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Custody Determination – Jurisdiction 

Initial Custody Determination 
15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-14.1-13 
(a) Except as otherwise provided, a court of this state has jurisdiction to make an initial child custody 
determination only if: 
(1) this state is the home state of the child on the date of the commencement of the proceeding, or was the 
home state of the child within six (6) months before the commencement of the proceeding and the child is 
absent from this state but a parent or person acting as a parent continues to live in this state; 
(2) a court of another state does not have jurisdiction under subdivision (1) of this subsection, or a court 
of the home state of the child has declined to exercise jurisdiction on the ground that this state is the more 
appropriate forum and: 
(i) the child and the child's parents, or the child and at least one parent or a person acting as a parent, have 
a significant connection with this state other than mere physical presence; and 
(ii) substantial evidence is available in this state concerning the child's care, protection, training, and 
personal relationships; 
(3) all courts having jurisdiction under subdivision (1) or (2) of this subsection have declined to exercise 
jurisdiction on the ground that a court of this state is the more appropriate forum to determine the 
custody of the child; or 
(4) no court of any other state would have jurisdiction under the criteria specified in subdivision (1), (2), 
or (3) of this subsection. 
(b) Subsection (a) of this section is the exclusive jurisdictional basis for making a child custody 
determination by a court of this state. 
(c) Physical presence of, or personal jurisdiction over, a party or a child is not necessary or sufficient to 
make a child custody determination. 

Exclusive, continuing jurisdiction 
15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-14.1-14 
(a) Except as otherwise provided, a court of this state which has made a child custody determination 
consistent with this chapter has exclusive, continuing jurisdiction over the determination until: 
(1) a court of this state determines that neither the child, the child's parents, and any person acting as a 
parent do not have a significant connection with this state and that substantial evidence is no longer 
available in this state concerning the child's care, protection, training, and personal relationships; or 
(2) a court of this state or a court of another state determines that the child, the child's parents, and any 
person acting as a parent do not presently reside in this state. 
(b) A court of this state which has made a child custody determination and does not have exclusive, 
continuing jurisdiction under this section may modify that determination only if it has jurisdiction to 
make an initial determination pursuant to this chapter. 
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Temporary Emergency Jurisdiction 
15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-14.1-16 
(a) A court of this state has temporary emergency jurisdiction if the child is present in this state and the 
child has been abandoned or it is necessary in an emergency to protect the child because the child, or a 
sibling or parent of the child, is subjected to or threatened with mistreatment or abuse. 
(b) If there is no previous child custody determination that is entitled to be enforced under this chapter 
and a child custody proceeding has not been commenced in a court of a state having jurisdiction, a child 
custody determination made under this section remains in effect until an order is obtained from a court of 
a state having jurisdiction. If a child custody proceeding has not been or is not commenced in a court of a 
state having jurisdiction, a child custody determination made under this section becomes a final 
determination, if it so provides and this state becomes the home state of the child. 
(c) If there is a previous child custody determination that is entitled to be enforced under this chapter, or a 
child custody proceeding has been commenced in a court of a state having jurisdiction, any order issued 
by a court of this state under this section must specify in the order a period that the court considers 
adequate to allow the person seeking an order to obtain an order from the state having jurisdiction. The 
order issued in this state remains in effect until an order is obtained from the other state within the period 
specified or the period expires. 
(d) A court of this state which has been asked to make a child custody determination under this section, 
upon being informed that a child custody proceeding has been commenced in, or a child custody 
determination has been made by, a court of a state having jurisdiction, shall immediately communicate 
with the other court. A court of this state which is exercising jurisdiction, upon being informed that a 
child custody proceeding has been commenced in, or a child custody determination has been made by, a 
court of another state under a statute similar to this section shall immediately communicate with the court 
of that state to resolve the emergency, protect the safety of the parties and the child, and determine a 
period for the duration of the temporary order. 

Even though a court may invoke emergency jurisdiction if it is exercised consistently with the laws of the 
state wherein that court is located, emergency jurisdiction continues only for as long as the emergency 
exists or until a court that has jurisdiction to enter or modify a permanent child custody order is apprised 
of the situation and accepts responsibility. Nadeau v. Nadeau, 716 A.2d 717 (1998). 

