The exact beginnings of the Boulder
Interdisciplinary Committee on
Chiold Custody (IDC) have been lost
to multiple file transfers and the
ravages of time on individual mem-
ories. This history has been pieced
together with the help of many cur-
rent and former Boulder IDC mem-
bers. This writer apologizes in
advance to significant contributors
not mentioned by name. This is due
to how information was gathered,
as well the sheer number of people
who have contributed over the
years.

The exact year is uncertain, but in
the mid-to-late-1970's a small group
of lawyers and mental health pro-
fessionals working in the custody
field began exchanging information
with some members of the
MetropolitanDenver
Interdisciplinary Committee (MDIC).
Among them were attorneys Sara
Jane Cohen and Jon Kottke and
mental health professionals Diane
Skafte and Charlotte Michener.
They were excited about the mis-
sion of the Denver organization and
struggled with whether to join that
group or form their own.
Geographic distance, they feared,
would inhibit participation by
Boulder professionals if all activities
were in Denver.  Furthermore,
Boulder people tend to think of
their community as its own, some-
what different culture, with differ-
ent needs from the those of the Big
City. The group struggled with
putting together bylaws and form-
ing an official entity, but in true
Boulder fashion gave up on this
temporarily and decided to “just
begin meeting."

BY BOB BACKERMAN

The group was much smaller then.
Early members recalled meetings of
10-15 people. To emphasize com-
mitment to an interdisciplinary
approach, the president was to
alternate annually between a men-
tal health professional and an attor-
ney and this is still the case. At
times the group teamed up with the
Boulder Bar and Legal Services to
present educational seminars to the
professional community. The most
consistent format for meetings was
monthly luncheons featuring one or
more speakers on various topics.

While the topics have varied over
the years, some have been repeated
often enough to highlight the
thornier problems we deal with in
this field. High-conflict cases have
been featured in various formats,
with emphasis on finding creative
solutions. Evaluations and neutral
investigations, from the point of
view of both the legal and the men-
tal health disciplines, have been a
frequent feature. The issue of sexu-
al abuse allegations in custody
cases has generated many interest-
ing discussions, and the current and
everchanging state of the law has
also been followed. Constant
attempts have been made to
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improve communication between
the disciplines.

As the organization grew, meetings
moved from members' offices to
local restaurants. Over the years
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the group has outgrown many
restaurants. There was never a
major push to enlist new members,
the only formal promotion being a
yearly mailing in September. Being
a university town, it evolved quite
naturally that our "year" went from
September to May, with a summer
break and planning time for the
upcoming year. Word of mouth,
more than annual mailings,
appeared to account for the slow,
steady growth of Boulder IDC.
When a colleague expressed inter-
est in learning more about child
custody work, developing a support
network or meeting potential refer-
ral sources, a natural response by
many of us was to encourage mem-
bership in our group.

In the past few years, Boulder IDC
membership has grown to about
120. Lunch meetings, held six or
seven times annuaily, are attended
by 70+ members. Once or twice a
year, longer seminars are present-
ed, at times in conjunction with the
Boulder County Bar. These half- or
full-day conferences often attract
100 or more attendees. Some, such
as one on handling expert witness-
es, were produced in conjunction
with the Denver IDC. Monthly
meetings have often featured
speakers from Denver to broaden
our understanding of certain issues.
We are aware that the Boulder com-
munity can become rather insular
and isolated if efforts are not made

to connect with other regions. For
the larger conferences, we regularly
recruit specialists from outside the
region. One of the most popular
speakers in recent years has been
Dr. Janet Johnston, who has made
the trip from California many times.

The Boulder IDC has branched out
into other activities related to
ongoing education of its members
and mutual support. There is a
monthly case conference started in
1985 in a small group format of no
more than 10 participants from var-
ious disciplines who discuss cases
involving custody decision-making
and time-sharing issues. Patterned
after the traditional mental health
case conference, the format has
been modified to provide benefit to
both attorneys and mental health
practitioners.

Research into the effectiveness of
Mediation/Arbitration has been
sponsored by the group. This has
been a comprehensive study of this
alternative approach to dealing
with ongoing post-divorce conflict.
The research has spawned ideas for
follow-up studies, yet to be con-
ducted. We have begun giving
annual awards to professionals in
the community who make a differ-
ence in the lives of children.

The growth of the Boulder IDC has
necessitated an increase in the
structure of the group. What began

with a simple "Let's just begin meet-
ing" has become so large that a for-
mal organization was required.
Dale Johnson was instrumental in
spearheading this.

As the group moves into the future,
we see a tremendous need for con-
tinuing work in several areas: ongo-
ing education of members around
current legal and mental health
issues, continued contact with the
professional community to broaden
our knowledge base, increased col-
laboration with the MDIC and
movement towards statewide coor-
dination and education, and possi-
ble involvement. The Boulder IDC
is still struggling with its bylaws
and IRS requirements for tax free
status. This difficulty, however, has
not prevented the group from
growing into a dynamic force which
impacts the work of many profes-
sionals in this field. [ believe I
speak for many members in saying
that without IDC, I would not have
survived in such a challenging field,
and 1 certainly would not have
learned as much as | have to help
me do a better job on behalf of the
children who are impacted so great-
ly by divorce.

Bob Backerman, L.C.S.W., Is a clinical social
worker in private practice in Boulder for 26
years. He has been a member of the IDC all
that time. He practices extensively in child
custody.

interested joining 1DC? Please call Ann Byrne
303.442.0802, or administrative coordinator
Vickie Bulkowski at 303.447.9688.
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