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361 Newbury St., 5th Floor| Boston, MA 02115| p. 617-695-1991| www.childrensleague.org

The Honorable Senator Robyn K. Kennedy
Senate Chair, Joint Committee on Children, Families, and Persons with Disabilities

The Honorable Representative Jay D. Livingstone
House Chair, Joint Committee on Children, Families, and Persons with Disabilities



Dear Chair Kennedy, Chair Livingstone, Vice Chairs, and Committee members,

The Children’s League of Massachusetts (CLM) is a statewide, non-profit organization comprised of children and family services providers and advocates. Our Task Forces and Coalitions, particularly for Foster Care and Transition Age Youth - including members with lived experience in foster care - urge you to report favorably the Bill of Rights for Children in Foster Care (S.107/H.235). This bill is essential to protect and enhance the rights of children in foster care.
Three years ago, the Legislature took the applaudable action of passing the Bill of Rights for Foster Parents, codifying best practices that support foster parents to care for children in foster care. It is past time for the Bill of Rights for Children in Foster Care to similarly codify important safeguards for children living in foster care. With a federal government threatening individual rights, the Commonwealth, more than ever, must bolster and preserve fundamental liberties for the children and young adults of whom the state has taken responsibility.
At the end of FY2023, there were 9,297 children and young adults in foster care. Each removal of a child from their biological family is a highly traumatic experience for children and their families. That trauma leads to other issues that can negatively impact all aspects of life from mental health to employment, education, housing, and substance use. Codifying and expanding existing rights for children in foster care is imperative to protect children who are in care today and will also aid some who have moved on. 
Every child in foster care has experienced trauma. By keeping children with known relatives and siblings, we can prevent further trauma and do our best to support healthy attachments. Further, preserving and promoting cultural, racial, ethnic, religion, and linguistic identities is crucial for a child's identity development, sense of belonging, and confidence. These and other key components of the Bill of Rights are supported by research, evidence-based best practices, and direct feedback from individuals with lived experience and child welfare and child development experts. The bill’s highlights include promoting: 
· Safety and security - ensuring children are placed in nurturing and developmentally appropriate environments.
· Connections to family, community, and identity - placing children according to their familial background, and gender, ethnic, and racial identities; making reasonable reunification efforts and maintain contact, including by upholding duration and frequency of visits.
· Health care and accessibility - providing access to all types of health care including behavioral health and gender-affirming care and requiring placements to be accessible for children with disabilities.
· Education, employment, and social connections - giving children the right to education stability and to uphold their identity through their school.
· Resources and supports - keeping the youth informed of support and services available and maintenance of contact with their caseworker, attorney, and family members; upholding the right to age-appropriate activities and ability to achieve age-related milestones.
· Transition age youth engagement - beginning transition planning at age 14 and making youth aware of housing availability and other services until age 23; facilitation of youth participation in planning, notice, records, and complaints.
These are common sense, basic, yet imperative needs, backed by research.
When the state removes a child from their biological family, this legislation’s benchmarks provide appropriate protections and should be the minimum standard of care. Supporting well-established, healthy connections benefits all aspects of an individual’s well being and mental health, which in turn promotes better stability and educational and employment outcomes. Those who have aged out can benefit from records access and peace of mind, knowing protections they wish they had while in care will advance to become law.	
Please support the passage of these life-changing, life-enhancing rights of the Bill of Rights for Children in Foster Care without delay.
Sincerely,
[image: ]
Rachel Gwaltney
Executive Director
Children’s League of Massachusetts

Supporting Members of the Children’s League
Bay State Community Services
Child & Family Services, Inc.
Communities for People
Devereux Advanced Behavioral Health
Family Nurturing Center of Massachusetts
Gándara Center
High Point
The Home for Little Wanderers, Inc.
Justice Resource Institute
Massachusetts Adoption Resource Exchange (MARE)
NFI Massachusetts, Inc.
Open Sky Community Services
PPAL (Parent/Professional Advocacy League)
RFK Community Alliance
Roxbury Youthworks, Inc.
St. Ann's Home and School
Saint Vincent's Services
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