Testimony for Senate Finance and Financial Institutions 
Public Hearing on HB 1

May 21, 2009

by Lynn Williams,

Lead Organizer,

Ohio Empowerment Coalition

Good morning.  I am representing the Ohio Empowerment Coalition, a statewide coalition made up of grassroots organizations across Ohio that advocates for economic justice for low-income families.  Currently we are advocating for changes to be made in Ohio’s assistance to kinship care households, in which relatives or close family friends, have taken in children to raise them when the birth parent is unable to do so, for whatever reason.  In Ohio there are approximately 86,000 kinship caregivers raising 186,000 children. 87% of them are grandmothers, the majority of whom are 55 years or older and on limited income. (ODJFS Statistics).  We consider grandmothers who have taken in their grandchildren to be heroes for helping their families.  In many cases, they cannot realistically afford to make this sacrifice, especially if they are on fixed incomes and have health care needs of their own.

Currently in Ohio a kinship caregiver receives $259 for monthly income to raise a child on the Ohio Works First- child only benefit program.  For a second child, the benefit is $96 per month and for a third child, $79 per month.  In contrast, if these children would be placed in foster care, it would cost the government and taxpayers far more money.  In foster care, according to the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services 2007 statistics, foster care costs range anywhere from $9 per day to $118 per day, set by the counties.   Obviously, kinship care saves the government a lot of money when children are being removed from birth parents.
Even more important than saving taxpayers money, although that is important, is the strengthening of families.  Kinship care builds the sense of stability and connection that children have when raised by a beloved grandmother or other relative.  How many of us had strong bonds with our own grandparents while we were growing up? In many families, grandparents are important people in the lives of children and these bonds should be encouraged.   We all benefit when children in our communities are raised with a sense of belonging and family connection. 
The United States Department of Health and Human Services Administration for Children and Families  recently released this statement on behalf of kinship care: “Kinship care, in its various forms, has become increasingly important in meeting the needs of children involved in the child welfare system or at risk of becoming involved in that system.  Private kinship care and voluntary kinship care arrangements prevent large numbers of children and youth from entering the formal child welfare system.  When the system does become involved and determines that children must be removed from the home of their birth parents, Federal and State law and policy encourage placement of those children with relatives where they can maintain their family and cultural ties.
Studies conducted by Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, the University of Illinois at Chicago, and others have concluded that children placed in kinship care:

· Have fewer mental health and behavioral problems than children and youth placed in general foster care;

· Experience greater placement stability and fewer placement changes than children and youth who are placed in general foster care;

· Have a greater sense of satisfaction with their living arrangement and feel less stigmatized than those living in general foster care.

According to an Urban Institute publication, Kinship Foster Care: An Ongoing, Yet Largely Uninformed Debate, by Rob Green, more than half of the children in kinship care live with families whose incomes are below 200 percent of the Federal poverty level…….  Despite often having a greater need, kinship caregivers request fewer services, are offered fewer services, and receive fewer services than licensed foster parents.” (HHS 2009)

However kinship caregivers need help to do this important job if they are on limited incomes.

We advocate the following:
· That the Kinship Permanency Incentive Program  be funded at $10 million per year by the federally funded  Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant.  
· That each child raised in kinship care on Ohio Works First child – only benefits receive $300 per month, funded by the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.

· That kinship caregivers be eligible for child care vouchers for the children in their care (up to 300% of Federal Poverty Level).  The cost of child care can be very expensive.  45% of kinship caregivers are not retired, but employed outside the home.  They need help to keep working and help to keep from having to give up these children to foster care.
Thank you for considering our request.
