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Chair Clippinger, Vice-Chair Bartlett and Esteemed Members of the Committee:

I am a resident of Prince George’s County, Maryland and the Executive Director of the Sayra
and Neil Meyerhoff Center for Families, Children and the Courts (CFCC) at the University of
Baltimore School of Law. CFCC envisions communities where children and families thrive
without unnecessary legal system involvement. We strive to engage communities in all that
we do as we work towards transforming systems that create barriers to family well-being.
We urge you to support HB 1499.

At CFCC, we believe in the restorative power of family relationships. We’re convinced that,
when properly supported, kin can empower children placed in their care with the
connections children need to transform their families’ stories and help their communities
flourish. “Research and observations indicate that children placed with kin tend to have
better academic, behavioral, and mental health outcomes—as well as an increased sense

of family connectedness and belonging—compared to children who are placed in traditional
[foster care].” Some research shows that placing children with kin helps them reunify more
quickly and exit the foster care system more expeditiously.? Aunts, uncles, older sisters,
godparents, and grandparents can help children restore their relationships with their parents
and become trailblazers for their families.

Despite the well-researched benefit that kinship care provides for children and youth, less
than half of the children in Maryland Department of Human Services (DHS) custody are in
kinship care.®> While CFCC is working to reduce the total number of children in DHS
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custody, we also support efforts to shift the number of children in stranger foster care to
kinship care. HB 1499 is aligned with recommendations proposed by experts to accomplish
this goal.* Notably, if passed the bill will clarify the types of efforts that local departments
will have to make to identify potential kinship caregivers for the initial placement. We
recommend that proactive, thorough, and timely efforts to identify a kinship caregiver be
required for subsequent placements as well.

We applaud the way that HB 1499 combines a kin-first orientation with a child-centered
approach to child placement decisions. HB 1499 requires an analysis of the child’s best
interest while also ensuring that kin are the prioritized placement for children who must be
separated from their families of origin due to safety concerns. We also support the
consideration that the bill affords to kinship caregivers who are named by the child’s parents,
as this is aligned with the respect due to parent’s constitutional rights to direct the care,
custody, and control of their children.

Historically, kinship caregivers have experienced discrimination when they have sought
approval to care for their child relatives. If passed HB 1499, will eliminate possible
discrimination points by simplifying and standardizing the requirements for approval. The
bill will also advance equity and the social and cultural wellbeing of children by codifying
the factors that local departments must consider when placing children in stranger foster
care at the initial placement. We recommend that this requirement apply in subsequent
placements as well.

Passing HB1499 will make Maryland a premiere “kin first” state with provisions that
advances the best interests of children while also respecting parental rights. For the above-
mentioned reasons, CFCC urges you to support HB 1499.
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