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Chairman Latta, members of the committee, thank you for giving me the opportunity to come before you on behalf of the foster care children and parents of the state of Ohio and present sponsor testimony on House Bill 213, legislation regarding foster care background checks, information sharing, and safeguards intended to protect our most precious treasures – our children.

Over the past six months an interested parties group has been meeting to discuss the necessary changes needed in the Foster Care system. After a tragic case, the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services issued a report outlining suggested changes and this group set out to make these changes. The best minds in the foster care industry came together, discussed the issues, worked on the details, and what you see before you if the result of that hard work and dedication.

I would first like to acknowledge the hard work of our colleague Rep. Jeff Wagner, a former foster parent, who has worked tirelessly on this issue and who I am proud to have as a sponsor with me on this legislation. Rep. Wagner has introduced House Bill 214 dealing with the placement of foster care children and the training of foster care parents. Together, along with Sen. Niehaus and Sen. Cates, who have companion legislation in the Senate, we plan to fix the problems of the current foster care system and put in place the best foster care system in the country.

Also, I would be remiss if I did not mention the hard work of those groups and organizations that have been advocates for foster children and parents through out this process and who have provided us with invaluable information. We would not be here today without the help of ODJFS, the Ohio Attorney General’s Office, the Ohio Association of Child Caring Agencies, the Public Children Services Association of Ohio, the Ohio Family Care Association, the Adoption Network, the Family Service Council, the Institute for Human Services, the Ohio Judicial Conference, the County Commissioners Association, and representatives from local Job & Family Service agencies in Butler, Clermont, Cuyahoga, Lorain, Lucas, and Montgomery counties.
Let me also not forgot those foster children and parents who have been apart of the process from the beginning. It is those children and parents who understand, better than any of us, how the foster care system affects lives and how we can improve it. We thank them for the invaluable input and thank them for their courage to help change the foster care system.
Many of you have heard of the tragic case of Marcus Fiesel. Marcus, an autistic child, was placed in the foster home of Liz and David Carroll. Late last summer, the Carroll’s attended an out-of-state, weekend-long family reunion. They did not take Marcus with them. They did not leave Marcus with a trusted neighbor. Instead, on an 80 degree afternoon, the Carroll’s bound Marcus in a blanket, put him in a closet, and left.
When the Carroll’s returned home, Marcus was dead.

As sad and tragic as that story is, it is more un-nerving to know that this situation could have been prevented. As an autistic child, Marcus should have been placed with a foster family that understood the needs of a developmentally disabled child. This is an issue that is addressed in Rep. Wagner’s House Bill 214.

After Marcus’ death, an investigation led to the discovery that David Carroll had been arrested two months before this incident for domestic violence, yet none of the agencies involved had any knowledge of the arrest. Had that information been shared this tragedy may have been avoided.

This is what House Bill 213 aims to do – create an information system and implement safeguards that will allow more in-depth background checks and real-time information to be at the fingertips of our children services agencies and to create the tools needed to protect our foster children and parents.

Here are the changes House Bill 213 brings to the foster care system in Ohio:

· Creates the retained applicant fingerprint database to allow state and county agencies to be notified immediately if a foster parent has been arrested for an offense that would preclude them from being certified as a foster parent. This allows agencies to determine what, if any, action is necessary.

· Expands the list of offenses that preclude someone from being a foster parent to include permitting child abuse, menacing by stalking, cruelty to animals, and repeat drunk driving (2 convictions within 3 years). Currently, an individual is ineligible for becoming a foster parent if they have been convicted of a number of crimes, including homicide, assault, abuse, kidnapping, sex offenses, arson and drug offenses. 

· Requires an FBI background check of prospective foster parents prior to certification or licensure, and again, whenever they apply for recertification or license renewal. 
· Requires a search of the Statewide Automated Child Welfare Information System (SACWIS) prior to certification and at recertification of foster parents. SACWIS is the primary system agencies use to track essential information about children in the custody of the state.

· Gives private child placing agencies and non-custodial agencies access to SACWIS.
· Ensures that through the Ohio Administrative Code, child placement agencies have the ability to verify financial information provided by foster parents during the screening process. 

· Precludes day care providers who already care for between 7-12 children (state certified as Type A providers) from becoming foster parents. 

· Prohibits specialized foster homes from being certified as Type A or B (caring for 6 or less) day care.

· Requires a person who is licensed as both a Type B day care provider and a foster parent to notify the parents of the children in their facility that they are also a foster parent. 
Attached is a summary of the changes outlined by the Public Children Services Association of Ohio.

These changes are essential as we must ensure that all who wish to become foster parents are properly screened and that information is shared through out our public and private agencies in real-time to ensure our foster children are safe.

All of the parties involved worked hard to also ensure that we do not discourage those who want to become foster parents from doing so. We did not want to create a system that scares prospective parents away from becoming foster parents because we do not want to leave our foster children without a loving and caring home. We believe we have accomplished this in House Bill 213.

House Bill 213 makes much needed changes to the way the foster care and children services agencies share information in the state of Ohio and creates safeguards to protect our children.. These changes, coupled with the training and placement changes made in Rep. Wagner’s House Bill 214, are one giant step forward in improving the state’s foster care system. 

Your support of this legislation will install new safeguards and allow pertinent information to flow freely and into the hands of those who need the information most – our children services providers who are working tirelessly to improve the lives of our children.

Thank you again for the opportunity to stand before you today as apart of this historic journey for the foster care children and parents of Ohio. I would be more than happy to answer any of your questions.


