Virtual Visits

MNew laws provide alternative visitation options,

By Sarah K. Cron

fter his first summmeT visit with his 3-

year-ohl dawghter, Michael Gough
had to teke & month off work to recowver
from saving goodbye. 1 just was not
handling the fact that 1 was not going to
oo my daughter very often” he said,
pdmitting that lewving her for the fiest
time was heart-wrenching “She cried
and she had o be pulled away from me.
She didnt want me to go,”

Gough and his former wife
divorced m 2002, and s dagpghter
movied with her mothar to VWiscomsin,
1000 miles away from whers he Toved
in Lltah at the dme. 50 Cough, a com-
puter secunty comsuliant, found a way
o keep in touch with his daughter usimg
the same virtual technobopy his compaiy
wses to conduct business acmoss  the
country, But he first had to convines a
judgre in Utah to let him wse it

I think the law is a good thing
because it now specifically tells judges
that [they] have the authority to [awand
virtwal visitation].” sad Rock County
Circuit Court Judge James Welker in
Wisconsin, “1 think the statute i useful
because judges tend to be conservitive.

that Gough admitled many parents
who are removed from their childqen
strpprle with, It benefits everybody
because when you have more conbad,
you hove gpreater interest” Hepfer
said. “When wou have grealer intersst,
you are wwich more willing o do
things for the child.”

Some groups  say making  virtual
technology & logal option might enable
padpes i allow more parents to move
away. Dawvid L. Lewy, chief executive
officer of Childrens Hights Coundl,
expressed concemn that wilual visitation
lepislation, unless carefully worded, could

A Utah computer security consultant and his
lawyer became instrumental in making virtual
visitation an option for the courts by law.

Thev don't launch off and do new
things unless there i some statuiory
puthomty for "

Cheryl Hepfer, president of the
American Academy of Matrimonial
Lawyers, agrecd, adding hat many
judges are pot initially inclined to nule in

be misused to pustily a cowt-sanctioned
decision to allow a move. “We don't want
it 1o replace meal contacd” he said *You
can't hald your child’s hand long-distance,
Hawing hurman contact & imeplaceable”
Judge Welker. who awarded virfual
visitetion righis in gme case before the

Virtwal visilation technol-
oy is relatively easy to use, 15

mexpensive and only requires
a high-speed Internet connec
tiom, Web cams and video
ennferencing software, which
often s free, Goupgh said.
5till. he spent several thou-
sand dollars educating the
court on kow it can be used
o visit his daughter on a
regitlar basis.

Fartly motivated 1o
reduce  this struggle for
other parents embroiled in
custndy bartles, Gough and
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law went into effect in Wis-
congin, said awarding visita-
tion rights all comes down
individwal judmpment. “Tn all
of these ceses, you need
good  judges who are  dili-
gent,” he said

Hepfer also said most
judges are very aware of the
child's weed for real contact
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his lawyer became instr-
mental in making virtual vis-
itation an option: for  the
courts by law. Uieh pessed
the first such legidation im | =
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with both parents. “Truly,
udpes wnderstand  that it's
imperative for a child to have
one=oreane physical access to
the noncustodial parent,”
she suid, “This is meant only
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as a supplement and adjunet
Loy wisitation.”
Az for Gough, he evenlu-

e T e ally mived o Wisconsin to be
RSN | T e RS | piesically closer to his devgh-
i s g ol e 1 Wi AR

2004: snd since them, 17
other states have bepun
pushing for wvirtuel visitation bills,
according to Gough.

In March, VWisconsin became ihe
second state after Utah to make virie-
al visitation an official option. Gough is
actively involved in helping draft each
new bill and provades kegal and techno-
komical information on vinnal visitaton
through his Web site, wwwinternet
vigitation. org.

i

Gough: provicks infarmatice Ahoul vimual visis at wew e rnetyisitatan.org,

favor of mew technological options.
“Unfortumately, many of the judpes sim-
ply are not as technologically connected
ar aware of options,” she sid. “They are
more hesitant to pess an order that
would melude this provision.”

Hepfer added that virtual visita-
ton mccess also enables the absent

nt to become more emotonally
connectéed with the child — a problam

ter Today, he has traded virt-
ual time for real Linve, vigiging
his daughter in persom several days a
wesak, He =till uses virtual technology il he
misses a day with his davghter for bus-
ness reasons, ghways carmying books with
him o resd g0 her while he is away.

“It did wonders for me” he said.
“Children are visual in natre. & tele-
phone call is just not good enough. .
She wants me, she needs me. | am her
daddy.” loC
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