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EDITORIAL

Don't make Grandma get a license

By the Dayton Daily News

March 18, 2005

Ohio officials who work with abused and neglected children are protesting a proposed federal regulation they say would require states to license grandmothers who take in their grandchildren.

The officials make convincing arguments that the new rule would set back the positive trend of turning to family members — so called "kin caregivers" — to provide temporary homes for these children. The federal government has been supporting such arrangements, but the rule change could cost Ohio $10 million of Washington's money each year.

Under the proposed new rule, states wouldn't be reimbursed for the costs of finding homes for abused and neglected children unless they're placed with licensed foster parents. In Ohio, relatives who care for abused or neglected children aren't made to get foster care licenses. The only allowance that would be made for these caregivers under the proposed regulation is a brief grace period. Federal reimbursements would be allowed while a family member is pursuing a license.

Many who are caring for the children of their family members don't want to be classic foster parents; they simply want to be there for their grandchildren or nieces and nephews. For them, state training requirements make less sense. So do stringent regulations, such as those, for example, that require the children have bedrooms with doors.

"Grandma may have a basement room for her teenage grandson that is perfect for him," the director of statewide advocacy organization notes.

Ohio child protective officials argue that safety isn't compromised by a system that treats family members differently from other foster parents. All caregivers have to pass criminal background checks and are checked up on by caseworkers.

Wade F. Horn, a Heath and Human Services Department undersecretary, points out that the federal law that authorizes financial support for foster care requires placements be made to licensed facilities. He says he has to follow the law. But there are generous, less rigid ways to interpret it. Until now, children placed with relatives whose homes aren't licensed have been treated as "candidates" for foster care, with state child protective agencies eligible for federal support.

This flexibility helps minimize disruption to children taken out of their parents homes by making it easier for willing relatives to care for them. These arrangements may have required Washington to adopt a strained interpretation of the law, but there's hardly been an outcry for tightened regulation.

Washington is moving toward giving states more latitude in how they use foster-care money. While the big-picture issues are worked out, federal officials should find ways to accommodate front-line child welfare agencies who want to place neglected kids in homes with people they know.

Requiring a "granny license" puts legal formality ahead of that goal.
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