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Chairman Stewart, Ranking Member Brown, and members of the Committee, I am Gayle Channing Tenenbaum, the Legislative Director of the Public Children Services Association of Ohio. The Public Children Services Association represents the 88 Public Child Welfare Agencies in our state with a mission of safe children, stable families and supportive communities. Each year we provide services for almost 200,000 children and their families and in 2005 had 29,595 children in our custody.
There are some good numbers to report about Ohio’s child welfare system today: Reported incidences of child abuse and neglect have declined in recent years and with this decline we have seen a decrease in the numbers of children in custody and a reduction in the number of placement days used. We have also seen a reduction in the number of children waiting for adoption. Much of this has been accomplished by improved assessment and safety planning processes and investing in in-home, community based services to strengthen families and avoid placements in out of home care.
However, just as you have heard from our partners serving Ohio’s older population at the other end of the age continuum, in child welfare, we must support a  system that provides the appropriate services to children and families at every point. That means investing in prevention programs, which we can do through programs like HELP ME GROW and the Incredible Years that help parents with stresses in their lives learn how to use appropriate discipline with their children rather than abuse. Our child welfare director in Cuyahoga County, Jim McCafferty, insists that the HELP ME GROW program is the single most important child abuse prevention program there is in Cuyahoga County. It means getting treatment for preschoolers who have been abused and neglected through funding from the Access to Better Care program, as we heard from Dr. Sites earlier this week in order to make the child healthy and prevent long term mental illness, while we work with the permanent care giver, often a kinship care giver, on parenting skills.-----It means providing respite care or in home relief to a parent of an autistic child whose parent may not be able to cope 24-7, but with a plan worked out so that placement will not be necessary and abuse will not occur.  It means looking for relatives to care for a child if the parent is not able or the child is not safe with the parent-------working on providing physical and emotional supports for their grandchild, niece, nephew, or younger sibling. It means making sure that our foster parents are well screened and have the supports they need to handle children who come to them with many physical and emotional scars; it means if removal is necessary that we apply aggressive strategies to assist families to develop a safe place to raise their child so reunification can occur; and if reunification cannot occur we must find permanent adoptive homes for these children in a timely way. 
Child welfare is not a simple field-------every case is complex because it involves the life of a child and a family in a community. Disproportionate minority representation is also a recognized problem both at the state and local level throughout our child welfare system. Research shows children from low income, resource poor neighborhoods, have a greater rate of referral into child welfare, and often fewer resources to support families to divert from child welfare placement and swift reunification.  

I am going to outline how this budget attempts to address the issue of minority disproportionality in Ohio’s child welfare system, as well as several initiatives we support. Public Children Services Association of Ohio joins our sister county government organizations in this support, the Ohio Job and Family Services Directors Association, the County Commissioners Association, and the Child Support Directors Association. After that, Crystal Allen our Executive director, will briefly outline some particular distinctions about foster and kinship care that were raised by members of the committee last week, you will then hear from Terry Gatewood, a foster youth, and Jane Tompkins, an adoptive mother. 

· Adoption - $50 per month increase in the state base for adoption assistance from $250 to $300, per month which will benefit 6,600 families who are providing permanent loving homes to Ohio’s children.  In 2006 2,000 children were placed for adoption through the Public Child Welfare System but we still have 2,800 waiting and a disproportionate number of those children are African American. To that end the Governor’s budget supports continuing using $5 million in TANF for adoption recruitment activities including dollars used for child specific adoptions and efforts to recruit families, which match the racial/ethnic profiles of the children in care.
· Kinship Care - Continuing use of $10 million of TANF in each year of the Biennium for the Kinship Permanency Incentive Program. In 2006 1,778 Kinship families were able to use this program and 56% were African American. Research shows families of color have a rich kinship support to build on (both relative and non-relative), and policies such as this program are effective to divert these families from the child welfare system. We strongly support the proposed changes in the budget that would increase eligibility for the program to 300% of poverty and eliminating the requirement that a child has to be adjudicated abused, neglected, dependent or unruly before they can be eligible. 350 families were denied funding under this program in 2006 because of these restrictions.
· Increase in the Child Protection Line Item by $9.1 Million dollars in each year of the Biennium. These dollars are the state share of funding used by the counties to provide basic child welfare services at the county level. The Federal Government provides 41% and local government 49% and the State Government 10% of funding for Child Welfare.  PCSAO is also a member of the Local Governments and Services focused on bringing attention to policy makers of the loss our agencies will face from the phase out of the Tangible Personal Property Tax that will begin as of 2011. For County Child Welfare agencies this will be a $31.50 million dollar loss and for all local government agencies it will be $1.6 billion. We look forward to working with you as members of the General Assembly in finding a solution to this serious issue before 2011.
This line item is used to support investigating and assessing reports of abuse. We support in-home, community based services, so we can support all children in their own homes in all communities. We support adoptions and foster care. But we must not talk just about foster care reform, but minimizing the use of foster care through prevention, strong in-home and community services including health care, mental health and addiction treatment, and aggressive reunification services and strong support after reunification. This is true for children from every community, rural, suburban, black, and white or Hispanic. These dollars will help us make those needed investments for all families in all communities.
· Supports for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care - Continued use of $2.5 million in TANF to support youth aging out of foster care with life skills, housing and work supports.
Extending Medicaid coverage for youth aging out of foster care from the age of 18 through 21.  Each year 1,300 young people age out of foster care – they need health coverage as they begin working, attend a trade school and enter adulthood.  
· Office for Children and Families Budget in ODJFS - $2.6 million over the biennium to support foster care oversight and a strong SACWIS support system.
· Access to Better Care ( ABC) - Continued funding and a $1.3 million increase over the biennium for behavioral health prevention, early intervention and treatment services with focus on community based services.

· OWF Cash Assistance Grants – PCSAO supports the cost of living increase to begin January of 2008 rather than 2009, if sustainable in the TANF plan. 
· Health Care for Children and Families
Strongly supports access to health care coverage for all children in Ohio

Supports expansion of SCHIP eligibility to 300% with cost sharing

Medicaid coverage for all youth up to age 21

Medicaid coverage for pregnant women up to 200%

Restoration of coverage for parents of children up to 100% of poverty

Restoration of dental, chiropractic and psychological services
Support for federal waiver to insure people up to 150% of poverty

The Public Children Services Association of Ohio and our agencies have many, many successes to point to, but we know we have much work to do. In our rural communities the increase in children coming into care because of meth labs and their disastrous impact on the lives of families and their children continues to escalate, while in urban areas the disproportionate number of children of color in foster care and waiting for adoption needs to be addressed. We are doing both. 
PCSAO strongly supported the passage of SB 53 and is an active member of the Drug Endangered Task Force supporting a multidisciplinary effort between law enforcement, public safety, child welfare, health care, courts, schools and social services. With respect to disporportionality we place a significant focus on cultural diversity training for all new caseworkers, as well as ongoing training and counties have been working hard to maintain a talented, diverse workforce. We have special efforts to recruit minority resource families. However, we are trying to do more to decrease the number of minority children coming into care. Our large urban counties are analyzing placement data and then meeting with non-traditional neighborhood partners to empower communities to support families in crisis without bringing their children into custody. 
This is the work we do each and every day and will continue across the child welfare continuum with your on-going support of this proposed budget. Thank you for your time and now I think that you will be hearing from our other witnesses and then taking questions at the end of the presentation. 
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