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      DISPUTE RESOLUTION

      INFORMATION FOR CLIENTS OF CHILDREN’S CONFERENCES
What is a Dispute Resolution (“DR”) Conference at Legal Aid WA (“LAWA”)?
If you have a family law dispute about children, you may be offered a Dispute Resolution (“DR”) Conference. In preparation for the DR Conference, you may be allocated a lawyer.  Your lawyer will provide you with independent legal advice, prepare the necessary paperwork for the conference, and attend with you.  

DR is a confidential opportunity to settle your dispute by agreement without having to use the Court system.  (Generally what is said in a dispute resolution conference is confidential and cannot be used in court.  There are some exceptions.  Your lawyer will explain these to you).

LAWA treats children’s issues separately from property issues.  If you have a dispute about property and children’s issues, generally children’s issues will be conferenced first.   Conferences are not allocated for resolution of both issues as one conference.
How will I benefit from a DR Conference?
· LAWA offers a legally assisted model.  This means a lawyer will provide you with legal advice and representation at the conference;

· Your lawyer will assist you in preparing for the conference including drafting the paperwork.  They will explain the process and can answer any questions you may have about this;

· Unless otherwise arranged, your lawyer will meet you at LAWA and be with you during the 3 hour conference;
· A professional and registered family dispute resolution practitioner (“chairperson”) will be allocated to chair your conference.  They will speak with you in the presence of your lawyer, separate from the other person, before the conference begins;
· The chairperson is independent and will assist you to explore options and work towards a viable solution.  Options and solutions will be child focused; 

· If your dispute is about older children, with your consent LAWA may allocate a professionally trained child consultant to your conference, providing more in depth discussion about the children’s best interest.  (Your lawyer can explain this model further);
· LAWA dispute resolution conferences have high success rates so there is every likelihood, with the assistance of a highly skilled chairperson and your lawyer, the dispute will be resolved;

· Any resolution will be by agreement between you and the other person.  Your lawyer will advise you about the best way to record your agreement and one of the lawyers will draft what has been agreed in legal format;
· You are unable to file an application for children’s orders in the Family Court without having first been to dispute resolution (subject to some exceptions);

· In the event the conference does not result in an agreement, you may be provided with a certificate enabling you to file in Court.
What happens in a Conference?

· Once at the LAWA DR Unit, with your lawyer you will be escorted to a private waiting room for your individual use throughout the duration of the conference.  Your allocated room will afford you the privacy to be able to speak to your lawyer or go to if you need time out from the conference to collect your thoughts or just take a break;

· Before the conference starts, the chairperson will speak privately to you in the presence of your lawyer in your separate waiting room, and may do so during breaks;
· At the beginning the chairperson will introduce the conference by explaining rules, procedures and requirements;
· The chairperson will be in control of the process and direct the communication between you and the other person;
· You will be invited to introduce issues important to you that you wish to resolve, sometimes referred to as an ‘opening statement’.  The chairperson may ask questions to assist you in this process.  The other person will then be asked the same;

· Issues will then be put into a list, usually on a whiteboard;

· You will be invited to discuss each of the issues listed, taking one issue at a time.  You must be willing to listen to the other person’s point of view and in doing so you will be invited to focus on the issues in dispute rather than the other person;

· You will be encouraged to explore and consider a wide range of possible options when considering the issues;

· You will be given an opportunity for your lawyer to provide you with legal advice throughout.  You can return to your private waiting room during this time; 

· With the assistance of your lawyer and facilitation of the chairperson, solutions considered may be agreed;

· Your lawyer will discuss options for recording your agreement and assist you to have your agreement drafted in legal format.
What do I bring when I see my lawyer?
· Marriage Certificate.  If married.
· Divorce Certificate.  If divorced.
· Family Law Documents.  A copy of anything filed, or that the other person has filed in the Family Court.
· Violence Restraining Order.  Any orders served on you by Police or any orders protecting you or the children. 
· Bail Conditions.  If you are on bail, any documents stating your bail conditions.
· Birth Certificates.  Copies for each child.

· School Reports.  The most recent school report and any reports received since separation;

· Medical Reports.  In the event your child has a medical condition or there is a medical issue involved in your dispute, all relevant reports;

· Psychologist or Counselling Reports.  If your child has been receiving therapy, or is under a mental health plan, you may have received a report or information about this via mail or email.  (You should also tell your lawyer about any information from the therapist given to you verbally);
· Parenting Plan.  A copy of any parenting plan previously signed.
· Court Orders.  Copies of any Family Court orders.
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