A Positive Approach to New Collaboration
By Renée Morse, Melissa Bonney and Amber Moe
The Ada County Family Violence Court Grant Project is forging a new collaboration with the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare (DHW) to work with families that currently have child protection concerns and court involvement due to domestic violence and substance abuse issues. Historically, in Ada County, Idaho, (as may be the case in your county), child welfare agencies and the courts have not always worked closely together. Both disciplines have their own legal and political mandates, which impact their practice approaches. Even though child safety is the main objective for both the courts and child welfare, each discipline focuses on different outcomes and goals. To further complicate the situation, many county courts lack collaboration between civil, criminal, and juvenile courts. 

From all angles, the lack of collaboration causes significant confusion for a family. Child welfare agencies and the court often will create requirements for a family which, when grouped together, are redundant, unrealistic, and sometimes even contradictory. Family members can be ordered by both civil and criminal courts, as well as a child welfare agency, to attend different parent education classes, anger management courses, domestic violence treatment, and different types of drug and alcohol treatment—all as a result of one violation. Historically, at least in the realm of the court system, parents have had to pay for all of the services themselves. This financial burden is amplified when, due to court orders, parents are not allowed to contact each other in any way. Traditionally, many of these families depend on one wage earner, who is now very angry, and has been told by the court (or courts) that he or she can no longer have contact with his or her family and cannot return home (which is sometimes also the location of his or her business.) When a parent is also experiencing substance abuse issues, the “system” can overwhelm families in crisis. 

Likewise, due to a lack of collaboration, families can fall between the cracks completely. For example, in the interest of providing a safe environment for the child, a worker with the DHW encourages a parent to seek a civil protection order (which some states refer to as a restraining order) against a parent, relative, or domestic partner with violence and substance abuse issues. The parent’s petition may be denied by the courts if the application is not filled out correctly or if the petitioner does not include detailed information about why there is an imminent and present threat of domestic violence, as specifically outlined by state statute. In this case, the worker may believe the parent seeking the order is doing what is necessary to be a protective parent and would have no way of knowing the order was not granted. As a result, the child may be placed back into an unsafe situation because the protection order was not issued, and the DHW closes the case unaware that the order was not granted. Similarly, if a parent comes to the court seeking a protection order, the judge may order a Child Protection Investigation Report from DHW. In order for the DHW to be able to act, these requests must fall within their mandates. For example, if a child is being abused by his or her sibling, the case may well qualify for a protection order from the courts, but the DHW does not have jurisdiction in this type of case since the parent or caregiver was not the abuser. The DHW’s investigation report to the judge would state there is no need to open a child protection case. The judge may surmise that if the DHW did not open the case, then the child was not at risk.

Ada County began addressing some of these internal problems in July of 2002, with an undertaking called Family Violence Court. This project places civil and criminal cases involving a single family with family violence before one judge. This project has been successful in helping families avoid duplicate and contradictory court orders. In December 2002, Family Violence Court was awarded a three-year grant to improve the response of the judicial system to families in crisis. Through this grant, Family Violence Court is promoting a systems change in collaboration with the DHW that will improve management of cases referred by the DHW, involving child protection, domestic violence, and substance abuse issues. The grant allows the court to provide case management of services and treatment (such as domestic violence and substance abuse treatment and evaluation, and parenting education) to families who participate in the project, as well as funding for services on a sliding fee scale. The project utilizes a multi-disciplinary team approach, and includes the DHW, local victim advocacy service agencies, family court services staff, treatment providers, probation officers, mental health providers, victim witness coordinators, and other community agencies. The project has encouraged additional collaboration within the court system. 

All of these efforts to increase collaboration have resulted in a greater understanding between Family Violence Court and the DHW with regards to each other’s mandates, policies, and practice approaches. Through combined efforts, these agencies hope to continue to build an understanding between the DHW and the courts about appropriate referrals, the investigation process, and the court system. Hopefully co-staffing families in distress will lessen the possibility that a child’s safety is compromised because parents are overwhelmed or overlooked. And last, but certainly not least, it is hoped that the professional relationship building will continue at all levels, especially between the courts and the DHW. Putting a face to a name and actively working toward common goals has been invaluable, as has been finding common ground between agencies with varying mandates, goals, and outcomes. This project continues to be an exciting new approach to collaboration in the community. Above all, these agencies hope to continue working together to assist families in need.

