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Braam Foster Care Data Released Showing Few Improvements By State

Plaintiffs Warn That Governor’s Budget Could Force Case Back Into Court

Today, the Washington State Department of Social And Health Services released the first comprehensive statistical foster care data showing its performance on annual benchmarks in the Braam Implementation Plan.  The benchmarks were set by the Braam Panel, which consists of five national child welfare experts, after working closely for a year and a half with the Department, Plaintiffs’ attorneys and stakeholders.  The data released today showed that the Department had failed to reach all measurable statistical benchmarks that it was required to meet by June 30, 2006, among them:

· Foster homes - Increasing the number of beds available to children in care;

· Placement stability - Decreasing the number of youth experiencing less than three placements in their first few years in care;

· Kinship care - Increasing the number of kinship care providers;

· Sibling separation - Increasing the number of siblings placed together;

· Health care - Increasing the timeliness of health screening, assessment and services;

· Runaways - Reducing runaway events and time as a runaway; and

· Foster parent training - Increasing the in-service training to foster caregivers.

The Department’s performance has actually worsened in a substantial number of areas, including the number of beds available to children in care, a critical component of the settlement.  While the benchmarks were not finalized until mid-way through the 2006 fiscal year, most were areas that the Department had been working on for years either as part of their own reform plan or in which the Legislature had mandated improvement in for many years.  

“We are still looking at these numbers,” said Casey Trupin, Plaintiffs’ attorney from Columbia Legal Services, “but they’re disappointing to everyone involved, to say the least.  Most importantly, they illustrate that this system is still urgently in need of reform.”  Plaintiffs’ attorneys noted that the Department has made policy and programmatic changes in a number of areas.  “It is clear that the changes that the Department has made have not yet yielded results in the areas measured.  At the very least, there has to be a greater commitment to concrete change.”  

Noting the $38 million requested by the Department for Braam-related items but not included in the Governor’s budget, Trupin continued, “It’s hard to understand why the Governor has decided not to fully support this process, when so many are working so hard to make it work.”

The Department was not able to measure data in a number of areas, and has been working to review individual cases to measure compliance.  The Department requested $2.4 million to gather data for Braam, but the Governor did not include this request in her proposed budget.  The Governor also excluded funds requested by the Department for an annual foster parent survey, which will be used to measure performance on a number of child welfare benchmarks.  The Governor also declined to include millions of dollars requested to:

· Allow siblings to visit each other despite the data indicating a decline in children placed with some or all of their siblings;

· Provide health screeners, despite a failure to reach benchmarks in a number of areas related to health and mental health screening;

· Increase recruitment and retention of non-kin foster homes, despite an overall decline in foster homes; and

· Improve the education of foster youth, despite numerous upcoming benchmarks in this area.

 “When she prioritizes an issue, the Governor has proven she can bring about change,” commented Trupin. “In this case, however, she has shown ambivalence towards perhaps the most well thought-out, expert and data-driven foster care reform process in any state. Her issues with the lawsuit should not overshadow the great benefits it offers to foster kids.”

“The Governor has identified the safety of children in foster care as a major priority but this budget does not fund what the Governor’s own department and other professionals say is required to protect children from harm,” noted Tim Farris, one of the Plaintiffs’ attorneys.    “More children are going to be harmed if the necessary funding is not made available.  If these children and this process are abandoned, we - as the attorneys for the children - will be forced to ask the courts to provide the protection that the state won’t.”

Plaintiffs’ attorneys noted a few positive aspects to the data.  “For the first time in memory, there is a statistically significant and comprehensive measure of how the state is doing in a number of areas,” noted Bill Grimm, plaintiffs’ attorney with the National Center for Youth Law.  “Conducting reform based on anecdote or conjecture, as this state and many others have done for years, is a recipe for failure.  The Department should be commended for working hard to analyze this data, however disappointing the data is.”

The Braam Panel was convened several years ago as a result of the settlement in the Braam vs. State of Washington - a lawsuit brought on behalf of thousands of foster children in the state of Washington who had been bounced from home to home by the foster care system. In February of 2006 the Panel released its Implementation Plan, which set out a definitive plan for reform over the next five years. The plan requires changes in six key areas that affect children’s lives in the foster care system: placement stability, mental health, foster parent training and information, unsafe or inappropriate placements, sibling separation, and services to adolescents. For more information, see www.braamkids.org. 
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