Dear Mrs. Obama,

My name is Lyda Gunter. I am a 60 year old grandmother, living in the foothills of Appalachia in Morgan County Ohio. 

I have had full custody of my grandson, Bryant, since his birth. Bryant has never lived with his mother; he has never known his father.

I would like to ask your assistance in bringing attention to the deplorable living conditions for many grandmothers rearing their grandchildren all over this nation.

In Ohio 186,000 children are being cared for by non-parent family members - 85,000 of these caregivers are women over the age of 55 

The state of Ohio expects these children to be fed & clothed for: 



$259 per month for the first child



An additional $96 is provided for the second child



And $79 for the third child

  Foster care providers receive anywhere between $270-3500 per month per child.

While most grandmothers are planning for their retirement, “their golden years”, 85,000 of us are facing the dire reality that our already meager funds are completely inadequate to incorporate the needs of a developing child into our lives.
As a rule, our grandchildren arrive on our doorsteps with varied emotional and physical issues. Many of these children have genetic disorders; others have suffered neglect and abuse. Many lack the ability to adapt to what we would call a normal home environment, as they have never experienced normal anything. The day-to-day experience of caring for these children is anything but straightforward. Kinship Caregivers learn quickly that from first light to bedtime, life with these children is an exercise in tolerance and stamina. 

Being an older woman can be problematic in itself.  Age has a way of eating away at our energy levels; our coping skills; and the ability to organize the needs for ourselves, none-the-less the lives of these fragmented children. My observations come not only from my own experience but that of many kinship families I’ve met.

The truly frightening reality for us is that we ourselves may not be in the best of health nor are we financially sound, yet we understand only too well that if we deny care to our grandchildren they will go to live with strangers.

The Foster Care system is filled with kind persons who open their homes to many forgotten children. But life in a stranger’s home does not offer our loved ones the opportunity to know their family history and traditions.  In Foster Care there are too few moments for the children to understand where they came from, the hope of where they might go, and most important of all, that they are loved by their family.  

The desperate needs of our grandchildren take priority over our own equanimity. Hence we step weak-kneed into the role of motherhood again, knowing from the very beginning that we are completely unprepared for the challenges that lie ahead, bodily and financially.

It is obvious that persons everywhere are suffering the ravages of the declining economy.  We grandparents are no different. The only difference is that we have, in most cases, been living below the poverty level even before the recession was recognized. Now - we must factor in the cost of rearing these children with substandard funding. 

I know of grandmothers who cannot afford to heat their homes as winter nears its end, and there is often not enough food to make it through to the end of the month. 

We, as a society, have expectations that properly nourished children can and will develop into tomorrow’s movers and shakers. Everyone knows that the consumption of milk and fresh fruits and vegetables will greatly improve their potential.

The current food allotment does not permit the luxury of enough truly nutritious foods. The subsidies provided through state funding finds far too much of a child’s daily dietary intake to be high sugar products, loaded with carbohydrates. Many of these kids practically live on cereal and other junk foods, because junk food is more affordable than fresh fruits and vegetables. This less than healthy fare remains a necessity to stretch the monthly food supply.

The government issues statements regularly about lessening childhood obesity, but the means to provide more wholesome foods is unavailable to those of us with a staunchly restricted income.

There is not enough money for house repairs, car repairs, clothing and personal hygiene needs. The mere act of taking a child to the doctor becomes a drama. There simply is no money for transportation, especially for those of us who live rurally.
We caregivers have mortgaged, even sold our homes to keep our kin-children out of the Foster Care system. Please consider that studies done by the Pew Charitable Trust shows that Foster Care children are more likely to become homeless, or turn to crime, after they leave the system since many have no real family support in their times of need. 

Many Kinship Caregivers, myself included, are also charged with the care of our Elderly Parents.  Tending to so many personalities with such varied needs depletes not only our finances but our emotions too.

Please take note that there are other little recognized situations that go unheeded by our government. Numbers of kinship caregivers that provide care for their grandchildren, their children AND their parents receive no assistance from the state. We are on our own, despite our health or our finances.

It would seem reasonable that such Caregivers might have, at the very least, access to medical treatment. A healthy Caregiver can preclude the need for the state to fund the placement of both children and elderly parents in permanent care facilities. The cost of a medical card seems a small price to pay in comparison to Ohio having to assume the full care of the two separate generations.

My grandson Bryant has just completed his senior year at Morgan County High School. Under normal circumstances a young man his age would be laying the groundwork for his first taste of true independence.  But Bryant and other young adults like him, those with special needs, will require considerable help throughout their lives.

My job as parent-figure will not change dramatically even when Bryant may live independently. He must manage an array of emotional, mental and physical disabilities, and as such may need continued assistance with even the most simple of tasks for years to come, perhaps even for his lifetime.  

I have pointed to a number of changes that would better support thousands of kinship caregivers in Ohio. Such improvements will no longer be of service to me personally. However it is my hope that changes will come - and that those who follow behind will benefit from the recognition and services they very much deserve.

In closing I’d like to ask that you keep in mind that WE, the elder caregivers, have worked hard our entire life; paid our taxes; volunteered our time to community efforts; and never once imagined we’d be rearing young children again.

Nor did these children expect to be abandoned. They, as all children do, dreamt of two parents and a happy ever after existence. 

Please petition for assistance on behalf of the Elder Caregivers and the forgotten Children, of not only Ohio, but Caregivers nationwide. One word from you can make an immeasurable difference in the lives of thousands and thousands of persons.

Please accept my gratitude for the time you’ve vested reading of my experience and observations.

Most sincerely,

Lyda Gunter

P.O. Box 193, Glouster, Ohio 45732

740-767-4950

lgunter@frognet.net
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