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CENTER FOR THE RIGHTS
OF ABUSED CHILDREN

TO: ALEX ADAMS, ASSISTANT SECRETARY FOR FAMILY SUPPORT
FROM: DARCY OLSEN, CENTER FOR THE RIGHTS OF ABUSED CHILDREN
RE: FOSTER CARE STATISTICS & POTENTIAL FEDERAL REFORMS

“Upon the strength of the family rests the future of the nation,” President Ronald Reagan
declared when he established National Foster Care Month in 1988." Then as now, some
families are unable or unwilling to care for their children, necessitating temporary or
permanent alternative homes.

This memo outlines potential federal reforms to ensure children have the chance to grow up
in safe homes. Rooted in the Constitution’s guarantee of the right to life and liberty for every
American, this document affirms our commitment to safeguarding the rights of both parents
and children in cases of abuse and neglect.

FACTS

1. Children are returned to their abusers - and re-abused. 50% of children in care
experience re-abuse within three years of being reunited with their caretakers.?

2. In cases of incest, children are being returned to pedophiles. Half of the children
removed from homes for sexual abuse are reunified with their abusers.?

3. Up to 80% of children killed by their parents were known to child protection
authorities beforehand - authorities who failed in their duty to protect life.* Child fatality
rates have risen 30% since 2010.°

4.20,000 children disappear from foster care annually. Most states do not search for these
children.¢

5. Most child sex trafficking victims come from foster care. Alarmingly, 70% of trafficked
children were first exploited while missing from foster care.’

6. Each year, 20,000 children age out because of agency failures.? These teens end up in
prison, homeless, and face high rates of mental illness.?

7. The idea that children enter foster care due to unmet material needs is a myth. In 99%

of investigations, there are documented risk factors or concerns beyond material
deprivation.™
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8. Not one state complies with federal law requiring agencies to seek termination of
parental rights after a child has spent 15 of the last 22 months in care.”" John Corbett
spent 14 years in foster care, enduring 47 placements between the ages of 3 and 17."2

9. Abused children are treated as second-class citizens under the law. Most states give
parents attorneys, but only ten states grant children equal protection.™

10. The child protection system operates in secrecy, violating the rights of innocent
families while failing to protect children in real danger. Unlike criminal trials, which
guarantee access to attorneys and ensure public and timely hearings, child protection
proceedings lack transparency, shielding agencies from accountability and reform.*

POTENTIAL FEDERAL REFORMS

1. Amend federal law to require independent legal representation for all children and
parents. Attorneys provide a necessary bulwark against overreaching bureaucracies,
defending innocent parents and safeguarding children from abuse. Federal matching grants
are available for both, but federal law does not require traditional legal representation.
Children with counsel exit care faster,' experience 45% higher reunification rates, 30% fewer
placement moves, and 65% fewer unnecessary school transfers.

2. Increase government accountability by mandating transparency in child abuse
proceedings. Criminal proceedings are open to the public to ensure transparency,
accountability, and fairness within the justice system, allowing the public to observe how the
courts function and potentially deter judges and prosecutors from abusing their power by
knowing they are being watched. This “open court principle” should apply to child abuse
proceedings, with limited exceptions.

3. End aging out by ensuring a safe family is available for every child. Agencies routinely
fail to search for relatives. Meanwhile, there is only one licensed foster home for every three
children in care.” This critical shortage of homes pushes children into shelters, separates
siblings, and is a key factor behind the high number of children aging out of the system. Key
reforms include conducting immediate relative searches, rigorously enforcing permanency
timelines, and launching a national campaign to recruit foster and adoptive families.'®

4. Protect unborn children from the effects of neonatal drug exposure. Declared a public
health emergency by President Trump in 2018, the opioid crisis continues to devastate the
nation.' First Lady Melania Trump advocated for families and children, highlighting the
tragedy of “neonatal abstinence syndrome” and emphasizing "the importance of healthy
pregnancies.”? In-utero drug exposure can have severe developmental consequences,
including impaired growth, cognitive deficits, birth defects, altered brain development, and
lasting brain damage.?" A robust initiative could ensure access to drug treatment for pregnant
women, improving maternal and infant health, and reducing the need for foster care.??



5. Require states to provide civil “Miranda” warnings to inform parents of their rights
and responsibilities at the start of child safety investigations. To protect children and
parents from state overreach, their rights must be clearly defined in law and enforceable in
court. States should follow Arizona’s lead by providing parents with protections such as the
power to require investigators to have a court order before entering the home, to have an
attorney present when being questioned by a social worker, and to receive information about
the decision-making process. Children’s rights must also be enumerated, making it possible
to enforce those rights as part of abuse and neglect proceedings.?®

6. Stop child sex trafficking by prioritizing finding children missing from care.
Elements of this life-saving reform include requiring the states to search for children until they
are found, keeping cases open until a missing child is found and recovered, and ensuring
police have access to photographs to enable searching. Traffickers know that no one is
searching for these children. Until the nation prioritizes their safety, trafficking will never end.®

7. Tie Federal Funding to Child Safety Outcomes. Congress should condition key federal
funding streams—such as Title IV-E and discretionary grants—on demonstrable improvements
in child safety metrics, including reductions in repeat abuse incidents and child fatalities,
compliance with permanency timelines, and timely relative placements. States consistently
failing safety standards could face funding reallocation or mandated improvement plans,
while high-performing states could receive federal bonuses to assist struggling states.?

