contact Supported Contact 

Actual or strong suspicion of 

child abuse 

Possibly Possibly No 

Allegations of physical / 

emotional abuse but no clear 

evidence 

 Possibly to start with Yes 

Allegations of sexual abuse Possibly ï while 

investigations continue 

Yes ï while investigations continue Not whilst investigations ongoing. If no 

proof nor any ongoing concern ï 

yes possibly 

Actual abduction Possibly Possibly ï if long term infrequent contact No 

Fear of abduction but no real 

evidence 

 Possibly ï if this is the only way to 

reassure resident parent 

Yes 

Serious long term mental 

illness 

Possibly Possibly ï if long term infrequent face to 

face contact 

Rarely ï depends on risks to child / 

centre volunteers 

History of mental ill ness but 

now appears stable 

 Possibly - initiall y to assess the situation Yes 

Drug or alcohol addition, either 

current or very recent past 

 Yes Possibly depending on level of 

addiction and behaviour 

History of drug or alcohol 

abuse but currently stable 

  Yes 

Severe domestic violence Yes if any contact would 

cause harm to the child or 

adversely affect carers 

ability to care for child 

 No 

Parent and children in hiding Probably Possibly No ï supported centre cannot monitor 

conversations so place of safety may 

be disclosed 



 

 

 

Reason for Referral No Contact Supervised Contact Supported Contact 

Control issues ï often difficult 

to prove  (e.g.  not allowing 

partner out of house, control of 

money, etc) 

 Possibly Possibly ï often contact does not work 

because the contact parent does not attend 

or tries to insist that the rules do not apply to 

them. Therefore may well be banned from 

using the centre. Tests the commitment to 

contact 

Allegations of violence, 

violence occurred at point of 

separation 

 Possibly if alleged victim is still 

very 

fearful of violence 

Yes-if alleged victim satisfied with safety 

aspects of the centre 

Parental confl ict but no history 

of violence 

 No Yes ï parents can be kept apart 

Implacable hostility to contact 

by resident parent 

 Yes ï may be the only way to get 

contact started but unlikely 

to be able to move it forward 

successfully without 

therapeutic input and support 

Can be tried if no allegations of abuse 

underlying the implacable hostility. Could be 

a problem when moving contact away from 

the centre 

Introduction of an unknown or 

long absent parent ï children 

age 5+ 

 Yes Not always appropriate. Depends whether 

support is available elsewhere. Teenager 

may want to meet in a supportive 

atmosphere 

Younger child ï parent 

opposed to contact taking 

place 

 Yes Yes, possibly. To be handled carefully. 

Children may need extra support. 

Younger child ï parent willing 

to allow contact with some 

support offered 

 No Yes 

Need a neutral venue and one 

where  third parties (eg new 

partners need to be excluded) 

 No Yes 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Reason for Referral No Contact Supervised Contact Supported Contact 

Where concern has been 

expressed about the visiting 

parents whilst adjusting to a 

separation 

 No Yes 

Need for assistance and 

reassurance to both children 

and parents whilst adjusting to 

a separation 

 Not usually Yes 

Where the commitment of 

parents to the contact concept 

may be established 

 Not usually Yes 

Where a child lives with foster 

parents and a neutral venue for 

contact is required 

 Possibly Possibly 

Where contact parent has 

nowhere suitable to take the 

child 

 No Yes 

Siblings, grandparents and 

step-parents may want contact 

 Possibly Yes 

As a place for handover of the 

child 

 No Yes 
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1.6.5 Comment on Definiti ons 
 
 

The experience of NACCC which has informed these categorisations highlights the 

complexity of issues involved in managing child contact issues when there are serious 

disagreements among parents, lack of previous contact or concerns about child safety. 

They demonstrate the need for professional assessments of individual cases to ensure 

that the appropriate type of service is provided in all cases. 
 

 

1.7 Other Terms used in the report 
 
 

A number of other  terms are  used in the report,  some of which are  not strictly defined in 

the li terature. These terms are  clarified below by outlining the meaning of these terms 

as used within the context of this report. 
 