Evidence supported family court's exercise of jurisdiction under emergency-jurisdiction procedure of 
Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction Act (UCCJA) to grant temporary custody of child to father and 
restrain mother from removing child from Rhode Island to New York; child was present in Rhode Island, 
father's allegation that stepfather abused child was supported by child's testimony that stepfather treated 
him harshly because stepfather did not like way child looked at him or because child told stepfather that 
he was not child's father, and stepfather's presence and behavior were not considered by New York court 
in granting custody to mother. Duffy v. Reeves, 619 A.2d 1094 (1993). 

Custody Determination – Service/Notification Requirements  

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-14.1-17 
(a) Before a child custody determination is made under this chapter, notice and an opportunity to be heard 
in accordance with this chapter must be given to all persons entitled to notice under the law of this state as 
in child custody proceedings between residents of this state, any parent whose parental rights have not 
been previously terminated, and any person having physical custody of the child. 
(b) This chapter does not govern the enforceability of a child custody determination made without notice 
or an opportunity to be heard. 
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(c) The obligation to join a party and the right to intervene as a party in a child custody proceeding under 
this chapter are governed by the law of this state as in child custody proceedings between residents of this 
state. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-14.1-31 
Except as otherwise provided, the petition and order must be served, by any method authorized by the law 
of this state, upon respondent and any person who has physical custody of the child. 

Paternity and Child Support Proceeding – Jurisdiction 

Bases for jurisdiction over nonresident 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-23.1-201 
(a) In proceeding to establish or enforce a support order or to determine parentage of a child, a tribunal of 
this state may exercise personal jurisdiction over a nonresident individual or the individual's guardian or 
conservator if: 
(1) The individual is personally served within this state pursuant to the Rules of Domestic Relations; 
(2) The individual submits to the jurisdiction of this state by consent in a record, by entering a general 
appearance, or by filing a responsive document having the effect of waiving any contest to personal 
jurisdiction; 
(3) The individual resided with the child in this state; 
(4) The individual resided in this state and provided prenatal expenses or support for the child; 
(5) The child resides in this state as a result of the acts or directives of the individual; 
(6) The individual engaged in sexual intercourse in this state and the child may have been conceived by 
that act of intercourse; 
(7) The individual asserted parentage of a child by completing an affidavit of paternity in this state signed 
by both parents; or 
(8) There is any other basis consistent with the constitutions of this state, and the United States for the 
exercise of personal jurisdiction. 
(b) The bases of personal jurisdiction set forth in subsection (a) or in any other law of this state may not 
be used to acquire personal jurisdiction for a tribunal of this state to modify a child support order of 
another state unless the requirements of § 15-23.1-611 or, in the case of a foreign support order, unless 
the requirements of § 1523.1¬615 are met. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-8-7 
(a) The family court has jurisdiction of an action commenced under §§ 15-8-1--15-8-26, and all remedies 
for the enforcement of orders for the expense of pregnancy and confinement for the mother, and for 
education, necessary support and maintenance, or funeral expenses for legitimate children shall apply. 
The court has continuing jurisdiction to modify or revoke an order and to increase or decrease amounts 
fixed by order for future education and necessary support and maintenance. All remedies under the 
Uniform Interstate Family Support Act, §§ 15-23.1-101--15-23.1-903, are available for enforcement of 
duties of support and maintenance under §§ 15-8-1--15-8-26. 
(b) A person who has had sexual intercourse in this state submits to the jurisdiction of the courts of this 
state as to any action with respect to a child who may have been conceived by that act of intercourse. In 
addition, the court may exercise jurisdiction over a nonresident individual pursuant to § 15-23.1-201. 
Jurisdiction shall be acquired by service made in accordance with § 9-5-33. 

