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Chair Thomas and members of Judiciary Committee, thank you for the opportunity to

provide sponsor testimony on Senate Bill 174, legislation to modernize family law.

The legislation you have before you today is not the product of one person or group.
Through 20 years of hard work, parents, mental health professionals, attorneys, judges,
domestic violence advocates and so many more have helped to craft Senate Bill 174, with
the main goal of preserving a parent-child relationship with both parents, when parents are

no longer together.

This bill recenters focus on the best interest of the child and recognizes children do best
when they have a strong relationship with both parents. As an attorney and a Guardian Ad
Litem, | saw firsthand the difficulties and challenges kids went through when their parents

were separating or in the process of getting divorced.

Since passing out of the Senate, we continued to work with stakeholders, as well as your
House colleague Representative Williams to strengthen the bill and further the goal of
helping children maintain healthy relationships with both parents. | have submitted a
comparison document with my testimony to show the changes made between the as
passed by Senate version, and the substitute bill. The sub bill better reflects what the
intention of Senate Bill 174 has been all along - to allow courts to weigh in to settle difficult

issues or in situations where the plan is deficient in some way, particularly in pro se cases.

There are major components that | believe are important to hightight about this substitute

bill:




e This bill strives to maximize parenting time with both parents and encourages
parents to work together to come up with their own parenting plan.

o Ifthe parents submit separate plans, the court must give special weight to
the provisions where the parents agree.

o Ifthe parents submit an agreed upon plan, the court must approve it, unless
the court finds itis not in the best interest of the child.

o The court may object to a jointly or separately filed parenting plan when it is
not in the best interest of the child, when the plan is incomplete, or when the
planis in violation of the law. If the court objects, it must provide written
findings of fact to support its objection.

o Requires the court to allow the parents to make appropriate changes to
address the court’s objection. If the parents fail to make appropriate changes
to the parenting plan in fourteen days, the court may issue a modified parent
plan but must provide written findings of fact to support its findings. When
issuing a modified plan, the court must incorporate all the terms of the joint
parenting plan that are in the best interest of the child and are not
incomplete or in violation of the law.

o Requires a court to issue a parenting plan if no parent files one, but the court
must issue written findings of fact if the plan does not have substantially
equal parenting time with both parents.

e The bill requires the court to issue an order for compensatory parenting time if it
finds there has been unreasonable interference with parenting time, while still
allowing the court discretion to grant other remedies.

e Temporary orders themselves cannot be considered when determining the best
interes;c of the child, but the bfll expands the best intérest of the child factofs to
include several new provisions, one of which is whether or not either parent
complied with the temporary orders. Several other new factors include any past or
present history of domestic violence, coercive litigation tactics, and the safety of

both the child and parent.



e The bill creates an expedited process to establish a relationship with the child
between someone who finds out they are the father. The bill waives the filing fee for
either parent filing for parenting time, and requires an expedited hearing and
temporary orders to be issued in thirty days.

e The bill also makes it easier to modify parenting plans — a modification to an existing
plan may be granted due to a change in circumstances of either parent or the child,
not just the residential parent or child. That is a big deal if you are trying to build a
relationship and increase time.

e The bill prohibits courts from favoring one parent over another due to gender or

income.

It cannot be overstated enough how important it is to have two loving parents in a child’s

life, providing them with stability and a positive environment to grow up in.

Chairman Thomas, thank you for allowing us to provide sponsor testimony on Senate Bill

174. We are happy to answer any questions the committee may have.



