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MILLER, J. 

Deb, the maternal grandmother of Christian, appeals from a permanency order that placed Christian with his father, Ian.  We affirm.  

Background Facts and Proceedings.  Christian was born on March 9, 1994, to Andrea and Ian.  Andrea and Ian were not married, but resided together at the time of Christian’s birth, and Ian was listed on the birth certificate as Christian’s father.  Following the couple’s separation in 1995, Christian remained with Andrea.  However, as Andrea’s life was marked by instability and an inability to cope with Christian’s increasing behavioral problems,
 the primary responsibility for Christian’s care fell to Andrea’s mother, Deb.  Christian spent a substantial amount of time living in his grandmother’s home, both with and without his mother.  Ian had only limited contact with his child, and paid child support only sporadically.  

In September 2000 the State initiated a Child in Need of Assistance (CINA) proceeding.  The petition was prompted by two factors.  The first was a 1999 incident of physical abuse involving Ryan, Andrea’s boyfriend and the father of her second child.  The second was concern over Deb’s views on Christian’s need for behavioral-related medications, and her resulting failure to provide those medications.  On December 15, 2000, the court entered a stipulated adjudication order based on Christian’s need to receive treatment. Temporary custody of Christian remained with Deb under supervision by the Department of Human Services (DHS).  Ian, who had married in 1997 and sought reinvolvement in Christian’s life, received supervised visitation.   

By the time of the November 21, 2001/January 22, 2002 permanency hearing, Ian’s visits had been unsupervised for several months, he had made substantial progress towards permanency goals, and DHS recommended he receive custody of Christian.  Noting Andrea had finally started to comply with the case permanency plan, the court declined to alter the current placement, and continued the matter for six months.  Although Andrea’s compliance was short-lived, Ian continued to progress, in both his relationship with Christian and his ability to deal with the child’s behavioral issues.  While Deb initially had difficulty with the reintroduction of Ian into Christian’s life, and in understanding Christian’s need for medication and special education, she too was compliant with DHS’s requirements and services, and continued to provide Christian a loving and stable home environment.  

At the July 2002 permanency hearing Andrea conceded reunification with her child was not in Christian’s best interests, but argued placement should continue with her mother.  Deb and Christian’s guardian ad litem concurred in this request.  The court concluded Christian’s guardianship and custody should be transferred to Ian, a position advocated by both Ian and the State.  

While acknowledging Ian’s past failure to live up to his parental responsibilities, the court noted the affirmative steps he had taken over the last two years.  The court did recognize the “significant void” Deb had filled in Christian’s life, and credited her in part for Christian’s progress.  However, it recognized a number of other probable causative factors for the child’s improvement, including Christian’s enhanced educational setting, receipt of medication, and new-found relationship with his father.  With an expressed goal of maintaining contact between Christian and all three parental figures, the court found his needs could be best met by placement with Ian.  Deb appeals. 

Scope of Review.  Our review is de novo.  In re N.M., 528 N.W.2d 94, 96 (Iowa 1995).  We give weight to the findings of the juvenile court, but are not bound by them.  Iowa R. App. P. 6.14(6)(g).  Our overriding concern is always the best interests of the child.  Iowa R. App. P. 6.14(6)(o).  

Suitable Person.  Deb focuses on Ian’s lack of involvement in Christian’s life prior to the CINA proceedings, and appears to argue that under In re B.L., 470 N.W.2d 343 (Iowa 1991), Ian should be accorded no more than general relative, as opposed to paternal, status.  We find the case to be distinguishable and of limited relevance.  There our supreme court determined placement with the child’s biological father was not a retained parental custody situation under Iowa Code section 232.101 (1989), as the father had not acknowledged paternity in a reasonable amount of time, and thus had never acquired legal custody.  In re B.L., 470 N.W.2d at 345-46.  In this case, placement was made with a “suitable person” pursuant to section 232.104(2)(d)(1) (1999), and neither prior legal custody nor parental status are necessary considerations.
  

