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Thank you, Chairman Hughes and members of the committee, for the opportunity to offer Sponsor Testimony on House Bill 214. The bill makes a variety of changes to Ohio’s foster care system.

First, I would like to acknowledge that I am proud to jointly co-sponsor this legislation with Representative Courtney Combs. Together, Representative Combs and I have teamed with Senators Tom Niehaus and Gary Cates in crafting two pieces of legislation that are running concurrently in the House and Senate, dealing with the state’s foster care system. House Bill 213, which Representative Combs is taking the lead on, has been referred to the House Criminal Justice Committee and I am honored to jointly sponsor that bill with him.

A number of the reforms contained in HB 214 and HB 213 stem from the tragic case of Marcus Fiesel. In August 2006, a horrible tragedy occurred when Marcus Fiesel, a 3 year-old developmentally disabled boy, died. Marcus had been placed in the custody of foster parents Liz and David Carroll. The Carrolls bound Marcus in a blanket and left him alone in a closet amid 80-degree temperatures while they attended a weekend family reunion. When they returned home, Marcus was dead. 

The investigation into his murder has revealed that various agencies did not have the information they needed to properly assess whether the Carrolls could care for Marcus. These revelations caused the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to release a report late last year outlining a series of changes needed in the foster care system. Many of these suggestions are contained in the two bills Representative Combs and I have introduced.
However, we decided early on that truly making a positive impact on the foster care system would require more than simply implementing the ODJFS recommendations. Late last year, Senator Tom Niehaus and I formed a large group of interested parties to discuss the other types of reforms needed. Over the course of the last six months, we have received an unprecedented amount of collaboration and held many meetings. Among the groups involved in these discussions: ODJFS, the Attorney General’s office, the Public Children Services Association of Ohio, the Ohio Association of Child Caring Agencies, 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 many representatives of local Job and Family Services. I have greatly valued the participation of all these groups, but I want to make special mention of a couple of other groups. Throughout this long process, we met with actual foster parents and foster children. I feel strongly that in order to enact meaningful foster care reforms, we must hear from the individuals doing the ground work and those are the foster parents. Fifteen years ago, my wife and I served as foster parents. I can tell you that being a foster parent was one of the most meaningful experiences in my personal life. It has been a priority during this process that the proposals we put forth do not deter individuals from becoming foster parents and I believe this bill reflects that.
Something we heard from the foster parents we spoke with is that a lack of communication exists between experienced foster parents and prospective foster parents. Many of the individuals we spoke with told us that the best advice they’ve heard comes not from case workers, but from foster parents with hands-on experience. These experienced foster parents can greatly assist in providing information about how to best care for foster children. Those foster parents know how to educate them about the special needs that are often involved in the process of proper foster care. We listened to their concerns and have acted. HB 214 provides a way for experienced foster parents to use a portion of their required continuing training to assist in mentoring prospective foster parents. Specifically, the bill states that a foster caregiver may fulfill up to 20% of the required amount of continuing training prescribed in ORC by teaching one or more training classes for other foster caregivers or by providing mentorship services to other foster caregivers. ODJFS shall adopt rules for the qualification of foster caregivers to provide training or mentorship services to other foster caregivers. 
We must also ensure that foster parents are able to care for children without being afraid of their own safety and the safety of the children. This is why HB 214 includes language specifying that the names of foster caregivers and their addresses are not public record. Let me give you just one example as to why this provision is so important. In a smaller county in Ohio, there may be only a dozen or two foster parents in that county. This is true of Seneca County, which I represent, and I would imagine it is true of a number of other counties across Ohio. If the names and addresses of all foster caregivers in that county were published, it would not be difficult for that foster child’s birth parents to locate them. As you can imagine, when a child is taken from the birth parents, it is often because of a concern for that child’s safety. If we do not implement this language, we open up the very real possibility of further tragedy occurring. I would like to make it clear that this is a public safety issue and not a public records issue. 
We have heard that the amount of training prospective foster parents receive is often not sufficient. A large portion of children entering the system have special needs and, therefore, parents should receive the kind of training that teaches them how to handle those needs. HB 214 expands the number of training hours required for prospective foster parents from 24 hours to 36 hours. 

Another product of our discussion with foster parents is that they often do not have a seat at the table when it comes to decision-making at the state level. HB 214 adds two current and certified foster caregivers to the Ohio Child Welfare Training Program Steering Committee. Currently, ODJFS officials, a representative of a regional training center, representatives and employees of public children services agencies, and representative of the Ohio child welfare training coordinator make up that committee. Having experienced foster parents serving on this committee is a positive step in allowing more involvement.
HB 214 establishes a Child Placement Level of Care Tool pilot program in 10 counties to combine best practices and ensure foster placement agencies have the ability and resources to properly measure the needs of the child they are looking to place. There have been problems in the past with placement agencies properly diagnosing a child’s special needs. During the course of our many meetings, we have learned of county agencies developing methods to improve diagnosis. Cuyahoga County and Hamilton County have been at the forefront of innovative measures and the plan is to use aspects of their models to eventually implement a statewide system. My office has worked closely with the Public Children’s Service Association of Ohio on this issue and I know you will hear testimony in the future as to the merits of this pilot program.

The bill authorizes the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services to petition the US Department of Health and Human Services to allow Title IV-E funding to include an additional standard of foster care certification for child specific placements in which the child has an existing relationship with the foster caregivers. In my discussions with experts in the foster care field, I have repeatedly heard that the most successful placements and experiences occur when the foster child knows their foster caregiver. Whether it be a relative, a baseball coach, a Scout leader, or an acquaintance from church or school – foster children are often most comfortable in these types of situations. With federal approval of a separate classification, the state of Ohio can increase the number of these placements and create a better environment for our foster children. 
HB 214 also empowers juvenile courts to provide Title IV-E services for eligible youth who are determined to be at serious risk of removal from the home and for whom the court has undertaken a plan of reasonable efforts to prevent such removal. 

Additionally, the bill clarifies responsibility among counties in dealing with MRDD foster children. Placement of MRDD children has often been an issue when moving that child from one county to another. During those circumstances, problems have arisen in getting that child’s vital information from one county to the next. HB 214 ensures that all pertinent information is shared in a timely manner.

There are many other key foster care reforms contained in Representative Combs’ bill. The bill that I am proud to carry represents a victory for foster parents in a number of ways. In the coming weeks, you will hear from a number of experts who will provide in-depth information as to the bill’s merits. I am confident that HB 214 will serve as one piece of the puzzle in reforming foster care in Ohio. 

Thank you for your attention to my testimony and I am happy to answer your questions.
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