 

1.7.1 resident parent 
 
 

The parent with whom the child normally lives. The resident parent has custody of the 

child entaili ng the physical day-to-day care  of the child. 
 
 

1.7.2 Non-resident parent 
 
 

A parent not living with the resident parent but who is seeking or has been granted 

ongoing contact with their child. 
 

 

1.8 Structure of the report 
 
 

The following chapter provides details on the methodology used in the report. Chapter 

Three outlines the social and legal context for the research and Chapter Four 

presents a review of the international literature on the issue of child contact. Chapter 

Five provides details of child contact centres in a number of other counties and 

gives indications of the scale of need, the profile of those using contact centres and 

outlines how such centres operate in the selected countries. Chapter Six details 

f indings of interviews with professionals working in the area of child contact, including 

contact service providers in Ireland. Chapter Seven reports on the data gathered 

from interviews with parents in Ireland experiencing child contact issues and  the final 

chapter presents the key findings of the research and  the studyôs conclusions and 

recommendations. 
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1.9 Summary 
 
 

This chapter has outlined the overall aim and approach used in the study. It has 

described some of the key terminology used in relation to child contact centres 

internationally and has outlined and explained the approach and methodologies 

followed in the study. It has highlighted the range of services provided and the issues 

addressed by contact centres internationally and particularly in the United Kingdom 

and has explained how the terms ósupervisedô and  ósupportedô contact and  óhandoversô 

are  used in the UK. These definitions are  used throughout the report.  It is however 

recognised that the term ósupervised accessô is the term currently in Ireland to cover 

court ordered contact that is supervised by a third party whether they be a professional, 

family member or other agreed person. 
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ChApTer TwO: MeThOdOLOgy 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
 

This chapter spells out in detail the methodology used in the study. 
 
 

2.2 research Methodology 
 
 

In this section of the report the methodologies used in the study are outlined. The study 

involved the following elements: 

Å Description of the social and  legal environment which forms the backdrop for 

parent-child contact issues in private family law cases in Ireland. 

Å In-depth review of the li terature in order  to evaluate the importance of child contact 

in families affected by relationship breakdown and to examine the factors that 

sometimes make contact problematic. 

Å Analysis of international literature on the provision of contact centres abroad, 

focussing on the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand, supplemented by 

visits to contact centres in the United Kingdom and New Zealand. 

Å Interviews and meetings with a range of professionals working in the area, including 

those providing contact services in Ireland at the present time, and with parents 

experiencing child contact issues in Ireland. 

Å Analysis of all the information gathered in order to estimate the likely level and type 

of need for contact centres in Ireland and to make recommendations on how such 

needs should be met. 
 

 

The next section outlines how the different stakeholder interviews and meetings were 

arranged. 
 

 

2.2.1 Stakeholder Interviews and Meetings 

Interviews with professionals involved in Child Contact Issues 
 
 

Thirty-two interviews with professionals working in the field of child contact were 

undertaken in order  to explore front-line professional knowledge, experience and 

opinion in this area. Professionals interviewed included barristers, solicitors, academics, 

psychologists and  social workers as well as representatives of statutory and  not-for- 

profit organisations working in the area. No sitting Judges who were  approached in 

connection with this study were willing to be interviewed. 

 

Professionals were  selected using a snowball sampling approach. High profi le 

professionals in this field were  first identified by One  Familyôs staff and  Board.  These 
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were then asked to indicate further possible interviewees. This process continued until 

we believed that we had effectively captured a wide range of opinions on the issues. 

These interviews are  especially important in this study as they fil l  in some of the detail 

not available from the courts due to the in camera rule. 
 

 

A number of interviews were also held with staff in organisations in Ireland that were 

providing contact services. The purpose of the visits and discussions with staff was to 

examine current provision in Ireland in terms of contact services and to learn from the 

experience of such organisations. 
 

 

See Appendix 4 for details of professionals and organisations visited during the course 

of the study. 
 

 

Individual Interviews with parents experiencing Child Contact Issues 
 
 

Individual in-depth interviews with twenty-five parents experiencing child contact issues 

were  carried out over the period from November 2007  to March 2008. 