Continuing, exclusive jurisdiction to modify child support order  



4 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-23.1-205
a) A tribunal of this state that has issued a support order consistent with the law of this state has and shall 
exercise continuing, exclusive jurisdiction to modify its child support order if the order is the controlling 
order, and: 
(1) At the time of the filing of a request for modification this state is the residence of the obligor, the 
individual obligee, or the child for whose benefit the support order is issued; or 
(2) Even if this state is not the residence of the obligor, the individual obligee, or the child for whose 
benefit the support order is issued, the parties consent in a record or in open court that the tribunal of this 
state may continue to exercise jurisdiction to modify its order. 
(b) A tribunal of this state that has issued a child support order consistent with the law of this state may 
not exercise continuing, exclusive jurisdiction to modify the order if: 
(1) all of the parties who are individuals file consent in a record with the tribunal of this state that a 
tribunal of another state that has jurisdiction over at least one of the parties who is an individual or that is 
located in the state of residence of the child may modify the order and assume continuing, exclusive 
jurisdiction; or 
(2) its order is not the controlling order. 
(c) If a tribunal of another state has issued a child support order pursuant to the Uniform Interstate Family 
Support Act or a law similar to this chapter which modifies a child-support order of a tribunal of this 
state, tribunals of this state shall recognize the continuing, exclusive jurisdiction of the tribunal of the 
other state. 
(d) A tribunal of this state that lacks continuing, exclusive jurisdiction to modify a child-support order 
may serve as an initiating tribunal to request a tribunal of another state to modify a support order issued in 
that state. 
(e) A temporary support order issued ex parte or pending resolution of a jurisdictional conflict does not 
create continuing, exclusive jurisdiction in the issuing tribunal. 

Continuing jurisdiction to enforce child support order  

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-23.1-206 
(a) A tribunal of this state that has issued a child-support order consistent with the law of this state may 
serve as an initiating tribunal to request a tribunal of another state to enforce: 
(1) The order, if the order is the controlling order, and has not been modified by a tribunal of another state 
that assumed jurisdiction pursuant to the Uniform Interstate Family Support Act; or 
(2) A money judgment for arrears of support and interest on the order accrued before a determination that 
an order of a tribunal of another state is the controlling order. 
(b) A tribunal of this state having continuing jurisdiction over a support order may act as a responding 
tribunal to enforce the order. 
For a parental support proceeding: 15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-23.1-104 
(a) A tribunal of this state shall apply this chapter to a support proceeding involving: 
(1) A foreign support order; 
(2) A foreign tribunal; or 
(3) An obligee, obligor or a child residing in a foreign country. 
(b) A tribunal of this state that is requested to recognize and enforce a support order on the basis of 
comity may apply the procedural and substantive provisions of this chapter. 
(c) Article 7 of this chapter applies only to a support proceeding under the convention. In such a 
proceeding, if a provision of article 7 is inconsistent with articles 1 through 6, the provisions of article 7 
controls. 
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Paternity and Child Support Proceeding – Service/Notification Requirements 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-23.1-210 
A tribunal of this state exercising personal jurisdiction over a nonresident in a proceeding under this 
chapter, under other law of this state relating to a support order, or recognizing a foreign support order 
may receive evidence from outside this state pursuant to § 15-23.1-316, communicate with a tribunal 
outside this state pursuant to § 15-23.1-317, and obtain discovery through a tribunal outside this state 
pursuant to § 15-23.1¬318. In all other respects, §§ 301 -- 616 of this chapter do not apply and the 
tribunal shall apply the procedural and substantive law of this state. 

Child Abuse/Neglect Proceeding – Jurisdiction  

14 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 14-1-5 
The court shall, as set forth in this chapter, have exclusive original jurisdiction in proceedings: 
(1) Concerning any child residing or being within the state who is: (i) delinquent; (ii) wayward; (iii) 
dependent; (iv) neglected; or (v) mentally disabled; 
(2) Concerning adoption of children; 
(3) To determine the paternity of any child alleged to have been born out of wedlock and to provide for 
the support and disposition of that child in case that child or its mother has residence within the state. 

