

The Capitol Annex, Room 169
Frankfort, Kentucky

Meeting No. 3
November 16, 2006

Panel Members in Attendance: 

CHFS Secretary Mark D. Birdwhistell, Chair

DCBS Commissioner Tom Emberton, Jr.

Dr. Terry Brooks, KY Youth Advocates

Representative Tom Burch

Mr. David Cozart, LexLinc

Senator Julie Denton

Dr. Kay Hoffman, UK College of Social Work

Judy Lambeth, Maryhurst

Kent Ostrander, Family Foundation of KY

Michelle Sanborn, Children’s Alliance

Dr. Terry Singer, U of L School of Social Work

Sky Tanghe, Jefferson County DCBS

Representative Susan Westrom

Absent Members:

Patrick Yewell, Administrative Office of the Courts

Secretary Birdwhistell called the meeting to order and thanked the panel members and the audience for their attendance.

Guardian Ad Litem Discussion
The Honorable John Hamlet, an attorney from Jefferson County, outlined some of his experiences with termination cases and provided the following recommendations for improvement:
1. Appointment of counsel at temporary removal hearings
2. Orientation/briefing tutorial for parents on what to expect at the temporary removal hearing

3.  Notice requirements for temporary removal hearings for parents
Senator Denton questioned whether it would be beneficial to amend statute or regulation to require the renewal of an Emergency Custody Order (ECO) if the parent has not received adequate notice of the temporary removal hearing and if that would cause any unintended consequences.  Mr. Hamlet responded that to his knowledge it would not cause any unintended consequences.
The Honorable Robin Cornette, an attorney practicing in Fayette County stated the panel needed to hear from attorneys practicing in rural areas of the state, from prosecutors, retired social workers, and resource providers.  The recommended improvements suggested by Ms. Cornette are:
1. Revised KRS 625 to remove the provision to terminate parental rights based on the amount of time children are placed in a foster home.
2. Increase the resources available for parents.

3. Revise the fee schedule for GALs.
4. Provide statutory authority for the reimbursement of expenses in termination cases.
5. Training needs to be enhanced for Court Appointed Counsel for parents.
6. Provide supervised visitation services for families.
7. Amend KRS 610 to enable the courts to have jurisdiction over the care, treatment and placement of a child once they committed to the Cabinet.

Ms. Cornette stated there needed to be a review of the Cabinet’s internal permanency planning process to insure that individuals are not making decisions to terminate parental rights without the appropriate consultation with experienced staff.

David Cozart questioned whether she was referencing financial resources or accessibility to resources to help families and if there are specific resources that would be most the most helpful. Ms. Cornette responded that she was referring to the availability of services and that the most prevalent need is for additional free and sliding fee scale substance abuse services for men and women.

Senator Denton questioned if there was an association or group for GALs that has published a report on the GALs recommendations for improving the system.  Ms. Cornette replied that there was no such organization. 
Secretary Birdwhistell requested written comments from Ms. Cornette.

Foster Care Review Board 

Angie Funk, Past State Chair of the KY Foster Care Review Board stated there are 800 trained volunteers on 40 boards across the state.  The Boards conduct a paper review of case files at least every 6 months for all children in foster care to insure their needs are being met and they are moving toward permanency.  In 2005, the FCRB completed 22,364 reviews of 9,058 committed children which are forwarded to the Judge and to the caseworkers.  Ms. Funk indicated that in the past 10 years as a Board member in Fayette County she has not seen a trend or move toward fast, inappropriate adoptions.  Most times, they see the reverse, which is children remaining in the system five or more years.

Ms. Funk outlined the following areas for improvement:

1. Everything must be document in the case file in logical order including information about the biological family, the foster family and any internal Cabinet issues that are impacting the case.

2. The Cabinet needs to respond to FCRB questions in writing.

3. FCRB and Judges need access to the foster parent files.

4. Children should not be moved out of state until the termination of parental rights process and adoption are complete.

5. When there is a difference of opinion on a case, the Cabinet needs to be willing to listen to the FCRBs opinion, evaluate it and change goals when appropriate. 

