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B.C. project helps divorced families with adult children

DONALEE MOULTON

T he focus of family law is often
on families with young chil-
dren. Those children grow up,
however, and continuing support
may be required. A project from
Mediate BC, which supports
mediation across the province, is
exploring the form and substance
such support could take.

“Sometimes, parents and profes-
sionals forget that just because
[children] are adults doesn’t mean
we can draw them into the conflict.
Kids still feel caught in the middle,”
said Audra Bayer, a senior associ-
ate with the MacLean Family Law
Group in West Kelowna.

The Child Support Eligibility
Mediation Project both recog-
nizes and addresses the often
untenable spot adult children of
divorce can find themselves in. It
provides free mediation services
to assist separated or divorced
parents of a child who is at or
over the age of majority (19).

The project, funded primarily by
a grant from the Law Foundation
of B.C., is the brainchild of Van-
couver family law mediators Shel-
ina Neallani and Yuki Matsuno.
“[We were] expressing frustration
at the limited choices available to
parents many years post-separa-
tion to try to resolve their disputes
outside of court, particularly
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regarding their children, many of
whom are young adults but still
needing support,” Neallani told
The Lawyers Weekly.

“There was not really any help
for parents trying to understand
what their obligations were to
their adult child and the adult
child’s responsibility to contrib-
ute, and no assistance in figuring
out how to resolve these issues.”

The mediation project, launched
last year, is looking at two key
issues: whether the adult child can
withdraw from parental care and,
if not, how that child should be
supported. “The law is evolving in
this area,” said Bayer, a mediator/
arbitrator who is currently being
accredited in B.C. after working for
more than a decade in Manitoba.

She points to the issue of support
for an adult child in university.
“Child support and matters related
to children are always reviewable.”

That reality is complemented,
or compounded, by another
newer fact of life which made the
project opportune. “With more
adult children remaining at home
longer, it was very timely to focus
attention on their need for sup-
port as they launch into adult-
hood,” said Neallani.

The province’s Family Mainten-
ance Enforcement program, she
added, “also noticed that they were
not equipped to spend a lot of time
trying to help disputing parents
resolve issues regarding eligibility
of children to continuing support
after the age of majority.”

Under the new program, the
goal is for parents to reach an
agreement for financial support
that reflects the child’s circum-
stances and future plans, and for
the results of the mediation to be
drafted into an order or agree-

Mediate BC's Child Support Eligibility Mediation Project looks at the
needs, legal and otherwise, of adult children of divorced and separated
parents. There are four key ground rules:

Mediations are conducted in person, by telephone or by other distance

technology following screening.

A range of mediation techniques are employed to help the parties reach

an agreement.

Project mediators ensure that the voice of the adult child is heard in an

appropriate way.

Parties are required to participate in the project evaluation.

With more adult
children remaining at
home longer, it was
very timely to focus
attention on their need
for support as they
launch into adulthood.

Shelina Neallani
Family law mediator

ment and filed with the court. In
the case of an adult child
attending post-secondary school,
for instance, a mediator can help
the parents and the child come to
an agreement on educational
goals and budget as well as how
the child and the parents should
all contribute. The end result is
the development of an education
plan that “acts as a common basis
for the productive conversations
which have taken place in media-
tion,” Neallani said.

The focus is on thinking today

about tomorrow, Bayer said. “This
program encourages parents now
to do some planning before there
is a problem.”

The Child Support Eligibility
Mediation Project is also con-
ducting research on mediation
techniques. “[Were] trying to
determine when the mediators
use different approaches from
interest-based to more evalua-
tive,” Neallani said.

The program is still in its infancy,
but preliminary indications are
positive. Agreements have been
reached in 86 per cent of com-
pleted mediations. “As well, what
we hear informally is that the par-
ents have found the conversations
they have had in the mediation
sessions to be beneficial and pro-
ductive to help their child launch
into the next exciting phase of
their life,” Neallani said.

Mediators are key players in the
program, providing information
to parents and their adult children
while helping each group clarify
their concerns and understand
their obligations. “The mediators
adapt the process in the best way
they can to help the parents come
to an agreement with involvement
by the child,” Neallani said.
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