14 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 14-1-6 
(a) When the court shall have obtained jurisdiction over any child prior to the child having attained the 
age of eighteen (18) years by the filing of a petition alleging that the child is wayward or delinquent 
pursuant to § 14-15, the child shall, except as specifically provided in this chapter, continue under the 
jurisdiction of the court until he or she becomes nineteen (19) years of age, unless discharged prior to 
turning nineteen (19). 
(b) When the court shall have obtained jurisdiction over any child prior to the child's eighteenth (18th) 
birthday by the filing of a miscellaneous petition or a petition alleging that the child is dependent, 
neglected, or abused pursuant to §§ 14-1-5 and 40-11-7 or 42-72-14, the child shall, except as specifically 
provided in this chapter, continue under the jurisdiction of the court until he or she becomes eighteen (18) 
years of age; provided, that at least six (6) months prior to a child turning eighteen (18) years of age, the 
court shall require the department of children, youth and families to provide a description of the transition 
services including the child's housing, health insurance, education and/or employment plan, available 
mentors and continuing support services, including workforce supports and employment services afforded 
the child in placement, or a detailed explanation as to the reason those services were not offered. As part 
of the transition planning, the child shall be informed by the department of the opportunity to voluntarily 
agree to extended care and placement by the department and legal supervision by the court until age 
twenty-one (21). The details of a child's transition plan shall be developed in consultation with the child, 
wherever possible, and approved by the court prior to the dismissal of an abuse, neglect, dependency, or 
miscellaneous petition before the child's twenty-first birthday. 
(c) A child, who is in foster care on their eighteenth birthday due to the filing of a miscellaneous petition 
or a petition alleging that the child is dependent, neglected, or abused pursuant to §§ 14-1-5, 40-11-7 or 
4272¬14, may voluntarily elect to continue responsibility for care and placement from DCYF and to 
remain under the legal supervision of the court as a young adult until age twenty-one (21), provided: 
(1) The young adult was in the legal custody of the department at age eighteen (18); and 
(2) The young adult is participating in at least one of the following: 
(i) Completing the requirements to receive a high school diploma or GED; 
(ii) Completing a secondary education or a program leading to an equivalent credential; enrolled in an 
institution that provides postsecondary or vocational education; 
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(iii) Participating in a job-training program or an activity designed to promote or remove barriers to 
employment; 
(iv) Be employed for at least eighty (80) hours per month; or 
(v) Incapable of doing any of the foregoing due to a medical condition that is regularly updated and 
documented in the case plan. 
(d) A former foster child who was adopted or placed in guardianship with an adoption assistance 
agreement or a guardianship assistance agreement that was executed on or after his or her sixteenth 
birthday and prior to his or her eighteenth birthday may voluntarily agree to extended care and placement 
by the department and legal supervision by the court until age twenty-one (21) if the young adult satisfies 
the requirements in subsection (c)(2). Provided, however, the department retains the right to review the 
request and first attempt to address the issues through the adoption assistance agreement by providing 
post adoptive or post guardianship support services to the young adult and his or her adoptive or 
guardianship family. 
(e) Upon the request of the young adult, who voluntarily agreed to the extension of care and placement by 
the department and legal supervision by the court, pursuant to subsections (c) and (d) of this section, the 
court's legal supervision and the department's responsibility for care and placement may be terminated. 
Provided, however, the young adult may request reinstatement of responsibility and resumption of the 
court's legal supervision at any time prior to his or her twenty-first birthday if the young adult meets the 
requirements set forth in subsection (c)(2). If the department wishes to terminate the court's legal 
supervision and its responsibility for care and placement, it may file a motion for good cause. The court 
may exercise its discretion to terminate legal supervision over the young adult at any time. 
(f) The court may retain jurisdiction of any child who is seriously emotionally disturbed or 
developmentally delayed pursuant to § 42-72-5(b)(24)(v) until that child turns age twenty-one (21) when 
the court shall have obtained jurisdiction over any child prior to the child's eighteenth birthday by the 