In keeping with the research aims, all interviewees were involved in private law cases. 

Interviewees were  requested through  a number of organisations with client contacts in 

this area. These included: 

Å AMEN 

Å Ballymun Community Law Centre 

Å Ballymun Menôs Resource Centre 

Å Barnardos Guardian ad Litem Service 

Å Family Mediation Service 

Å One Family 

Å Separated and Unmarried Fathers of Ireland 

Å The South-East Menôs network 

Å Womenôs Aid 
 
 

Unfortunately no interviewees came forward from Barnardos Guardian ad Litem service 

or from the Family Mediation Service. A number of parents came forward from the other 

services and each of these parents were interviewed by a member of the research 

team. 

 

Interviews were  held with fathers and  mothers, with resident and  non-resident parents, 

with parents who had  been married as well as those who had  been in a non-marital 

relationship. 
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Interviews with clients were  semi-structured with open-ended questions where  possible 

and were conducted face to face by the researchers working on the study. This method 

was adopted to ensure a systematic exploration of relevant issues while empowering 

participants to highlight additional themes or issues not identified by the researchers. 

An interview schedule was developed for this purpose, see Appendix 2. Interviews were 

sound recorded with participantsô permission and  transcribed. A thematic analysis was 

then undertaken to identify themes and issues emerging during the research process. 

See Appendix 1 and 2 for details of the consent form used and of the interview 

schedule. In reporting on these client interviews pseudo names were used in all cases. 
 

 

2.2.2 Focus groups 
 
 

Two focus groups were  held, one  with representatives of fathers groupsô and  the other 

with representatives of Womenôs Aid in order  to get a clear idea of the views of these 

two important groups on the potential role of child contact centres in dealing with 

contact issues. See Appendix 4 for details of organisations attending these meetings. 
 

 

2.2.3 Study Visits 
 
 

The international literature on contact centres abroad was supplemented with visits to 

established child contact centres in Northern Ireland, Scotland, and England and a 

further meeting was held with staff of the main contact centre service providers in New 

Zealand. Details of all centres visited are  provided in the Appendix 4. 
 

 

In terms of the study locations, the United Kingdom was chosen because of its close 

physical proximity to Ireland. Additionally the UK deals with contact issues in a similar 

legislative system to Ireland and has, since the 1980s, responded to child contact 

problems by establishing a system of child contact centres which provide a range of 

services. Finally in the UK a significant body of background information is available 

from the Children and  Family Court Advisory Support Service (CAFCASS)5 and 

NACCC, which was invaluable to our work and which we were able to examine in more 

detail during our study visits. The New Zealand option arose because a member of 

our study team  was on a fact finding visit there. Additionally New Zealand presents an 

interesting case study being a similar country to Ireland in many ways; in terms of size, 
 

 
5 CAFCASS  was set up in 2001  and  is a non-departmental publi c body, independent of the courts, social 

services, education and health authorities and all similar agencies. The service has a statutory responsibility 

in England to ensure that children and  young  people are  put fi rst in famil y proceedings, their voices are 

properly heard, the decisions made about them by courts are in their best interest and that they and their 

families are supported throughout the process. CAFCASS advises the family courts in England on what it 
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language and culture, and is often used by policy makers as a comparative country and 

an example of good practice in social policy. 
 

 

2.2.4 ethics 
 
 

Given the sensitive nature of issues under discussion, precautions were taken to 

ensure that parents who were interviewed for the study understood the research 

process and did not feel under pressure to disclose information during interviews. 

Each interviewee signed a consent form prior to the commencement of the interview. 

This form explained what the interview was about; that the interview could be ended 

by the interviewee at any time and that the interviewee was free to decline to answer 

any question. In addition confidentiali ty and  anonymity was assured, See Appendix 

1. Intervieweesô names have  been changed in this report  in order  to protect  their 

anonymity. Any identifying information has also been removed. Contact details of 

support and  counselli ng services were  provided on request to interviewees at the end 

of the interview. 
 