Consequently, we look to Ian’s early history only to the extent it impacts his suitability as a caregiver for Christian, when viewed in the context of the child’s best interests.  Unlike the father in In re B.L., Ian did not disavow his paternity of Christian.  Although his contact with and support for Christian were limited between 1995 and 2000, it is disputed whether the fault lay with Ian’s lack of interest, or Andrea’s unwillingness to allow Ian access to his child.  Moreover, while past performance can be indicative of the quality of future care, In re R.K.B., 572 N.W.2d 600, 601 (Iowa 1998), any insight arguably stemming from Ian’s past actions is effectively negated by his current compliance with his support obligations, the active role he has taken in Christian’s life, and the strong bond he has formed with his son.  

It is clear both Deb and Ian can provide Christian a nurturing, loving, and stable home life.  The evidence further indicates both are suitable to assume Christian’s custody and care.  Accordingly, our focus is upon which placement is in Christian’s best interests.  

The majority of the expert and investigative opinions weighed in favor of placement with Ian.  Although Christian’s guardian ad litem recommended placement with Deb, it appears her recommendation was made with extremely limited information about or contact with Ian.  Even though Christian’s individual therapist had only limited, second-hand information about Ian and the home environment he could provide, she believed a shared custody arrangement between Ian and Deb was appropriate, given Christian’s growing relationship with his father.  The family therapist, who had substantial involvement with Ian, Andrea, and Christian, recommended Ian receive custody.  DHS staff, who had significant involvement with all parties, also recommended placement with Ian.  

In reviewing these opinions, we note some concerns about Christian’s ability or willingness to adapt to a new home environment.  The concerns did not appear to be of a substantial or overriding nature, however.  Moreover, our focus must be on the long-term, as well as the immediate interests of the child.  In re C.D., 509 N.W.2d 509, 511-13 (Iowa Ct. App. 1993).  Christian has special educational and medical needs.  Christian also clearly loves, and wants to be close to, Andrea, Deb and Ian.  His caregiver must be willing to support Christian’s special needs, and to facilitate his relationships with the other two parental figures in his life.  Despite Deb’s improvement in this area, it is Ian who has most consistently conformed on these types of issues.  

Perhaps more importantly, Ian is Christian’s father.  Even though Ian’s paternal status is not a basis for a transfer of custody under section 232.104(2)(d)(1), it remains an important consideration:

The law raises a strong presumption that the child's welfare will be best served in the care and control of its natural parents. . . . The determination of a child's best interests . . . must take into account the strong societal interest in preserving the natural parent-child relationship. 

Northland v. Starr, 581 N.W.2d 210, 212 (Iowa Ct. App. 1998) (citations omitted).  

Under the facts of this case, we conclude Ian is the individual best suited to meet Christian’s immediate and long-term needs.  Accordingly, transfer to Ian of Christian’s guardianship and custody was appropriate.  We nevertheless echo the juvenile court’s hope that Andrea, Deb and Ian will continue to work together for Christian’s sake.  

There is no doubt Christian has benefited from the love, support and concern of three parental figures.  Deb stepped into a maternal role and provided Christian with the desperately needed care and stability Ian and Andrea were initially unwilling or unable to provide.  She is to be commended for the invaluable contribution she has made in Christian’s life.  Although Andrea still cannot provide Christian the home he needs and deserves, she was at least able to recognize her child’s interests were best served by placing his custody and care with someone other than herself.  Ian, admittedly dilatory in his duties during the first several years of Christian’s life, has now fully embraced his paternal obligations.  We agree with the juvenile court that, “if each of the adults continues to keep their focus on Christian’s best interests, . . .  this arrangement will best meet Christian’s needs.”  

AFFIRMED.  

� Christian was diagnosed with both Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and Oppositional Defiant Disorder.  


�   As a prerequisite to such placement, the court must have been presented with convincing evidence that termination of Andrea’s parental rights was not in Christian’s best interests, services had been offered to correct the situation leading to Christian’s removal from Andrea’s home, and the child could not be returned home.  Iowa Code § 232.104(3).  It is clear to this court that all three requirements have been met.  Contrary to Deb’s implied claim during oral argument, Christian’s ability to live in a home shared by Deb and Andrea, under Deb’s legal custody, does not correspond to an ability to be retuned to the home from which he was removed.    