filing of a miscellaneous petition or a petition alleging that the child is dependent, neglected, and/or 
abused pursuant to §§ 14-1-5, and 4011-7, or 42-72-14. 
(g) The department of children, youth and families shall work collaboratively with the department of 
behavioral healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals, and other agencies, in accordance with § 
14-1-59, to provide the family court with a transition plan for those individuals who come under the 
court's jurisdiction pursuant to a petition alleging that the child is dependent, neglected, and/or abused and 
who are seriously emotionally disturbed or developmentally delayed pursuant to § 42-72-5(b)(24)(v). 
This plan shall be a joint plan presented to the court by the department of children, youth and families and 
the department of behavioral healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals. The plan shall include 
the behavioral healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals' community or residential service level, 
health insurance option, education plan, available mentors, continuing support services, workforce 
supports and employment services, and the plan shall be provided to the court at least twelve (12) months 
prior to discharge. At least three (3) months prior to discharge, the plan shall identify the specific 
placement for the child, if a residential placement is needed. The court shall monitor the transition plan. In 
the instance where the department of behavioral healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals has 
not made timely referrals to appropriate placements and services, the department of children, youth and 
families may initiate referrals. 
(h) The parent and/or guardian and/or guardian ad litem of a child who is seriously emotionally disturbed 
or developmentally delayed pursuant to § 42-72-5(b)(24)(v), and who is before the court pursuant to §§ 
14-1-5(1)(iii) through 14-1-5(1)(v), 40-11-7 or 42-72-14, shall be entitled to a transition hearing, as 
needed, when the child reaches the age of twenty (20) if no appropriate transition plan has been submitted 
to the court by the department of children, youth and families and the department of behavioral 
healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals. The family court shall require that the department of 
behavioral healthcare, developmental disabilities and hospitals shall immediately identify a liaison to 
work with the department of children, youth and families until the child reaches the age of twenty-one 
(21) and an immediate transition plan be submitted if the following facts are found: 
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(1) No suitable transition plan has been presented to the court addressing the levels of service appropriate 
to meet the needs of the child as identified by the department of behavioral healthcare, developmental 
disabilities and hospitals; or 
(2) No suitable housing options, health insurance, educational plan, available mentors, continuing support 
services, workforce supports, and employment services have been identified for the child. 
(i) In any case where the court shall not have acquired jurisdiction over any person prior to the person's 
eighteenth (18th) birthday by the filing of a petition alleging that the person had committed an offense, 
but a petition alleging that the person had committed an offense that would be punishable as a felony if 
committed by an adult has been filed before that person attains the age of nineteen (19) years of age, that 
person shall, except as specifically provided in this chapter, be subject to the jurisdiction of the court until 
he or she becomes nineteen (19) years of age, unless discharged prior to turning nineteen (19). 
(j) In any case where the court shall not have acquired jurisdiction over any person prior to the person 
attaining the age of nineteen (19) years by the filing of a petition alleging that the person had committed 
an offense prior to the person attaining the age of eighteen (18) years that would be punishable as a felony 
if committed by an adult, that person shall be referred to the court that had jurisdiction over the offense if 
it had been committed by an adult. The court shall have jurisdiction to try that person for the offense 
committed prior to the person attaining the age of eighteen (18) years and, upon conviction, may impose a 
sentence not exceeding the maximum penalty provided for the conviction of that offense. 
(k) In any case where the court has certified and adjudicated a child in accordance with the provisions of 
§§ 14-1¬7.2 and 14-1-7.3, the jurisdiction of the court shall encompass the power and authority to 
sentence the child to a period in excess of the age of nineteen (19) years. However, in no case shall the 
sentence be in excess of the maximum penalty provided by statute for the conviction of the offense. 
(l) Nothing in this section shall be construed to affect the jurisdiction of other courts over offenses 
committed by any person after he or she reaches the age of eighteen (18) years. 

