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A FREE TOOL FOR NORTH CAROLINA PARENTS

The 2026 Summer Custody
Survival Tool Kit

Five tools to keep your summer parenting time calm, documented, and out of court.

THE SHORT ANSWER

In North Carolina, your summer parenting time is governed by your custody order — not by what feels fair once

school lets out. The order controls the schedule, out-of-state travel, and who pays for camp. Before the chaos

starts: read your order, document everything, and learn the difference between a real violation (call your lawyer)

and an annoyance (document and wait). This kit walks you through all five.

— Janet L. Gemmell, Board-Certified Family Law Specialist

How to use this kit: Pull out your most recent custody order and keep it next to you. Work through the tools in

order. Anything you fill in here becomes part of your own record — the parent who documents is the parent the

court believes.

TOOL 1 OF 5

1 Does My Custody Order Actually Cover Summer?

The 60-Minute Schedule Audit
Most summer fights start with a gap between what a parent assumed the order says and what it actually says. Go

provision by provision. For each row, find the language in your order and write it down. If you can't find it, that's a

flag — note it and raise it before summer.

✓ Provision to Check What My Order Actually Says
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■ Summer schedule provision (does summer
change the regular schedule at all?)

■ Extended summer block (how many weeks
of uninterrupted time each parent gets)

■ Vacation notice requirement (how far in
advance, and in what form — writing? app?)

■ Right of first refusal (must the other parent
be offered the kids before a sitter/camp?)

■ Holiday-within-summer (July 4th, Father's
Day — do these override the summer
block?)

■ Out-of-state / out-of-country travel (is
consent or notice required? itinerary?)

■ Communication during the other parent's
time (calls/video — how often, what times?)

■ Exchange location & transportation (who
drives, where, what time?)

■ Camp & activity decision authority (who
decides? who must be consulted?)

■ Make-up time (what happens if a block is
missed due to travel, work, or weather?)

■ WATCH FOR THIS

"We've always done it this way" is not a court order. If your routine drifted away from the written order over the years,

the order still controls if either parent decides to enforce it. Audit before you book the flights or the camp.

TOOL 2 OF 5

2 Can My Ex Take My Child Out of State This Summer?

The NC Travel Consent Letter
If your order requires consent or notice for out-of-state travel, put it in writing. A signed (and, for anything

significant, notarized) consent letter protects both parents: it proves permission was given and locks in the

itinerary. Fill in the template below, sign in front of a notary, and keep a copy.
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TRAVEL CONSENT — FILL IN & SIGN

I, [PARENT NAME], a parent of [CHILD NAME(S)], date(s) of birth [DOB], consent to [TRAVELING PARENT NAME]
traveling with the child(ren) to [DESTINATION CITY/STATE] from [START DATE] to [RETURN DATE].

Travel details: [AIRLINE / DRIVING ROUTE], departing [DATE/TIME], returning [DATE/TIME]. Lodging: [HOTEL /
ADDRESS]. Reachable at: [PHONE].

This consent is given consistent with our custody order entered in [COUNTY] County, North Carolina, on [DATE].

Signed: ___________________________________ Date: ________________
Printed name: _____________________________

Notary block:
State of North Carolina, County of ___________.
Sworn to and subscribed before me this ____ day of __________, 20____.
Notary signature: ____________________ My commission expires: __________.

Notarization guidance. For in-state day trips, a signed note is usually enough. For overnight, out-of-state, or air

travel, notarize it — airlines and some venues ask, and it removes any "they never agreed" argument later.

✈ TRAVELING ABROAD? PASSPORT RULE FOR MINORS

For a child under 16, both parents must consent to a U.S. passport. If one parent can't appear in person, the absent

parent completes Form DS-3053 (Statement of Consent), signed in front of a notary. It's valid for 90 days from

notarization, so don't sign it too early. Download the current form: eforms.state.gov/forms/ds3053.pdf

TOOL 3 OF 5

3 Who Pays for Summer Camp in NC?

The Summer Expense Tracker
Summer is when child-related costs spike — camps, travel, activities, extra childcare, food. In North Carolina,

work-related childcare and certain extraordinary expenses factor into the child support calculation, and any future

modification has to be proven, not just claimed. Log every summer expense here so you have receipts when it

matters.

Date Expense / Vendor Category Amount Paid By Receipt Reimb. Asked?
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Category key: Camp · Travel · Activity/Sport · Childcare · Food · Medical. Tip: Snap a photo of every receipt and

email it to yourself the same day — a time-stamped record is far stronger than a number written from memory.

TOOL 4 OF 5

4 What If a Hurricane Hits During My Custody Time?

The Coastal NC Evacuation Decision Tree
On the Cape Fear coast, summer is hurricane season. A custody order rarely spells out what to do when the

county calls an evacuation — so here's the order of operations. Child safety comes first, the order comes second,

and documentation comes throughout.

