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

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

The Children’s League of Massachusetts (CLM) is a statewide association of child and family services organizations that collectively advocate for the availability, accessibility, and quality of services that are in the best interest of the Commonwealth’s children, youth, and families. We are writing in support of “An Act Regarding Families and Children in Need of Assistance” (S.141 / H.265). Our members -- particularly those who operate Family Resource Centers under contract with the Department of Children and Families -- appreciate the steps that the bill takes to improve outcomes for Children Requiring Assistance and continue efforts to divert families in need of social services away from the court system. 
The Children in Need of Service (CHINS) reform efforts of a decade ago dramatically reduced court involvement in children’s mental and behavioral health matters. Children and their families were directly connected to community-based behavioral health care, fear and stigma for families seeking these services was reduced, and families gained agency. This allowed thousands of youth to be supported outside of the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
This bill appropriately builds on those prior reforms by ensuring the court is a true “last resort.” By expanding the role and function of Family Resource Centers to support more children and families outside of the court process, this bill would continue efforts to put social service and behavioral health back into community where it belongs.
· Raising the lower age of Juvenile Court jurisdiction for the Children Requiring Assistance (CRA) filings from 6 to 12 is more developmentally appropriate, better aligned with our delinquency system, and not a heavy lift, as about 5-6% of CRA filings annually are for youth under the age of 12.
· The bill ensures that schools make a good faith effort to support families through school- and community-based resources, where it is the lowest lift to do so, without unnecessary hurdles via the courts. This is achieved in two ways:
· Requiring school districts to refer a family to an FRC at least 45 days prior to filing a CRA petition and clarifying that schools shall not initiate a CRA petition to address responsibilities that fall within the schools’ legal responsibility under federal and state law. FRC’s already include a school liaison position that facilitates family access to services in partnership with the school. These provisions build on relationships that many schools and FRC’s have been developing, as well as efforts to bring more mental and behavioral health services directly into school spaces.
· Requiring that a probation officer help connect families to community services, including a local FRC, ensures that all community-based options will actually be exhausted prior to filing a CRA petition in court.
Most CRAs are filed due to significant behavioral health challenges that may be compounded by complex family challenges. Service availability and waitlists are serious challenges, especially to address behavioral health needs, pushing families to the CRA system where they hope the courts can help. Yet, courts cannot provide fast tracks to behavioral health services beyond what is available in the community, and in fact may slow down the process by adding hearings and formal fact-finding steps. 
Many times families are referred to CRAs before even engaging with FRCs or community services, based on the severity of the family's needs, longstanding waitlists, and a lack of understanding of what the CRA process entails and can accomplish, and the harms it can cause. Some professionals and families do not understand that a family may lose custody of their child through this process. In addition, an increasingly large body of research has documented the negative impact that court involvement of any kind can have on youth. A justice-system approach only reinforces the label of “delinquency” placed on a child in need, which is counter to the goal of restoring healthy relationships with school and family. This bill is needed to prevent families from entering the legal system with false expectations for accessible services. 
For this bill to be implemented successfully, the provision of increasing reliance on Family Resource Centers (FRCs) must be supported by increased investments in funding and innovations for FRC’s and related behavioral health and other services that support CRA families, including through workforce rates and program investments that ensure services are available for timely referrals. 
On behalf of CLM and our members, thank you for your work to enhance upstream care for the Commonwealth’s children through the timely passage of “An Act Regarding Families and Children in Need of Assistance” (S.141 / H.265). Please feel free to contact me with any questions. 

Sincerely,
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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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