8. Prohibit States from Exploiting Foster Children’s Assets. Congress should pass a
comprehensive Foster Youth Benefit Protection Act, permanently prohibiting state agencies
from appropriating foster youth’s federal disability and survivor benefits to cover state
maintenance costs. The act would require agencies to proactively apply for and conserve
each child's benefits, manage those benefits under fiduciary standards solely in the child’s
best interests, and mandate transparency through rigorous reporting requirements.

9. Foster Youth Independence Accounts (FIA). Congress could create Foster Youth
Independence Accounts (FIA), providing foster youth with individual accounts to deter them
from running away by giving them enough cash in an account to see hope for their future if
they stay in the system and continue a positive trajectory as they transition into adulthood.?’

10. Reform "Aggravated Circumstances" Standards. Congress could revise the federal law
governing “aggravated circumstances” to clarify and strengthen requirements for the timely
termination of parental rights in egregious abuse cases. Ensuring these cases move swiftly
toward termination would prevent prolonged exposure of children to dangerous home
environments.

11. Dylan’s Law-No Infant in a Drug House Ever Again. Two-thirds of child maltreatment
fatalities occurred among children under three years of age. Nearly half of fatalities were
children under one.?® This life-saving measure would align with federal drug laws and protect



innocent infants and young children from being placed in homes with drug users and dealers.
If there are illegal drugs, there’s no placement. Period.

Congress could enact Dylan’s Law, named in memory of Dylan Groves, a child placed in a
home with active drug users. This law would explicitly prohibit agencies from placing children
in homes where illegal drug use is known. Strengthening federal protections around illegal
substance abuse in foster placements could significantly reduce infant fatalities and injuries
from drug exposure.?

POTENTIAL EXECUTIVE ORDERS

1. Executive Order to “Make America’s Children Safe Again.” The President might issue
an executive order declaring child safety the preeminent priority in abuse and neglect cases:
(a) Name a White House Special Advisor on Child Protection.
(b) Convene a presidential commission, chaired by the Special Advisor, to rapidly
identify transformative legislative and regulatory reforms addressing critical child
safety failures, including the opioid crisis impact.
(c) Set a deadline for the commission to produce a clear, actionable blueprint for
federal child safety reform within 12 months.

2. Executive Order to “End Child Trafficking in America.” The administration might issue
an executive order specifically targeting the trafficking of children from foster care. This would
involve direct coordination between the Departments of Health and Human Services, Justice,
Homeland Security, and others to recover and protect missing children from trafficking and
exploitation.

3. Executive Order to End Government Raids on Foster Children’s Benefits. The
President can stop a quiet injustice harming tens of thousands of foster youth by issuing an
executive order to end the government's seizure of foster children’s Social Security and
survivor benefits. These funds—intended to support vulnerable children—are routinely
intercepted by state agencies to pay for foster care, without notice or consent. The order
would direct federal agencies to prohibit this practice, ensure these funds are managed
transparently, and guarantee they are used only for the child’s direct benefit, not to subsidize
government budgets.*

POTENTIAL CAMPAIGNS FROM THE EXECUTIVE STAGE

The President and the First Lady, ACYF, and key agencies have a unique opportunity to use
the executive stage to rally the nation, calling on American companies, private citizens, faith-
based groups, civic organizations, and philanthropic leaders to join forces in improving
outcomes for abused and neglected children.

1. "Families Waiting for Children, Not Children Waiting for Families” Initiative. Building
on Dr. Alex Adams' testimony, this initiative might encourage corporations, civic groups, and



communities to undertake extensive foster-family recruitment efforts, adopt foster-family
friendly policies, and support campaigns to eliminate the shortage of foster families.

2. Strengthening Relative Searches. The President could direct HHS to enhance guidelines
for thorough and immediate relative searches, increasing the rate and effectiveness of kinship
placements.

3. Be Best Homes: Initiative for Children in Crisis and Foster Care. This national campaign,
championed by the First Lady, could elevate the dignity and urgency of foster parenting,
launching a “Just Say Yes to Fostering” campaign, targeting recruitment of families for teens,
siblings, and children with special needs.

4. "My Story, My Voice” Listening Tour. Executives could conduct roundtables with foster
youth nationwide, elevating their experiences and insights, bringing attention to systemic
improvements needed in child safety.

5. Promoting the Parental Rights and Child Safety Act. The executive could champion
state-level actions to adopt and enforce comprehensive bills of rights protecting both families
involved in child safety investigations and children in government custody. The Parental
Rights and Child Safety Act would reaffirm constitutional protections at every stage of child
safety proceedings.

REGULATORY CHANGES

Federal agencies could consider regulatory adjustments such as embedding a child-first
culture in guidance, expanding independent legal representation for children, strictly
enforcing permanency timelines, promoting transparency in child safety courts, tightening
data reporting, improving foster family recruitment and retention, combating trafficking from
foster care, and supporting youth transitioning out of foster care.

CONCLUSION

The Center for the Rights of Abused Children was founded to do more, be more, and change
more for children in danger—we're here to serve. Please reach us anytime:
Darcy@thecenterforchildren.org or Brad Galbraith at Brad@thecenterforchildren.org.
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