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Encouraging Early Engagement of All Parenting Resources
Contact:
 Gary Malkasian, Foster Care Justice Alliance – 425-780-0849
ISSUE

For children that remain in foster care longer than 15 months, successful family reunifications drop dramatically.  Conversely, the longer a child remains in out-of-home care, the greater the pathologies, including Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome, Reactive Attachment Disorder, Depression, Anxiety, Aggression, and Self Injury.

Parents and other relatives need to be notified of the seriousness of dependency and of the child’s needs.  We have seen that notification of TPR can cause a renewed interest in the case.  The understanding of the seriousness of the situation generated by that notification needs to come earlier.  And for those parents who willfully do not engage in services, the child needs permanency, in keeping with the goals of ASFA.
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The goal of the Adoption Safe Families Act and corresponding state legislation is to achieve timely permanency.  If a child has been in out-of-home care 15 of the last 22 months, the state must file the termination of parental rights petition, or obtain a written good cause exemption from the court explaining why TPR is not in the best interest of the child.  To prevail at a TPR trial, the state must show that it made reasonable efforts to reunite the family.  Failure by the parent to remove the deficiencies that caused the dependency in one year creates a rebuttable presumption that they will not be removed in a timely manner to allow permanency.

The problem is that in too many cases, the 12 month clock runs consecutively for each parent.  Often parents or other relatives that wish to be parenting options do not engage in services, believing they are doing the right thing by allowing the other parent to “have a chance first.”  The state waits until it is ready to terminate the rights of both parents before filing TPR on either of them, and it is at this point that the absent parent will make an 11th hour attempt to gain custody.  They rarely succeed to do anything except keep the child in limbo for another year, while the department works to meet its burden.
Ironically, parents who are knowingly and willfully absent for years at a time have a better chance at regaining custody than a parent that did engage early but struggled with compliance.
Similarly, relatives who could be secondary permanency plans are often not contacted or do not engage in services until the state is ready to file TPR, by which point the child has likely formed a parental bond with the foster parents, or has changed placements so often she has behavioral and emotional problems requiring advanced parenting skills.

OUTCOME

Early permanency works.  The best outcomes occur when the parent engages in services early.
Modification of the Notification of Dependency

All parties are notified that the primary, secondary, and tertiary permanency plans are to run concurrently, and that failure to engage in services may have serious consequences and damages the child’s chances of a positive outcome.  Even if the parent wishes placement with another parent to be the primary permanency plan, the parent is encouraged to engage in services in the best interest of the child.

Additional Warning Notification

If a parent fails to appear for six months, the parent receives a warning notification that failure to engage in services may have serious consequences and damages the child’s chances of a positive outcome.

Expand the Use of Gas and Hotel Vouchers

Expand the use of gas and hotel vouchers for parents and relatives identified as placement alternatives, to include per incident fines for merchants that refuse to honor valid vouchers.

Modification of the Termination of Parental Rights Petition

Failure to be in contact with the child for 15 months is added as an aggravating circumstance, if the parent knew the child was in out-of-home care, was properly notified, was given opportunity to have a relationship with the child, and it is in the best interest of the child.
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