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House ~h i ldsen  and Youth Committee 

Testimony on Hoarse Bills 2499 arid 2500 

Chairman Harper, Minority Chairman Bishop, fellow committee members, thank you for the 
opportunity to hold this hearing and discuss House Bills 2499 and 2500 today. 

As you may know, I have a great interest in the issues that affect chrldren, and I am probably one 
of the fcw members to repeatedly request assignment to the Children and Youth Committee. 
Unfortunately, the plight of our most vulnerable Pennsylvanians, the boys and girls who find 
themselves involved with the Commonwealth's child welfare system, is often overlooked by the 
General Assembly. I have introduwd the bills we will be discussing today as part of a larger 
package of child welfare reforms I introduced with some of my colleagues on the committee: 
Chairman Harper and Representatives Rosemary Brown and Tatah Toohil, 

Housc Bills 2499 and 2500 are intcnded to increasc the level of family engagement in the 
planning, service delivery and placement for children and families who are receiving child 
welfare services. I recognize that effective family engagement practices require sustained effort 
on behalf of county Children and Youth Agencies, many of whom are already struggling to 
manage difficult case loads. Howcver, I firmly believe that, if certain practices are properly 
implemented, wc can build networks of support around the children and families who become 
involved with the child welfare system. These networks of support nor only have the potential to 
creale better, more stable outcomes for children, but thcy also can help taxpayers avoid bearing 
the burden of costly, long-term placements for some children. 

Before I discuss the biIls, I would also like to note that Act 80 of 2012, which was enacted after I 
introduced ths legislation, made an irnpormt step forward for at-risk children by requiring that 
relatives within the fifth degree of consanguinity (blood) or affinity (marriage) be notified within 
30 days of the removal of a child from the home. As a result of this new law, I am aware that 
some minor corrections may be necessary for my legslation comport with the provisions of Act 
80. Likewise, I appreciate the feedback of the stakeholders participating in this hearing, and 1 
look forward to working with stakeholders and the members of the committee to refine House 
Bil Is 2499 and 2500 as the legislative process moves forward. 



Mouse Bill 2499 - Fainilly Finding 

As you may know, family fmding is a child welfare practice that involves ongoing diligent 
efforts to locate family members (broadly definod as relatives and kin) and engage them in the 
planning, service delivery and, potentially, the placement of the child, This practice allows child 
welfare agencies to identify those individuals in a child's life who can step in to form the support 
nctwork for the child and the farnil y. Although a robust support network will benefit families 
rccciving services in the home, the development of this network is particularly important for 
childrcn who may need to be removed from thcir homes. 

My bill will require that counties engage in Eamily finding for a child, when a child is accepted 
for services by the county Children and Youth Agency. Family finding will be conduct& at 
least annually, and can be discontinued only if the child's invo kement with the agency is 
terminated, family finding no longer serves the best interests of the child, or family finding poses 
a safety threat to the child. 

The bill also contains a requirement that counties notify relatives within the fifth degree of 
affinity or consanguinity within 30 days when a child has been accepted for services. As I noted, 
a similar requirement was macted as part of Act 80, so this provision may now be unnecessary. 

House Bill 2500 - Family Can fesencing 

Family wnferencing is a child welfare practice where the county Children and Youth Agency 
facilitates a meeting where a family - including relatives and kin - develops the safety plan for a 
child. In other words, farnily conferencing puts the key members of the family's support 
network around the table to decidc how they will work together to meet the needs of the child. 

M.y bill would requirc countia, within five years, to offer the opportunity for family 
conferencing to dl familics receiving services from county Children and Youth Agencies. The 
Dcparbnent of Public Welfare would phase-in family conferencing ova the five years, so that 
counties are prepared to comply. Family conferencing would be offered at least annually and at 
key dccision points for the child and the family. 

Thc county agency will be responsible for preparing the family for the conference and helping 
them to identify resources that are available to assist with addressing the safety concerns fox the 
child. At thc conference, the family will have the oppartunity to develop a safety plan on their 
own terms, but with the guidance of the county Children and Youth Agency. The agency or a 
court must approve the safety plan to assure that it attempts to address the concerns for the child. 
The county agency will th& assist the farnily with the implementation of the plan. 

This practice makes families responsible for correcting the problems that caused a child to 
become involved with a ChiIdren and Youth Agency, and it gives the individual farnil y members 
a sense of buy-in and responsibility for the chid's continued well-being. 



I know that it may be hard work for some counties to sustain a long-term commitment to 
effective family engagement processes, but it is work that must be done. Our child wdfare 
system exists to protect children and preserve families, and the right ways to do these things are 
not always the easy ways. When a child must be removed from his or her home, it can be a very 
traumatic experience. Therefore, it is vital that government do everything in its power to engage 
the extended family and kin and involve them in meeting the needs of the child, before we place 
a chlld with strangas or in an institution. In situations that may not necessitate the removal of 
the child, government should be working to build family support networks around the child and 
hs immediate family, so that they can begin to meel the child's needs. 

My legislation is intended to put these id= into statute, and I would ask for the committee's 
support and consideration. I would now be happy to answer any questions about the legislation, 
but I will remind the committee that the next two groups of presenters are child welfare 
professionals, who will be discussing the practice of family finding and family conferacing in 
much greater detail. 

Thai& you for this opportunity. 




