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Cross Party Group on Violence against Women and Children 

 
CAFCASS Cymru and the Family Courts 

 
Sponsored by Mark Isherwood AM and Bethan Syed AM 

10th July 2019 
Ty Hywel 

 
 
 
Attendees: 
Bethan Altman, CAFCASS Cymru    
Glynis James, CAFCASS Cymru 
Nigel Brown, CAFCASS Cymru 
Katie, SEEdS 
Gauri Taylor-Nayar, SEEdS 
Rachel Williams 
Mark Isherwood AM, Co-chair 
Bethan Sayed AM, Co-chair  
Sioned Jones, Plaid Cymru 
Nicola  Fitzpatrick, Llamau 
Alison Hulmnes, BASW Cymru 
Dr Julie Doughty, Cardiff University  
Helen Mary Jones, AM 
Helen Gordon, VAWDASV Team Gwent 
Julie Richards, SEEdS 
Amy Home, SEEdS 
Eleanor Donnelly, Hafan Cymru 
Tina Reece, Welsh Women’s Aid 
Elinor Crouch-Puzey, Welsh Women’s Aid 
Becky James, Welsh Women’s Aid 
Veronica D’errico, Welsh Women’s Aid 
 

Apologies: 
Gwyneth Williams, Gorwel 
Dr Sue Whitcombe 
Vicky Snook, CDAS 
Helen Jones, Atal Y Fro 
Gaynor Edwards, Atal Y Fro 
Adam Price, Plaid Cymru 
Future Generations Commissioner 
Llyr Grufydd, Plaid Cymru 

 
 

 

Minutes 

 
The Chair, Mark Isherwood AM opened the meeting and welcomed attendees, followed by Tina 
Reece, who set the scene for the meeting, explaining CAFCASS Cymru and the Family Court 
reforms are a high priority area for Welsh Women’s Aid. She thanked CAFCASS Cymru for 
attending and this important piece of work. 
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Speakers: 
 
Cafcass Cymru – Bethan Altman 
 
Bethan explained that the work to inform the Domestic Abuse Guidance for Cafcass Cymru 
practitioners was initially influenced by Welsh Women’s Aid’s ‘Are you listening, am I being 
heard’ report. This gave a clear picture of how challenging the experience of family justice is for 
survivors and their children.  
 
While recognising that there is still a long way to go in terms of supporting families at an earlier 
point, she felt, with this guidance, the interests of the children will be at the centre of work 
going forward. The guidance has been developed collaboratively with the voices of survivors. 
She hopes the paper will focus practitioners on the impact of domestic abuse on children, 
including a robust framework to enable them to risk asses. 
 
Bethan also explained the guidance is age-less, in that it can be used with children of any age in 
mind, and that an analysis and assessment is made through liaison with other agencies involved 
with the child to get a perception of what is needed.  
 
The document is also clear that practitioners need to understand why children may be resisting 
and refusing contact, making the point that this practice guidance is supported by two other 
practice guidance documents; one for Harmful Conflict and one for Children who Resist and 
Refuse to Spend Time with a Parent Cafcass Cymru has ensured that the Practice Guidance 
reflects the bespoke legislation in Wales and demonstrated its commitment to prioritising 
domestic abuse and how it meets the needs of children. 
 
In response to questions, Bethan explained that there is a distinction between Cafcass Cymru 
and Cafcass in England, in that the two organisations are different entities. Cafcass in England 
has chosen to produce practice pathways and has spoken publicly on the topic of parental 
alienation. Cafcass Cymru commissioned a literature review of the evidence around the subject 
and built its practice guidance around that.   
In terms of the term ‘parental alienation’, Bethan confirmed this was not being used by Cafcass 
Cymru and instead there will be more of a holistic approach going forward, avoiding jumping to 
an assumption. There will also be practice guidance to help practitioners unpick why children 
might be resisting contact, which will sit alongside the domestic abuse guidance and recognise 
this dynamic.  
 
