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SUMMARY

The Arkansas Court of Appeals reversed and remanded a relative-adoption order involving the

biological father’s objection. The court held that the father’s consent was required because his

repeated attempts to communicate and seek visitation were thwarted by the child’s mother, providing

justifiable cause for any lack of communication; the court therefore did not reach the child’s best-

interest issue.
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Stephen Jones appealed a Benton County Circuit Court order granting
William and Lindsey Parnell's petition for relative adoption of M.C.

over Jones's objection.

Adoption cases are reviewed de novo, and the circuit court's decision
will not be reversed unless clearly erroneous. A finding is clearly
erroneous when, despite evidence supporting it, the appellate court is
left with a firm conviction that a mistake has been made. The appellate
court gives deference to the circuit court's superior opportunity to

observe the parties and judge witness credibility.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Stephen Jones's consent was unnecessary under Arkansas Code section 9-9-207(a)(2) because

he failed significantly, without justifiable cause, to communicate with M.C. for at least one year.

2. Whether the adoption by Tyler was in M.C.'s best interest.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court clearly erred in finding that Stephen's consent was not required. The evidence showed
that Stephen never went longer than four months without attempting to communicate with M.C.,
repeatedly requested visitation, and was consistently rebuffed by Lindsey. Those thwarted efforts

supplied justifiable cause for any lack of communication.

2. The court did not reach the merits of the best-interest issue because the circuit court could not grant the
adoption without first properly dispensing with Stephen's required consent.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The question is not “whether a parent could have done more; rather, it is whether the parent’s efforts to
establish a significant relationship, despite the other parent thwarting his or her efforts, were sufficient such
that consent was not required.”” (at 7)

“This court is cognizant of the difficulty that may occur with the reintroduction of Stephen into M.C.s life;
however, Lindsey cannot create the alienation and then use this alienation as support to remove Stephen from
M.C.’s life permanently.” (at 8)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

M.C. is the biological child of Lindsey and Stephen Jones. After the parents divorced, Stephen was awarded
supervised visitation conditioned on completing a hair-follicle drug test and parenting classes, and he was
ordered to pay child support. Although Lindsey allowed Stephen to care for M.C. largely unsupervised for nearly
a year, she later terminated visitation and repeatedly rebuffed Stephen's requests to see M.C.; Stephen continued
paying child support and made repeated attempts to communicate. William and Lindsey then sought relative
adoption, and the circuit court found that Stephen's delayed completion of the required testing and classes

justified dispensing with his consent.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lindsey and William Parnell filed a petition for relative adoption on February 1, 2024. After a September 20,
2024 hearing, the circuit court ruled that Jones's consent was unnecessary because he had failed significantly,
without justifiable cause, to communicate with M.C. for a one-year period, and found the adoption to be in

M.C.'s best interest. Jones appealed.
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The adoption order was reversed and the case was remanded for further proceedings consistent with the opinion.

The court did not reach the best-interest issue.
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