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Support Senate Bill 88
Modifies provisions relating to the due diligent search for and placement of a child with a relative.
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Senate Health and Social Services Committee 
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Good afternoon, Chair Dunbar and Committee Members.
My name is Brad Galbraith. I am the Policy Director for the Center for the Rights of Abused Children. I appreciate the opportunity to speak to you today in support of Senate Bill 88.
The Problem: Delays Harm Children
We all know that children entering foster care have experienced significant trauma. Their whole world has been turned upside down. The best way to minimize further harm is quickly placing children in stable loving homes … ideally with relatives who can provide familiarity, comfort, and continuity.
Yet we know, from first-hand experience, that this often doesn’t happen. 
The lawyers who run our pro bono law clinic in Arizona recently shared an example of the type of systemic failure we are discussing today. 
Early on in this case, a close relative had expressed the desire to take this child into their home. Yet, the state ignored the request and placed the child in a foster home. This was a good home, and the foster family loved and cared for this child from birth on. Years later, on the eve of severing parental rights, the state finally asked to court to move the child to the relative. Only at the end of the case, did the state seriously consider the child’s relatives. By this time, the child had developed significant relationships with this family – it was the only family she’d known.
At the hearing, testimony was agonizing and the judge repeatedly expressed frustration with the department’s failure to properly vet the relative. 
This situation should never have happened. Especially for young children, those early years are crucial to developing healthy attachments. Yet, too often family members that could have been identified at the start of the case are ignored or never found. 
These “end-of-case requests” increase childhood trauma and place all parties in an avoidable predicament.
While federal and Alaska law[footnoteRef:2] already require diligent relative search, they don’t clearly define the parameters of the search and offers limited accountability to ensure thorough searches.  [2:  42 U.S.C. 671(a)(29). AS 47.14.100(e). The parameters of a "due diligence search" are not adequately defined. State law does not detail what a notification shall entail, require timely responses, detail what must be reported to the court, or provide sufficient accountability for executing diligent searches.] 

The result can be frequent moves, disrupted emotional and psychological wellbeing, and lengthy stays in care. 
The Solution: Senate Bill 88
SB 88 provides simple, but much-needed, reforms to ensure children find stability as soon as possible. Specifically, it:
· Establishes clear guidelines for conducting thorough and timely relative searches at the beginning of a case.
· Empowers relatives to make informed decisions quickly by providing them with clear information about caregiving options, licensing requirements, and available resources.
· Increases accountability by empowering courts to review the diligence of searches. AND
· Recognizes the importance of stability by treating long-term foster families of young children like relatives, ensuring that children’s deep emotional bonds are prioritized when considering placement changes.
Conclusion
A child's needs must always be paramount. In this case, it means finding relatives quickly, and if this cannot be done, prioritizing stability, and limiting trauma to the child through lasting and loving foster homes.  
Thank you for your time and attention. I would be happy to answer any questions.
















FAQ
Why is Kinship care so important?
“Kinship care generally leads to fewer placements, greater stability for children, and more contact with parents, siblings, and other kin. In addition, children in kinship care generally have better mental and physical health, fewer behavior problems, higher levels of competence, higher levels of placement satisfaction, and better outcomes as adults.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  “Benefits of Kinship Placement,” American Bar Association, January 2022, https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/publications/litigation_committees/childrights/kinship-placement/memo-re-benefits-of-kinship-placement-adoption.pdf; Christian Connell et al., “Changes in Placement Among Children in Foster Care,” National Library of Medicine, 2006, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4204626/.] 