 

2.2.5 Study Limitations 
 
 

As previously mentioned this study was not able to generate a statistically 

representative picture of the number of people in Ireland who may be in need of child 

contact centre services. This was because, as mentioned above, no statistical base of 

potential users exists. Thus the study adopted a largely quali tative approach to achieve 

its objectives. 
 

 

Additionally the study focused on private family law cases in the context of marriage 

and  relationship breakdown. Hence it does not directly address the issue of parent-child 

contact arising from public law cases when children are taken into care. The study does 

however recognise that both public and private family law cases share a number of 

similar characteristics, especially in relation to supervised contact, and that such cases 

may converge when issues regarding child welfare arise in the private family law courts. 

We have tried to address this issue in our recommendations. 
 

 

The study also did not include interviews with other individuals who might use a child 

contact centre for example grandparents, step-parents, other  family members or other 
 

 

considers to be the best interests of individual children and  is staffed by professionall y quali fied social work 

staff called Family Court Advisers. CAFCASS may become involved in public law cases of adoption and care 

orders and also in private law cases when parents who are separating or divorcing can not agree on 

arrangements for their children (www.cafcass.gov.uk). 
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important people in a childôs li fe. Again it was felt that to include such individuals would 

be beyond the resources of the research. However  i t is understood that such individuals 

would be potential clients of a child contact centre much in the same way as parents. 
 

 

Additionally due to resource constraints children themselves were not interviewed for 

this research and  so their experiences are  presented only through  their parentsô 

narratives. The research where  possible compared parentôs accounts of their childrenôs 

views to previous research in this area in order to improve validity. 
 

 

Finally it is important to note that the research presented here represents an important 

but preliminary exploration of the issues pertaining to child contact centres in the 

Irish context. As the first study of this issue in Ireland i t should not be taken  as a 

definitive assessment and  further research on specific aspects relating to child contact 

following relationship and  marriage breakdown may be required in order  to further our 

understanding of this complex area. 
 

 

2.3 Summary 
 
 

This chapter has outlined the rationale for the approach taken in the study. It has 

explained how in the absence of access to statistical data on potential numbers of 

contact centre service users in Ireland the level of likely need for such services has 

been estimated primarily based on international experience and on the views and 

experience of stakeholders, including both professionals working in the area and 

parents involved in contact issues. However  where  proxy statistics are  available, such 

as number of access orders and guardian applications, these are used to indicate 

whether or not the need for contact services is likely to grow in the future. It has then 

given details of the precise methodologies used in the different sections of the study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Page 18 One Family 2010 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 3: The Social and Legal Context for Child Contact Centres in Ireland 
 
 
 

ChApTer Three: The SOCIAL ANd LegAL CONTexT FOr ChILd 

CONTACT CeNTreS IN IreLANd 
 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the social and legal context within which child 

contact6 issues arise in private family law in Ireland. As outlined above the study 

focused on private family law cases in the context of marriage and relationship 

breakdown. This chapter does not therefore address legislation pertaining to public law 

cases involving children in care. 
 

 

Information in this chapter is drawn  from available statistics, legislation, case-law, 

international agreements, court reports and the research and commentary of family law 

academics. The chapter begins by examining available statistics of relevance to the 

study in order to give some initial estimate of the scale of need for contact centre 

services. It examines trends in non-traditional families and  in the number of family 

law cases coming before the courts. However  it must again be noted  that due  to the 

operation of the in camera rule7, there is very little information available on family law 

proceedings in Ireland, and on how they affect child contact. 
 

 

The following section of the chapter describes the rights of the various parties involved 

in contact disputes as outlined in the law, with reference to the Irish Constitution, 

legislation and international laws and conventions. This is followed by an account of 

how the Courts are interpreting these rights and how they are currently dealing with 

confl ict or disputes over contact arrangements. Other  forms of dispute resolution such 

as family mediation and collaborative law are also considered in so far as they impact 
 
 

6 As said in chapter one,  in the context  of this research óchild contactô refers to situations where  a parent 

does not normally live with their child and other arrangements have to be made for this parent to have 

contact with their child. However, in Ireland the term óchil d accessô is normally used to denote what we 

understand here  as óchil d contactô. Internationally however the term óchil d accessô has increasingly been 

replaced by the terminology of  óchild contactô. Kroll  (2000)  points out that the logic behind this is a move 

away  from the connotation i mplied in the term óaccessô of the non-resident parentôs right to access rather 

than  the chil dôs right to contact. Due to increasing international use of the term óchi ld contactô this report 

refers to óchil d contactô as opposed to óchild accessô unless referring specif icall y to terms currently in use in 

Ireland. 