Child Abuse/Neglect Proceeding – Service/Notification Requirements 

14 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 14-1-16 
Upon the filing of a petition, the justice, if satisfied that there is reasonable cause for the petition, may 
issue a summons requiring the child to appear before the court at a time and place named in it, and shall 
also cause a summons to be issued to at least one of the parents of the child if either of them is known to 
reside within the state, or if there is no parent, then to the guardian or other lawful custodian of the child, 
if there is one known to be so resident, and, if not, then to the person with whom the child resides, if 
known. 

Divorce and Legal Separation – Jurisdiction 

8 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 8-10-3 
(a) There is hereby established a family court, consisting of a chief judge and eleven (11) associate 
justices, to hear and determine all petitions for divorce from the bond of marriage and from bed and 
board; all motions for allowance, alimony, support and custody of children, allowance of counsel and 
witness fees, and other matters arising out of petitions and motions relative to real and personal property 
in aid thereof, including, but not limited to, partitions, accountings, receiverships, sequestration of assets, 
resulting and constructive trust, impressions of trust, and such other equitable matters arising out of the 
family relationship, wherein jurisdiction is acquired by the court by the filing of petitions for divorce, bed 
and board and separate maintenance; all motions for allowance for support and educational costs of 
children attending high school at the time of their eighteenth (18th) birthday and up to ninety (90) days 
after high school graduation, but in no case beyond their nineteenth (19th) birthday; enforcement of any 
order or decree granting alimony and/or child support, and/or custody and/or visitation of any court of 
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competent jurisdiction of another state; modification of any order or decree granting alimony and/or 
custody and/or visitation of any court of competent jurisdiction of another state on the ground that there 
has been a change of circumstances; modification of any order or decree granting child support of any 
court of competent jurisdiction of another state provided: (1) the order has been registered in Rhode 
Island for the purposes of modification pursuant to § 15-23.1-611, or (2) Rhode Island issued the order 
and has continuing exclusive jurisdiction over the parties; antenuptial agreements, property settlement 
agreements and all other contracts between persons, who at the time of execution of the contracts, were 
husband and wife or planned to enter into that relationship; complaints for support of parents and 
children; those matters relating to delinquent, wayward, dependent, neglected, or children with disabilities 
who by reason of any disability requires special education or treatment and other related services; to hear 
and determine all petitions for guardianship of any child who has been placed in the care, custody, and 
control of the department for children, youth, and families pursuant to the provisions of chapter 1 of title 
14 and chapter 11 of title 40; adoption of children under eighteen (18) years of age; change of names of 
children under the age of eighteen (18) years; paternity of children born out of wedlock and provision for 
the support and disposition of such children or their mothers; child marriages; those matters referred to 
the court in accordance with the provisions of § 14-1-28; those matters relating to adults who shall be 
involved with paternity of children born out of wedlock; responsibility for or contributing to the 
delinquency, waywardness, or neglect of children under sixteen (16) years of age; desertion, 
abandonment, or failure to provide subsistence for any children dependent upon such adults for support; 
neglect to send any child to school as required by law; bastardy proceedings and custody to children in 
proceedings, whether or not supported by petitions for divorce or separate maintenance or for relief 
without commencement of divorce proceedings; and appeals of administrative decisions concerning setoff 
of income tax refunds for past due child support in accordance with §§ 44-30.1-5 and 40-6-21. The 
holding of real estate as tenants by the entirety shall not in and of itself preclude the family court from 
partitioning real estate so held for a period of six (6) months after the entry of final decree of divorce. 
(b) The family court shall be a court of record and shall have a seal which shall contain such words and 
devices as the court shall adopt. 
(c) The judges and clerk of the family court shall have power to administer oaths and affirmations. 
(d) The family court shall have exclusive initial jurisdiction of all appeals from any administrative agency 
or board affecting or concerning children under the age of eighteen (18) years and appeals of 
administrative decisions concerning setoff of income tax refunds, lottery set offs, insurance intercept, and 
lien enforcement provisions for past due child support, in accordance with §§ 44-30.1-5 and 40-6-21, and 
appeals of administrative agency orders of the department of human services to withhold income under 
chapter 16 of title 15. 
(e) The family court shall have jurisdiction over those civil matters relating to the enforcement of laws 
regulating child care providers and child placing agencies. 
(f) The family court shall have exclusive jurisdiction of matters relating to the revocation or nonrenewal 
of a license of an obligor due to noncompliance with a court order of support, in accordance with chapter 
11.1 of title 15. 
(g) Notwithstanding any general or public law to the contrary, the family court shall have jurisdiction 
over all protective orders provided pursuant to the Rhode Island general laws, when either party is a 
juvenile. 
Once a complaint for divorce properly is filed in Family Court, the Family Court is not divested of 
subject-matter jurisdiction merely because the plaintiff has moved out of the state and changed his or her 
domicile. Rogers v. Rogers, 18 A.3d 491 (2011). 
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Divorce and Legal Separation – Service/Notification Requirements 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-5-20 
No person shall be entitled to a divorce from the bond of marriage unless the defendant, in accordance 
with rules adopted by the court, has been personally served with process if within the state, or with 
personal notice duly authenticated if out of the state, or unless the defendant has entered an appearance in 
the cause; or unless it appears to the satisfaction of the court that the petitioner does not know the address 
nor the residence of the defendant and has not been able to ascertain either after reasonable and due 
inquiry and search for six (6) months, in which case the court, or in vacation a judge of the court, may 
authorize notice by publication of the pendency of the petition for divorce to be given in a manner 
provided by law; provided, that in cases where indigence has been established, the court may, as an 
alternative to publication and upon motion and in appropriate circumstance, authorize an alternate means 
of service of process in the manner provided by Rule 4 of the family court rules of procedure for domestic 
relations. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-5-15 
Whenever any petition for divorce has been filed or is pending in the family court, and the court is of the 
opinion that sufficient notice of the pendency of the petition has not, from any cause, been given to the 
adverse party, the court may order notice or further notice to the adverse party to be given in the manner 
that the court may prescribe. 

