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Support House Bill 2313
Establishes requirements for relative search, including documentation requirements. DCS is required to provide notice by certified mail to adult relatives and persons with a significant relationship with a child who are identified through the search, and information that must be included in the notice is listed. DCS may continue an ongoing search for six months
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Chairman Montenegro, Representative Jones, Members of the Committee:
My name is Tim Keller, and I serve as the Senior Vice President and Legal Director for The Center for the Rights of Abused Children, where I oversee The Center’s pro bono Children’s Law Clinic. Our mission is to protect children, change laws, and inspire people - to ensure every abused child has a bright future.
Our Law Clinic helps foster children and their families one-on-one in their court cases and provides free legal assistance to children, bio parents, foster parents, and kinship placements across the state.
Frequently, our Clinic receives heartbreaking calls involving children who have been in foster care for a long period of time, usually years, where their parents’ rights have been, or are about to be, severed. And then, it’s only at the very end of the case when the Department of Child Safety comes forward with a potential family placement. 
Too often these family members could have been identified at the start of the case. But when we hear about these cases, due to the length of time in care, the child either does not know or does not remember the proposed family placement. 
Research shows that long term outcomes for children in foster care are best for those who experience the fewest number of placement changes. Children who enter care and go to live with family right away fare particularly well. But removing a child from a loving, long-term foster home to go live with family they do not know can cause real trauma to a child who has already experienced the painful trauma of being removed from their biological family.
These “end-of-case requests” to move children to unfamiliar homes places children, their legal advocates, their foster parents, the child’s extended family, and in particular, the judges who must decide where the child will live, in unfair and avoidable predicaments.
Recently, we concluded a case where a three-year-old child had lived with her foster parents since birth, a case where DCS ignored a close family member’s early request to be the child’s placement. It was only years later, on the eve of severing parental rights, that DCS approved the family and filed a request to move the child. 
The testimony was agonizing, and the judge repeatedly expressed frustration at DCS’s failure to properly vet the family placement. When the judge’s decision was announced, tears flowed freely by the party who was not given custody of the child.
House Bill 2313 is designed to mitigate these cases by ensuring DCS does the following:
· Conducts a thorough family member search at the very start of the case;
· Provides relatives the necessary information to make an informed decision quickly;
· Properly vets family members; and
·  Works to place children with family members as soon as possible after a child enters foster care.
This bill also requires DCS to file reports with the juvenile court that include detailed information about the relative search, so judges can hold DCS accountable to assess relatives in a timely manner, place children with family as early in the case as possible and minimize trauma and loss to the child.
While no perfect solution exists and there may still be cases in the future where judges and child advocates will be forced to make difficult decisions about what placement is in a child’s best interest, this bill lays out, with specificity, the type of relative search DCS must conduct at the start of the case. 
Thank you for your time and attention. I would be happy to answer any questions committee members may have for me.
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