7  óIn cameraô means in private and  refers to the fact that all famil y law cases in Ireland must be heard in 

private. However  Section 40 of  the Civil  Liabili ty and  Courts Act 2004,effective since 31 March 2005,  has 

introduced some minor changes to the absolutist nature of the in camera rule. In particular, it provides for 

li mited reporting and  publishing of  Famil y Law cases.ô 
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on decisions around contact. The final section examines some particularly problematic 

issues that arise in relation to disputes about contact arrangements. 
 
 

3.2 Analysis of available Statistics on Non-Traditional Families 
 
 

An important contextual starting point in examining the potential level of need for child 

contact service support in Ireland is a review of trends in the number of non-traditional 

families living in Ireland today. 
 

 

Recent years have  seen a dramatic increase in the number of one-parent famili es in 

Ireland. This trend comes about as a result of growth in both the rates of divorce and 

separation and the increase in births outside of marriage. Introduced in 1996, rates of 

divorce and  separation have  steadily increased (Central Statistics Office, 2007).  Indeed 

between 2002  and  2006  the number of divorced persons increased by 70 per cent 

and  the number of separated persons by 7 per cent  such that 166,800 separated or 

divorced persons were recorded in the 2006 census compared to 133,800 four years 

earlier (CSO,  2007).  In addition, while in 1980  non-marital births comprised just 3 per 

cent  of all births, today  the comparative figure is 33 per cent  (Fahey and  Field, 2008). 

These children are  raised in a variety of circumstances, their parents may subsequently 

marry, they may cohabit or one  parent may raise the child alone or in a shared- 

parenting situation. 
 

 

The result of these trends is that while in 1981  one-parent families made up just 7 per 

cent  of all families with children under  15 in 2006,  that figure had  risen to 21 per cent 

(Fahey and  Field, 2008)).  This compares to a figure of 23 per cent  in the UK (Office for 

National Statistics UK, 2006),  22 per cent  in Australia (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2003)  and  29 per cent  in New Zealand (Families Commission, 2003).  Overall , 

international data indicates that Ireland is middle of the range in terms of its share of 

one-parent famili es. Most European countries as well as USA, Canada, Australia and 

New Zealand have  experienced a long-term trend  of a growing number of one-parent 

famili es (McCashin, 2004:  129). 
 

 

In 2006  there  were  121,394 (17.9 per cent  of children under  15) children li ving in 

oneparent families in Ireland, meaning that approximately one  in five children in Ireland 

li ves in a one-parent family (CSO,  2007).8 

 
 
 
 
 
 

8 See óFamili es in Ireland: An Analysis of Patterns and Trends ô by T Fahey and  CA Field, 2008  for a detailed 
 

statistical analysis on children in Ireland. 
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3.2.1  poverty rates among One-parent Families 
 
 

In terms of service provision, another important factor to note is that one of the most 

striking features of data  relating to one-parent families in Ireland is the high rates of 

poverty  that characterise this family form. The óat risk of povertyô rate9 for one-parent 

families has decreased in recent years falling from 45.6 per cent in 2006 to 36.4 per 

cent  in 2008.  However  members of lone-parent households continued to be the most 

at risk when  compared with people li ving in other  household types (EU-SILC, 2009). 

Additionally although the óconsistent povertyô10  rate  for lone-parent households sharply 

declined from 33.9 per cent  in 2006  to 17.8 per cent  in 200811, this rate of consistent 

poverty  remains far higher than  persons in other  types of households (EU-SILC, 2009). 

