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SUBJECT   
A briefing by representatives of The Mockingbird Society on initiatives to improve foster care and reduce youth homelessness in Washington State.
SUMMARY
Washington State’s Department of Social and Health Services – Children’s Administration works with children and families to identify their needs and develop a plan for services which support them and assure safety and well-being for children. These services are designed to reduce the risk of abuse, find safe alternatives to out-of-home placement, and assure safety and permanency for children in care.   Services to support families who are in crisis and at risk of disruption and services to care for children in placement are provided primarily by community agencies and foster parents. 

The Mockingbird Society was founded in 2001 to ensure vulnerable children and youth are not deserted by the systems put in place to serve their needs. They are the leading, independent voice for foster care reform in Washington State and beyond, built upon youth-inspired solutions and public support for every child's right to a safe home and bright future.

They take a two-pronged approach for reform:

· The Mockingbird Youth Network is a state-wide civic engagement program for youth impacted by foster care. The Network taps into the abundant spirit of the young people themselves through training, leadership development and direct involvement with system reform.

· Their Public Policy and Advocacy team works with the professional service community, building coalitions across the state and garnering public support around child welfare reform initiatives.  

The Society’s priorities include safety in care, maintaining connections to family, culture and community, safe housing and providing resources that will help youth in care successfully transition into adulthood, such as education, health care and employment training.

They are currently focused on policy reforms to address a foster care system that many believe,   too often transitions youth out of care and into homelessness. The Mockingbird Society believes it is a collective State and community responsibility to ensure that youth — who enter foster care through no fault of their own — receive the same opportunities to succeed as any other child.
To address this responsibility, The Mockingbird Society proposes improvements to systems and services to prevent vulnerable children and youth from becoming homeless, while helping those on the street safely return to stable housing and reconnect with the larger community.  In collaboration with advocates and service providers across the state, The Mockingbird Society will advocate this legislative session for policies that provide safety, support and opportunity for Washington’s children. 

The committee will be briefed on policy initiatives that include, but not limited to:

· Expanding the Extended Foster Care Program to allow all youth aging out of foster care to have access to safe housing until age 21 (versus 18)

· Imposing limitations on courts and the state disseminating, selling or making juvenile offense records public (Youth Opportunities Act) 

· Reinstating notification requirements for homeless-youth shelters – to allow youth to remain safe within a shelter while staff members work to reunite young people with their parents or, when necessary, find suitable housing elsewhere.
 ATTACHMENTS   

1. The Mockingbird Society 2013 Advocacy Agenda 