■ Step 1 — Know your zone now. Look up your address (and the other parent's) at knowyourzone.nc.gov. North

Carolina's coastal counties use lettered zones (A first, then B, C…). Do this before a storm is named.

■ Step 2 — Is an evacuation ordered for the zone where the child is? If yes, child safety overrides the

exchange schedule. You do not have to drive a child into an evacuation zone to make a handoff.

■ Step 3 — Notify the other parent in writing, immediately. State where you are going, the route, who is with

the child, and how to reach you. Use a co-parenting app so it's time-stamped (see Tool 5).

■ Step 4 — Keep the child reachable. Preserve the other parent's scheduled calls/video where it's safe to do so.

"We evacuated" is not a reason to go dark.

■ Step 5 — Document the disruption. Save the evacuation order, screenshots of your notice, and a simple log

of missed time. This is what supports make-up time later.

■ Step 6 — Restore the schedule and request make-up time. Once it's safe, return to the order and ask — in

writing — for make-up parenting time for any block the storm cost you.

■ WILMINGTON & COASTAL FAMILIES

If you live in New Hanover, Brunswick, Pender, Onslow, or Carteret County, build an evacuation custody clause into

your next order or modification — it turns a 2 a.m. argument into a one-line answer. We can help you draft one.
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TOOL 5 OF 5

5 Do I Call My Lawyer, or Just Document and Wait?

The Quick-Reference Card
Not every summer headache is a court emergency — but some genuinely are. Use this to tell the difference.

When in doubt, document, then call.

■ CALL YOUR LAWYER NOW ■ DOCUMENT & WAIT

• Child is not returned at the end of a block, or is being
withheld from you.

• A single late exchange or a one-off scheduling mix-up.

• Child taken out of state or country without required
consent, against the order.

• A disagreement about which camp or activity — annoying,
not a violation.

• Any genuine safety concern for the child. • One missed scheduled phone or video call.

• Repeated, documented refusal to follow the order — a
pattern, not a one-off.

• Frustrating texts or attitude that don't actually breach the
order.

• A threat to relocate with the child or to not bring them
back.

• Minor day-to-day differences in parenting style during the
other parent's time.

■ HOW TO DOCUMENT — USE THESE TOOLS

Keep co-parenting communication in one time-stamped place: OurFamilyWizard (ourfamilywizard.com) or

TalkingParents (talkingparents.com). Court-friendly records beat "he said / she said" every time.

SUMMER CUSTODY FAQS

Can my ex take my child out of NC for summer vacation without my permission?

It depends on your custody order. Many NC orders require advance notice, written consent, or an itinerary before

out-of-state travel. Check the travel provision (Tool 1), and use the consent letter (Tool 2). If your order is silent

and you can't agree, that's a question for your attorney before anyone books anything.

Does my regular custody schedule change in the summer?

Only if your order says it does. Some NC orders include an extended summer schedule with multi-week blocks;

others keep the regular rotation year-round. Don't assume — audit the actual language.

Who pays for summer camp in NC?

It varies by order. Work-related childcare and certain extraordinary expenses can factor into the child support

calculation, but they generally have to be documented and, often, agreed or court-ordered. Track every cost (Tool

3) so you can prove it.
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What happens to custody exchanges during a hurricane evacuation?

Child safety comes first. If an evacuation is ordered for the child's zone, you don't drive them into danger to make

a handoff — you notify the other parent in writing, keep the child reachable, document the disruption, and request

make-up time once it's safe (Tool 4).

Ready to Make Summer the Easy Season?

If your order doesn't cover summer the way it should — or the other 

parent isn't following the one you have— don't spend July fighting about 

it. Get it fixed.

Schedule a confidential consultation with Cape Fear Family Law.

Offices in Wilmington, Durham, and Jacksonville / Camp Lejeune,
serving families across North Carolina.

LEGAL DISCLAIMER & NOTICE

No attorney-client relationship: Downloading or using this tool kit does not make Cape Fear Family Law your attorney. An attorney-client

relationship is formed only after a signed engagement agreement.

Information, not advice: This kit is for general informational purposes only and is not legal advice. Your custody order and your specific facts

control. The templates here are starting points, not substitutes for your order or for advice from your own attorney.

No guarantee of results: Every family and every order is different. Nothing here guarantees a particular outcome.

Board-Certified Specialization: Janet L. Gemmell is a Board-Certified Specialist in Family Law as recognized by the North Carolina State Bar.

Office responsibility: Cape Fear Family Law is responsible for the content of this advertisement. Our principal office is located in Wilmington,

North Carolina.




