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Earlier this month, the House Ways and Means Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Support held a hearing on the implementation of the most sweeping foster care reform in the last decade, if not generation. The law being discussed was the Fostering Connections to Success and Increased Adoptions Act of 2008, which hinges on a common-sense yet revolutionary idea: that well-being is just as important as safety.

 

The law offers states matching funds to extend care to age 21 and to subsidize family members caring for relatives with nowhere to go. Along with optional provisions are a raft of mandatory improvements, from increased health care oversight to static school placements even if a foster child is bounced from one group or foster home to the next.

 

Despite all the promise that Fostering Connections holds, the subcommittee hearing was an indication of how the economy has slowed many states' implementation of the law.

 

Here in California this is painfully true. This year, Assembly Speaker Karen Bass introduced bill AB12, which used federal funds provided through Fostering Connections to extend care to age 21 for eligible foster youths. But, as the state budget was slashed, the ambitious bill was withdrawn, to be reintroduced next year.

 

What does one year mean? For the 4,000 to 5,000 young people who age out of the system in California every year, mostly at 18, it means a continuation of a policy that has had dismal results turning foster children into functioning adults. 

 

Within 18 months of leaving the system, the statistics are bleak for these young people: one-fourth will have been incarcerated, one-fifth will have experienced homelessness, one-third will suffer major depression and only 2 percent will ever graduate from college.

 

Beyond the implications for the foster youths themselves, this is a missed opportunity that should make us all wince.

 

Research released in March suggests that extending care until 21 makes financial sense for a Golden State that is weighed down by the costs of incarceration, welfare, Medicaid and homelessness incurred by former foster youths who struggle after emancipation. Conducted by the University of Washington School of Social Work, the study found that caring for young adults until age 21 will represent a return of $2.40 on every government dollar spent in California.

 

The study narrowly focuses on the increased earning potential of youths who stay in care past 18, not taking into account the vast savings derived from reduced state involvement in these young people's lives. One example: in California, the Department of Corrections anticipates the annual cost of incarcerating an individual will jump to $53,000 in fiscal year 2009-10.

 

One young man I know is 18 and still in the system. Of late, his social worker has been threatening to hold an emancipation meeting, one of the last steps before a youth is forced from care. Next month he will turn 19 and will most assuredly be cut off. He will lose his housing down the street from his job at a fried chicken restaurant. And it is not clear how he will be able to make ends meet while juggling classes at a trade school, his job and finding a new apartment — a virtual impossibility for a someone earning minimum wage.

 

At the hearing on Capitol Hill, Rep. Jim McDermott, D-Wash., the man who originally sponsored Fostering Connections, said: "While I understand the harsh budget realities faced by nearly every state, I also know that children in foster care cannot wait for a time when reform is convenient." 

 

For the young man I know, waiting for reform is much more than inconvenient. It is critical.
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