SHARING PARENTING
  Some of the most difficult problems parents face when they separate center around custody and visitation of the children.  It is always best when an agreement can be reached by the parents after considering what is best for their children.  This usually provides the most secure and stable environment for children. 

  A custody and visitation agreement can provide several types of arrangements for the children, including:

· Legal Custody - decides who makes decisions about school, medical care, religious training, etc.

· Primary Physical Custody - the children primarily live with one parent.

· Visitation - the other parent has the right to visit with the children in the custodial parent’s presence.

· Partial Physical Custody - the right of the non-custodial parent to be with the children without the custodial parent.

  All types of custody can be shared if it is in the child’s best interest. 

  Partial custody and visitation are important in order to keep as much contact as possible between each parent and the children.  A parent who does not have primary physical custody will usually have the right to partial custody or visitation.

WHAT IF PARENTS CANNOT AGREE ON CUSTODY AND VISITATION?

 If parents cannot agree, either parent may speak with an attorney for help in reaching an agreement.  A parent may still want to consult with an attorney if an agreement is reached with the other parent concerning custody and visitation.  A lawyer will explain what the parents rights are before reaching an agreement and may have the agreement entered as a court order.  By doing so, it can be enforced through the courts if either party does not comply.  The only concern of any agreement is the best interest of the child.

  It is always best when parents can agree on their own about custody and visitation by considering what is in the child’s best interest.  This type of agreement usually provides the most stable and secure environment for the child.

MAY VISITATION BE DENIED BECAUSE SUPPORT PAYMENTS ARE NOT CURRENT?
The custodial parent has no legal right to deny visitation because support payments are not current.

MAY SUPPORT PAYMENTS BE WITHHELD BECAUSE VISITATION IS DENIED?

  A non-custodial parent has no legal right to withhold support payments because visitation is denied.

WHAT RULES OF CONDUCT GENERALLY APPLY TO CUSTODY AND VISITATION MATTERS?

· The non-custodial parent should pick up and return the children at the appointed time.  In emergencies, you should telephone to make other arrangements.

· A parent must not be under the influence of any intoxicating beverage or drug when visitation is exercised.  Since these visitation rights are for the children’s benefit, you should restrict yourself only to wholesome entertainment which the children enjoy.

· Visitation rights are solely for the purpose of visiting with the children.  It is not to be used as a means of harassing any member of the family.

· Neither party should question the children as to the personal lives of the other party except insofar as necessary to insure the personal safety of the children.  The children should not be used as a spy on the other party.  It is harmful to the children to be put in such a role.

· Neither party should make extravagant promises to the  children for the purpose of ingratiating him/herself to the children at the expense of the other party.  Any reasonable promise to the children should be made with full expectation of carrying it out.

· The custodial parent should prepare the children both physically and mentally for the visitation with the other party and have him/her available at the time and place mutually agreed upon.

· During the time that the children are living with a party, that party has the responsibility of imposing and enforcing the rules for day-to-day living.  However, unless otherwise ordered, both parties should consult with one another on the major decisions affecting the life of the children, such as education, religious training, medical treatment and so forth.

·
The parties should not conduct arguments or heated conversations when they are in the presence of the children.

· Neither party should undertake nor permit in his or her presence the poisoning of the mind of the minor children against the other by conversation which explicitly or inferentially derides, ridicules, condemns or in any manner derogates the other party.

· Major holidays and special occasions should be shared by both parents whenever possible, unless otherwise ordered.

· Parents should make arrangements to adjust the time schedule for visitation if either party or the children have plans which conflict with a scheduled visit.

· Custodial parents are encouraged to allow extra visits whenever possible.

· If the non-custodial parent does not intend to exercise his/her visitation rights, he/she is obligated to notify the other party in advance so as to avoid subjecting the children to unnecessary apprehension and failure of expectations.  If the children are ill and cannot leave the home, the custodial parent is obligated to notify the other party in advance of the scheduled visitation.

  It is essential that parents keep communication open regarding the welfare of children.  Children need the love and security of both parents.  Child development professionals agree that self-esteem (feeling good about ones self) is one of the most important elements in the development of a secure and successful personality.  Your child knows that (s)he is the product of both parents and needs to feel good about both in order to feel good about him/herself.  It is important to recognize that the interests and self-esteem of children are best served when both parents are non-critical of the other, and when the children have liberal and convenient access to both parents.  Encourage friends and relatives to understand these concepts.  Help your child feel good about him/herself.
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