THE COALITION TO PROTECT MARYLAND’S CHILDREN
Our Mission: To combine and amplify the power of organizations and citizens
working together to keep children safe from abuse and neglect. We strive to
secure budgetary and public policy resources to make meaningful and
measurable improvements in safety, permanence, and wellbeing.

HB1181 - Family Law - Children in Out-of-Home Placement - Voluntary
Placement Agreements
House Appropriations and Health Committees
March 3, 2026

Position: SUPPORT

The Coalition to Protect Maryland’s Children is a consortium of organizations and
individuals formed in 1992 who are concerned about the care of Maryland’s most
vulnerable children and work together to educate and promote meaningful child welfare
reform. CPMC urges a favorable report on HB1181 - Family Law - Children in Out-of-
Home Placement - Voluntary Placement Agreements.

HB1181 strives to strengthen existing Voluntary Placement Agreement (VPA) processes
and protocols. The intentis to streamline VPA assessments and reduce hospital
overstays; however, a secondary and equally significant benefit is to ensure
implementation of a 2022 law enabling an equitable process by which parents of children
with complex and high intensity behavioral health needs may seek medically
recommended care for their children.

What is a VPA?

A Voluntary Placement Agreement (VPA) is a mechanism used when families temporarily
relinquish physical custody (not legal custody) to the Department of Social Services
(DSS) to access residential treatment or diagnostic services for their children with
complex and high intensity behavioral health needs and/or developmental disabilities. A
judicial hearing is required for VPAs that extend beyond six months, and occur every six
months thereafter.

What HB1181 will do:

¢ require the referral of a child with special needs who is the subject of a VPA
request and who is eligible for Medical Assistance to be referred directly to the
local behavioral health authority, consistent with HB766/SB656 passed in
2022. This legislation allowed Local Behavioral Health Authorities (LBHAS), not
DSS, to authorize funding for the educational component of a residential
treatment center (RTC) placement when the child is on Medicaid and the only
barrier is education funding. However, the law has yet to be implemented.

o streamline VPA applications by eliminating the need for the Local Coordinating
Council.

e require parents to make reasonable efforts to prevent their child’s placement as
opposed to exhausting all home- and community-based services
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e establish timeframes for the process of assessing families for a VPA and
accountability for delays

e mandate annualtraining for local department staff assigned responsibility for
VPA’s that includes timeline and procedural compliance; trauma informed
engagement; and interagency coordination

e address child support requirements
What HB1181 will not do:

¢ reduce lengthy waits for residential treatment center admission. The most recent
Bureau of Behavioral Health report indicated that the average wait for a residential
treatment center placement is 70 days; anecdotally we hear from caseworkers in
the field that six months or more is typical. A more efficient process for the VPA
will not shorten that stay.

¢ Moreover, diagnostic facilities for boys 14+ - one of the placements allowable with
a VPA - do not currently exist in Maryland. Lack of access to a ‘stepdown’
placement contributes to hospital overstays. A more efficient VPA will not lead to
resources.

In summary, HB1181 proposes small but significant changes to the current protocols for
Voluntary Placement Agreements that may ease hospital overstays but at least as
important, will create equity for parents seeking medically recommended care for their
children.

Itis for these reasons that the Coalition to Protect Maryland’s Children urges a favorable
report on HB1181 - Family Law - Children in Out-of-Home Placement - Voluntary
Placement Agreements.’

1 Members of CPMC represented by this written testimony include the American Academy of Pediatrics -
Maryland Chapter, Arrow Child & Family Ministries, Child Justice, Center for Hope, Court Appointed
Special Advocates (CASA - Baltimore County), Citizens Review Board for Children, Maryland Association of
Resources for Families and Youth (MARFY), Maryland Children’s Alliance, National Association of Social
Workers — MD (NASW), the State Council on Child Abuse & Neglect (SCCAN).
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