Adoption Proceeding – Jurisdiction 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-7-4 
(a) Any person residing in Rhode Island may petition the family court for leave to adopt as his or her 
child any person younger than him or herself and under eighteen (18) years of age, and, if desired, for a 
change of the child's name, but the prayer of the petition by a person having a husband or wife shall not 
be granted unless the husband or wife joins in the petition; provided, that upon good cause shown and a 
showing that the granting of the petition for adoption would be in the best interests of the minor child, the 
prayer of the petition may be granted although the spouse of the petitioner is not a party to the petition. 
(b) The family court shall retain jurisdiction over any petition properly filed under subsection (a) when 
and if the petitioners become nonresidents after the petition is filed, but during the pendency of the action. 
(c) Any person not a resident of Rhode Island may petition the family court for leave to adopt as his or 
her child any person younger than him or herself and under eighteen (18) years of age, and, if desired, for 
a change of the child's name, if the child is at the time of the filing of the petition in the care and custody 
of a governmental child placing agency, or licensed Rhode Island child placing agency, but the prayer of 
the petition by a person having a husband or wife shall not be granted unless the husband or wife joins in 
the petition. 
(d) Petitions for adoptions of persons eighteen (18) years or older shall be heard by the probate court of 
the city or town in which the petitioners live. 
(e) The department shall grant an opportunity for a fair hearing, pursuant to 42 U.S.C. § 671(a)(12) and 
chapter 35 of title 42 to an individual residing outside of Rhode Island who alleges that the department 
denied or delayed placement of a child for adoption. 



10 

Adoption Proceeding – Service/Notification Requirements 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-7-7.2 
The family court may establish a voluntary mediation program for termination of parental rights. Once 
established, the court may, with the consent of the parties, refer to mediation all or any portion of a matter 
relating to termination of parental rights. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-7-8 
(a) The notice required in § 15-7-7 shall be as follows: If a parent does not consent in writing to the 
adoption of his or her child, the court shall order a copy of the petition and order that copy to be served on 
him or her, personally, if found in the state; and if not, notice of the petition for adoption shall be 
published once in any newspaper that the court directs. Like notice shall also be published whenever a 
child has no parent living. 
(b) Whenever a parent is confined in any asylum, hospital, or institution for mental illness, whether the 
asylum, hospital, or institution is situated within or out of the state, the court shall order a copy of the 
petition and order that copy, subsequently referred to as the notice, to be served on him or her personally, 
which notice, if to be served within the state, shall be served by an officer authorized by law to serve 
citations; but if the notice is to be served out of the state, it may be served by any disinterested person, 
who shall make return, upon oath, that he or she has made service of the notice, the manner in which, the 
time when, and the place where the service was made; provided, that before any officer or disinterested 
person makes service of the notice, he or she shall apply to the physician in charge of the asylum, 
hospital, or institution where the person upon whom the notice to be served is confined, and if the 
physician shall return, upon oath, on the back of the notice, that in his or her opinion service of the notice 
upon the person will be injurious to his or her mental health, the officer or person charged with the service 
shall leave a copy of the notice, with the physician's return, with the keeper of the asylum, hospital, or 
institution and shall return the notice, with a statement of his or her actions regarding the notice, to the 
court without further service; and upon return being made in either case, the court, having first appointed 
a guardian ad litem for the parent, may proceed to act upon the petition and order. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-7-9 
(a) When a petition concerning the adoption or termination of parental rights is filed which sets forth that 
the whereabouts of the parent or parents of the child are unknown, that fact shall be sworn to by the 
petitioners by affidavit which shall set forth the last contacts with the absent parent and any other 
information considered pertinent in determining the absent parent's whereabouts. 
(b) The court shall review the affidavit and, if it is determined that personal service cannot be effectuated, 
an order of notice shall be entered directing that notice be given to the parent by publication in any 
newspaper of general circulation that the court directs; which notice shall be published once and this 
notice may be combined and placed with other names that the court is attempting to notify. 