“When children are removed from parents, they generally have better outcomes when placed with kinship caregivers than their peers who are placed in non-kinship placements. Benefits from kinship care include: 
· Reduced trauma after removal by providing familiarity, continuity, and retention of familial ties. (Epstein 2017; Ehrle & Geen 2002). 
· Improved mental health outcomes. (Epstein 2017; Messing 2006; Winokur, et al. 2018). 
· Fewer behavioral problems and better social outcomes. (Holtan, et al. 2005; Rubin, et al. 2008; Sakai, et al. 2011; Winokur, et al. 2018). 
· Better educational outcomes and educational stability. (Conway & Hutson 2007; Holtan, et. al. 2005; Mass. Ct. Impr. Prog. 2019). 
· Greater placement stability and higher levels of permanency. (Hegar & Rosenthal 2009; Koh 2010; Koh & Testa 2008; Koh & Testa 2011; Sugrue 2019; Winokur, et al. 2018; Winokur, et al. 2018)
· Better cultural, ethnic, racial, and traditional connections to their communities of origin. (Child Wel. Info. Gateway 2021; Conway & Hutson 2007; Hopkins 2020; Nat’l Ass’n of Black Soc. Workers 2003; Sugrue 2019). 
· Stronger ties to the child’s biological family. (Holtan, et al. 2005; Metzger 2008). 
· Greater placement satisfaction for children and youth, including feelings of love and belonging. (Chapman, et al. 2004; Conway & Hutson 2007; Hegar & Rosenthal 2009; Metzger 2008; Montserrat & Casas 2006).”
How do other states structure placement stability?
	
	Age
	Time in Placement
	Notes

	AZ
	Under 3y
	9 Mo.
	Presumed Person with Significant Relationship

	GA
	 
	12 mo
	court may presume  that continuation of the child's placement with his or her current caregivers is in the child's  best interests

	LA
	Under 6y
	9 Mo.
	Is a person who has a significant relationship with the child

	TN
	 
	6 Mo
	Presumed a person who has a significant relationship and court may presume that continuation is in the child;s best interests



What is the cost of this program and what is federal law on relative searches?
The cost of this program should be minimal as the basic tenets of the bill are already required as a condition of federal funding. 
 Federal law, at 42 U.S.C. 671(a)(29), requires that “within 30 days after the removal of a child … the State shall exercise due diligence to identify and provide notice to the following relatives: all adult grandparents, all parents of a sibling of the child, where such parent has legal custody of such sibling, and other adult relatives of the child (including any other adult relatives suggested by the parents), subject to exceptions due to family or domestic violence, that— 
(A) specifies that the child has been or is being removed from the custody of the parent or parents of the child; 
(B) explains the options the relative has under Federal, State, and local law to participate in the care and placement of the child, including any options that may be lost by failing to respond to the notice; 
(C) describes the requirements under paragraph (10) of this subsection to become a foster family home and the additional services and supports that are available for children placed in such a home; and 
(D) if the State has elected the option to make kinship guardianship assistance payments under paragraph (28) of this subsection, describes how the relative guardian of the child may subsequently enter into an agreement with the State under section 473(d) to receive the payments; 


42 USCA Section 675(b)(B)  
In FFY 2022 AK Served 3,943 kids compared to AZ (20,565) or GA (15,791), LA (6,317), TN (14,403)
MO
There was no fiscal note in Arizona. The Center ran a similar bill to this in MO and they estimated just over $100k per year which included a full FTE in a state that served nearly 19,000 kids, compared to AK 4,000 – nearly five times that of Alaska. 
TN 
No fiscal impact.
· Altering certain policies as it relates to court proceedings, as put forth in the proposed legislation, will not create a significant fiscal impact to DCS or the court system.
· Pursuant to Tenn. Code Ann. § 37-2-414(b)(2), DCS is required to attempt to place a child with a relative for kinship foster care. The additional requirement that DCS continue to local appropriate kinship foster care placement for at least 30 days can be accomplished within existing resources and personnel.
Where does the time frame come from?
Within 12 months after the date a child enters foster care as calculated under AS 47.10.088(f), the court shall hold a permanency hearing.
 

Stability Data:
· Too many children experience multiple placements, disrupting their emotional and psychological well-being, and 
· In Alaska, 22% of Alaska youth have three or more placements.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children's Bureau, Child Welfare Outcomes Report Data, Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 6: Placement Stability, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/sixOneLessThan12/index.  ] 

· They spend too long in foster care.  
· The median time in care is 19 months.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Id. at Foster Care Data, Exited Foster Care During FY, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/exitedCare/index. ] 

· Such instability can lead to negative outcomes. 
· More than 6.6% of children reenter care within a year, and 13.1% return after a year.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Id. at Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 4.2: Reentries into Foster Care, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/fourTwo/index. ] 

· Frequent moves impede healthy relationships and increase the risk of running away and even falling victim to exploitation and human trafficking.

 
Alaska Stat. Ann. § 47.10.080.
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