Joint Chair Bethan Sayed AM highlighted the concern that there are groups in Wales pursuing 
parental alienation, Bethan Altman confirmed they are aware of this. They are working from 
the starting point of safeguarding and concerns about domestic abuse as a cause of children 
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refusing contact. 
 
Bethan Sayed AM took over chairing the meeting at this point and introduced the next speaker; 
 
Survivor story 
 
‘…by forcing my children to go to see their dad, the pain it caused us, will stay with me forever. 
It was never viewed by the court as domestic abuse, but I was viewed as an alienator and this 
was upheld by the court.  
 
‘Helping to inform the guidance was the most positive experience of all of this and I have high 
hopes for it. I was nervous about making points in the first meeting and that these would be 
meet defensively, but everyone was positive and receptive. I felt backed up and understood.  
 
‘My first experience of the family courts, the mediator left me alone with him, which allowed 
him to intimidate me. The coercive control was ignored in the courts, they were only interested 
in evidence, I was my children’s only advocate but was advised not to mention domestic abuse, 
I wish the guidance had been available then. 
 
‘Children should be considered central to this, I hope to see this in the new guidance, my 
children were not experiencing indirect abuse. 
 
‘How did the need for contact override the need for the children to be kept safe? CAFCASS 
Cymru were not asked by the court to investigate the first 18 times we went to court. Historical 
and post-separation abuse were not as important as the concern of parental alienation. 
 
‘The fear of family courts seeps into other agencies, social services didn’t support in the court, 
even though they told me to stop contact to protect the children. You risk losing the children if 
you don’t follow the court order, but risk losing the children if you don’t follow social services’. 
 
Rachel Williams – My Campaign 
 
Rachel updated on her campaign related to the family courts. She is concerned about 
perpetrators using the family courts and that judges are not currently doing enough to hold 
them to account. She feels training is essential.  
 
Parental alienation remains a huge issue and she and other campaigners have gathered 
extensive examples of this term still being used. 
 
She welcomes the guidance from CAFCASS Cymru and is pleased they engaged with Welsh 
Women’s Aid and survivors on the guidance but agrees there is still a long way to go. 
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Tina Reece, Welsh Women’s Aid 
 
Tina opened by highlighting that Welsh Women’s Aid are lobbying about the dangers of the use 
of the term parental alienation and are in conversations with NSPCC and the Children’s 
Commissioner for Wales to address this.  
 
In terms of the guidance, Welsh Women’s Aid welcomes the recognition of coercive control 
within the guidance. In focus groups with survivors this has been high on their priority lists as 
well as the need for specialist support for Children and young people.  
 
Tina also highlighted the MOJ Panel on family courts and the opportunity to feed in from 
members of the CPG, currently there is no Welsh representation on the panel, Welsh Women’s 
Aid is working to make the case for this and will be feeding in evidence to this. 

Discussion: 
 
Questions from the floor: 
 
Llamau asked if a template of the review response for the MOJ could be shared for people to 
feed in, Tina confirmed this will be available as well as focus groups.  
 
Llamau also highlighted that in cases of professional assessment for legal aid eligibility, 
specialist services can be included in that. She asked if something similar could be used in cases 
of the family courts, that the specialist sector can be used to provide ‘evidence’.  
 
Bethan Altman was asked about training linked to the domestic abuse guidance, she explained 
that coercive control training will be provided and this will be filmed to ensure all practitioners 
can access it.  
 
A question from the floor raised issues of concern for Gypsy and Traveller families, Bethan 
explained this cohort is not specifically named in the guidance, but this could be an area for 
consideration going forward.  
 
Finally, Nigel Brown from CAFCASS Cymru confirmed awareness raising sessions will take place 
with partner agencies over the summer. 
 

 

Actions: 
 

MOJ template to be shared for members to feed in evidence for Welsh Women’s Aid response. 
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Letter to be drafted from the CPG to the MOJ calling for Welsh representation on the panel. 
 

 
The Chair thanked all for attending and the meeting closed at 13:15 
 
  