15 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 15-7-26 
(a) If the court, after examination, determines that the natural father has not joined in a petition either for 
the termination of parental rights or a petition for adoption or has not executed a waiver, then the court 
shall cause inquiry to be made of the mother, as the court in its discretion shall deem appropriate. 
(b)(1) If, after the inquiry, the natural father is identified to the satisfaction of the court, he shall be given 
notice in accordance with § 15-7-8 or in any other manner that the court may direct. Proof of giving the 
notice shall be filed with the court before a petition for termination of parental rights or a petition for 
adoption is granted. If the natural father fails to appear, or if appearing fails to claim any rights to the 
child, the court shall enter an order terminating his rights with reference to the child. If the natural father, 
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or a man representing himself to be the natural father, claims rights to the child, the court shall proceed to 
determine his rights. 
(2) If, after the inquiry, the court is able to identify the natural father but his whereabouts are unknown, or 
if the court is unable to identify the natural father, the court, on the basis of all information available, shall 
determine whether there is a reasonable probability that publication of notice of the proceeding will lead 
to the ascertainment of his identity or whereabouts. If so, the court may order publication in accordance 
with § 15-7-9. 

Domestic Violence – Jurisdiction 

8 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 8-8.1-2 
(a) Proceedings under this chapter shall be filed, heard, and determined in the district court of the division 
in which the plaintiff resides. Any proceedings under this chapter shall not preclude any other available 
civil or criminal remedies. A party filing a complaint under this chapter may do so without payment of 
any filing fee. If the plaintiff has left the residence or household to avoid abuse, he or she may bring the 
action in the court of previous residence or the court of present residence. There shall be no minimum 
residence requirements for the bringing of an action under this chapter. 
(b) Answers to the summons and complaint shall be made within ten (10) days of service upon the 
defendant and the action shall take precedence on the calendar. If no answer is filed within the time 
prescribed, judgment shall enter forthwith. 

Domestic Violence– Service/Notification Requirements  

8 R.I. Gen. Laws Ann. § 8-8.1-4.2 
(a) The complaint and any order issued under this chapter shall be personally served upon the defendant 
by a deputy sheriff or certified constable except as provided in subsections (c), (d), and (f) of this section. 
Service shall be made without payment of any fee when service is made by a deputy sheriff. At the 
election of the plaintiff, service pursuant to this subsection may also be made by a certified constable 
authorized to serve process of the district court pursuant to § 9-5-10.1. The certified constable shall be 
entitled to receive the fee allowed by law for the service of a district court summons. 
(b) Return of service shall be forwarded by the deputy sheriff or certified constable to the clerk of court 
prior to the date set down for hearing on the complaint. If service has not been made, the deputy sheriff or 
certified constable shall indicate on the summons the reason therefor and the attempts made to serve the 
defendant. 
(c) At the time the return of service is sent to the clerk of the court, the deputy sheriff or certified 
constable shall cause a copy of the return of service to be sent to the plaintiff and to the appropriate law 
enforcement agency. 
(d) If, at the time of hearing on the complaint, the court determines that after diligent effort the deputy 
sheriff or certified constable has been unable to serve the defendant personally, the judge may order an 
alternate method of service designed to give reasonable notice of the action to the defendant and taking 
into consideration the plaintiff's ability to afford the means of service ordered. Alternative service shall 
include, but not be limited to: service by certified and regular mail at defendant's last-known address 
(excluding the residence that he or she has been ordered to vacate) or place of employment; leaving 
copies at the 
defendant's dwelling or usual place of abode with a person of suitable age and discretion residing therein; 
or by publication in a newspaper for two (2) consecutive weeks. The court shall set a new date for hearing 
on the complaint and shall extend the temporary order until that date. 
(e) If the defendant appears in person before the court, the necessity for further service is waived and 
proof of service of that order is not necessary. 
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(f) If the defendant is served notice regarding the complaint and hearing, but does not appear at the 
hearing, the clerk of the district court shall mail the defendant a copy of the resulting order. 
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