Similarly despite a fall in the deprivation levels12 of members of lone-parent households 

in 2008, they remained the single most deprived group and reported the highest rates 

for all eleven of the deprivation indicators. In 2008 over one third of persons living in 

lone-parent households (30.3 per cent)  reported experiencing at least three  of the 

deprivation indicators (EU-SILC, 2009).  Children in one-parent famili es and  larger 

famili es have  also been identified in the CSO and  SILC surveys as being one  of the 

groups at greatest risk of poverty  (EU-SILC, 2008).  The relatively high poverty  rates 

among one-parent families are  a factor that wil l  need to be taken  into account in 

planning services for this group. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9 The óAt Risk of Povertyô rate  is measured by calculating the median income - the mid-point on the scale of 

all incomes in the State from the highest to the lowest - and  setting the li ne at 60 per cent  of the median. 

People whose incomes fall below this line are said to be at risk of poverty. 

10  The óConsistent Povertyô rate  combines óat risk of povertyô with the deprivation indicators (eg having no 

substantial meal for at least one day in the past two weeks; getting into debt to pay for ordinary living 

expenses etc.) www.cpa.ie 

11  Overall this is a decrease of 16.1 per cent in the consistent poverty rate for members of lone parent 

households since 2006.  However  a number of  methodological considerations must be taken  into account in 

interpreting these trends. In 2007  a new measure of consistent poverty  was introduced that included two more 

forms of depri vation. This is now the off icial measure of  consistent poverty.  The f igure presented above are 

comparing the consistent poverty rate using the old measure in 2006 and the new measure in 2008 and 

therefore are  not directly comparable. Comparing the new measures, 27.3 of lone parents were  li ving in 

consistent poverty  in 2006  compared to 17.8 per cent  in 2008  both figures indicate a decli ne of 10.5 percentage 

points in consistent poverty  among one-parent famili es which is to be welcomed. 

12  Based on EU-SILC eleven basic deprivation indicators 
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3.3 Trends in the Family Law Cases in Ireland 
 
 

Child contact issues arise in family law cases for a number of reasons. They can result 

from applications for custody and contact following divorce or judicial separation. Cases 

may also arise resulting from unmarried fathersô applications for contact rights. Further 

cases may be settled jointly between the parties through mediated agreements 

or through informal agreements. It is relevant therefore to explore trends in such 

applications over time. 
 

 

The number of divorces granted in the circuit court has increased from 2,710  in 2000  to 

3,658  in 2007.  Meanwhile judicial separations have  risen from 998 in 2000  to 1,167  in 

2007  with much  smaller numbers finally decided in the High Court; there  were  58 final 

orders in divorce cases in the High Court in 2007. 
 

 

Of particular relevance is the number of applications for access orders made in the 

district court. These have risen from 1,694 in 2000 to 3,491 in 2008, representing more 

than a doubling of such cases over the eight years. Applications for guardianship by 

unmarried fathers have risen from 1,009 in 2000 to 2,448 in 2008, representing over 

a 140 per cent increase from 2000.. Additionally in relation to mediation, the Family 

Mediation Service helped 1,500  couples in 2007,  a rise of 10 per cent  on its 2003 

figure.13
 

 

 

Although the exact level of need for contact centre services is impossible to gauge from 

these limited statistics, the trends outlined above do indicate the likelihood of an 

increasing need in Ireland for such services to help parents and children maintain or 

develop contact following marriage or relationship breakdown. Added to this there were 

5,322  children in care, of which 4,758  were  in foster care  placements in 2007  (HSE 

Performance Monitoring Report, Quarter 4, Oct ï Dec 2007).  These children could also 

be potential users of child contact centres. 
 

 

3.4 Child Contact: what are the Legal rights of the parties Involved? 
 
 

The purpose of this section is to clarify and outline the different rights enshrined in law 

for married parents, unmarried parents and children in private family law. Reference 
 

 
13 The Family Support Agency has responsibility for the Family Mediation Service, a free, professional and 

confidential service for couples, married and  non-married, who have  decided to separate or divorce and  who 

together want to negotiate the terms of their separation or divorce with the help of a trained mediator. Family 

mediation assists separating couples to look at the resources and options open to them and to reach an 

agreement that meets the interests of both and the interests of their children. 
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