Stepping out for dads and their children
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MONROE -- Peter Kerr hopes every step he takes out of Monroe today is a step closer to making people aware of what being without a father does to children. 

	
	


	


Kerr, a native of Australia, will walk from Monroe to Brodhead today, about 15 miles, as part of an 800-mile walk across Wisconsin to raise money to support fatherhood initiatives across the state. 

"I want to put my energy into making people aware of this through the court of public opinion, not in family court," Kerr said. "By doing that, maybe we could get things changed for the future." 

Kerr married a woman in Wisconsin and they moved back to Melbourne, Australia. His wife filed for divorce, took custody of their daughter and moved to Grafton, Wis. Kerr moved to Grafton, too, 14 houses away from his daughter, but only gets to see her every other weekend. The ex-wife received physical placement of their daughter, but Kerr is part of a joint legal custody agreement. 

"I'm an every-other-weekend dad, and there's really nothing I can legally do about it," said Kerr, whose toll-free number is 1-877-505-0323, or 1-877-5050-DAD. "All dads want is a level playing field when they go into court. Right now, we don't have a leg to stand on." 

Kerr believes the Wisconsin Family Court System discriminates against fathers and discourages men who wish to share equally in the raising of their kids. The majority of child custody cases in Wisconsin, he said, result in the mother getting physical placement, the parents sharing joint legal custody and the father being reverted to an "inferior parent" who isn't as involved in children's lives as most want to be. 

That arrangement means fathers like Kerr rarely get to see their children, but still get to be involved in making major life decisions, such as religion, health care, schooling and military service options. 

"It's time the courts in Wisconsin recognize dads are parents, too," Kerr said. "I have a good, strong relationship with my daughter, and I'm proud of that." 

Kerr said his daughter is aware of the walk Kerr has undertaken, but Kerr makes a point not to get her involved in his cause. 

"I strongly believe parents should protect their child's childhood," Kerr said. "We've had problems they don't need to worry about. I just tell her Mommy and Daddy aren't sharing very well right now." 

Bryan Holland of Monroe is the executive vice president of Wisconsin Fathers for Children and Families (WFCF). He's asked, in lieu of the organization's annual rally and Father's Day Picnic, that members and their families support Kerr. 

Costs of Kerr's trip are being covered by major and local sponsors. Donations from the public are encouraged, either through "change buckets" distributed through local communities or via mail or Kerr's Web site, www.walkforchildren.org. 

According to the WFCF Web site, nearly 23 million American children do not live with their biological fathers. About 40 percent of children of divorced parents haven't seen their fathers in the past year. 

Kerr hasn't seen his family in Australia in a while, either. His father still lives there. Kerr wants his daughter to come back to Australia, even if it's just to visit. 

"I yearn to go back there," he said. "My daughter's an Australian citizen, she's got family there." 

Kerr lost his mother almost five years ago, but she's still around him. 

"She's sitting on my shoulder as I walk on this trek," Kerr said. "She's my guardian angel, and she's telling me to hang in there and do what's best for my daughter." 
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