Ms. Funk requested the amendment of KRS 605.090 to include language that requires that when a child will be released from care, a written order of discharge with or without further hearings would be issued by the court and would  become effective 45 days after there issuance.  She further stated the State FCRB had worked out an agreement with the Cabinet that FCRBs would be provided notice of Family Team Meetings/Facilitated Planning Meetings for cases to serve as a silent observer in lieu of amending the statute.  It is the belief of the FCRB that if a child is committed with a court order, they should be released by a court order.

Ms. Funk stated that the current State Chair of the FCRB could not attend today due to  illness but had provided the following comments for consideration by the Panel;
1. Additional Cabinet staff need to be hired to assist staff in preparing paperwork for adoptions.
2. GALs need to have contact with families prior to the hearing.

3. In some areas of the state, Judges will not terminate parental rights for any reason.

Secretary Birdwhistell requested copies of written comments
Rep. Westrom questioned whether the FCRBs are independent of the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC) and how they are funded.  Ms. Funk replied that the boards are independent of AOC with support staff provided by AOC.  Ms. Funk did state that it is difficult sometimes to remain independent since the FCRB is governed by AOC.
Parent Advocate Program

LaRonda Davis, the Parent Advocate Program Coordinator in Jefferson County, reported that  Jefferson County started the Parent Advocacy Program which is a mentoring program for parents involved in the child welfare system with grant funds from the Annie E. Casey Foundation.  The Parent Advocates fill the gap between the parents and the social worker and assist them with grief, loss, communication and self-advocacy.  Ms. Davis stated that in order to be a parent advocate you must have had involvement with CPS, the case is closed and the parent has been reunified with their child. She further stated that if the parent is a recovering addict, they also have to be clean and sober for at least 1 year.  The program targets cases with a child under the age of 5, or involved with CPS for the 1st time or the family lives in an area with high removal rates.  Ms. Davis commented that parents involved with CPS are overwhelmed, over 80% of the parents are addicts that are struggling with addiction while trying to meet the goals set in the case plan.  The Parent Advocates are volunteers that work with families to guide them through the child welfare system, help the parents build connections with their children, assist with visitation and assist parents in the completion of their case plan objectives by providing support and locating needed resources.
Panel member Sky Tanghe stated that she uses the Parent Advocates to teach parents about the punitive measures that a court may use in a case and the program has also taught her how to work with families in different ways to assist them in meeting the objectives of the case plan and successfully reuniting with their children..  She recommended that the Department provide the opportunity to create full-time parent advocate positions.
David Cozine stated that he believes the Parent Advocates continue to grow personally as they work with families and that this is an example of community resources being used that promote a shared responsibility to assist families.  He further stated the program could most likely be expanded even in rural areas.  Commissioner Emberton noted that the Department is in the process of expanding the program to other areas outside of Jefferson County.
Secretary Birdwhistell stated this program could address some of the issues pointed out in earlier presentations related to resources for parents.
Women In Transition
Members of the Women In Transition group provided several personal testimonies regarding their experiences with the child welfare system and outlined the following concerns:
1. Believes some workers are motivated by values other than reuniting families;

2. Lack of accountability for caseworkers;

3. Unrealistic expectations for families;

4. Inadequate legal representation for parents;

5. Inadequate funding for reunification services;

6. Need to assess frontline workers on a continuing basis;

7. Enforcement of Standards of Practice.

Secretary Birdwhistell thanked the members of the group for testifying before the panel and requested that additional suggestions/recommendations be provided to the panel in writing.

Secretary Birdwhistell concluded the meeting by stating the recommendations provided today that could be channeled into legislative action for the 2007 legislative session.  The next meeting of the Panel is scheduled for Thursday, December 14, 2006.
Amended December 14, 2006 to reflect correct attendance by members.
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