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INT. NO. 492:
By Council Members Boyland, James, Barron, Brewer, Comrie, Fidler, Liu, Martinez, Palma, Reed, Sanders, Seabrook, Stewart, Vann, Weprin, Clarke, Jackson, Baez and Gonzalez
TITLE: 
A local law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to establishing a child welfare parent advocate advisory program and a child welfare parent advocate advisory board.  
The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, 

will meet on Thursday, December 9, 2004, at 1 p.m., to consider Int. 492, which would amend the administrative code of the city of New York to establish a child welfare parent advocate advisory program and a child welfare parent advocate advisory board.  Commissioner John Mattingly of the Administration for Children’s Services (“ACS”), advocates, and concerned members of the community are expected to testify.  

Background
There are currently over 20,000 children in foster care in New York City and over 30,000 children in “at-risk” families, who are receiving preventive services designed to keep their families together.
  Int. 492 aims to enhance New York City’s child welfare system by ensuring that parents who have been involved in the child welfare system can advise parents with current involvement in the child welfare system.  

Child welfare groups and agencies have highlighted the importance of parental and community involvement in child welfare services.  Over the past three years, ACS has moved towards a neighborhood-based approach to child welfare services.
  ACS currently has 25 “Neighborhood Networks,” which collaborate with local service providers and community members to offer comprehensive cultural, linguistic and need-based services in communities citywide.
  In August 2003, The New York City Child Welfare Advisory Panel (“the Panel”)
 released a report on Family Engagement, in which it acknowledged recent efforts by ACS to involve parents and families in child welfare cases through case conferencing and visitation.
  The Panel recommended that ACS continue to build on its work with parents and parent advocates to improve conferences and service plan reviews,
 and that “[a]ttention must also be paid to other opportunities to increase family engagement at ACS.”
  Overall, the Panel explained that ACS central operations should be designed to support family engagement.

One mechanism ACS has created to support parents is its Office of Advocacy, which resolves conflicts between clients and ACS and provides information to the public to ensure that parents and children are aware of their rights and responsibilities and receive due process.
  The Office of Advocacy also runs a Parent Advisory Workgroup, which meets monthly, and a Parent Advocate Consortium, which meets quarterly.
 Parent advocates, who offer peer support and advice for parents with current involvement in the child welfare system, can further facilitate family engagement and decrease frustration for parents with children in the child welfare system.
  Approximately 20 child welfare agencies in New York City have parent advocates that offer support and services to parents with current child welfare involvement.
  Int. 492 would build on this foundation by providing parents with greater opportunities for input into the child welfare system.  
The child welfare parent advocate advisory board that Int. 492 would establish resembles mechanisms that exist in other service systems to facilitate input by persons served by the systems.  For instance, Federal regulations for the Head Start program require that parents with children in Head Start are involved in decisions regarding policies and practices at Head Start.
   In addition, service providers in New York State’s child mental health system employ parent advocates, and relatives of children with mental illnesses serve on planning and advisory boards.
  These systems recognize that parents have unique insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the system that can be used constructively for service and policy improvement. 
Analysis

Specifically, Int. 492 would require organizations that contract with ACS to provide foster care services or preventive services to families to establish child welfare parent advocate advisory programs.
  These programs would include the participation of at least one parent advocate and would ensure that parents involved in the child welfare system receive information regarding the operation of the foster care system and the legal rights and responsibilities of parents within the system, advice regarding how to navigate the foster care system and how to obtain assistance from ACS, and advocacy on behalf of such parents within the department.

Further, Int. 492 would establish an independent child welfare parent advocate advisory board, which would review and comment on ACS policies regarding foster care services and preventive services.
  The advisory board established by Int. 492 would consist of a total of 14 persons, including seven parent advocates from foster care agencies and seven parent advocates from agencies that provide preventive services.
  

The advisory board established by Int. 492 would meet at least six times a year; the commissioner of ACS would be required to attend meetings of the advisory board at least once every six months, and the advisory board would be required to meet with parent advocates participating in the child welfare parent advocate advisory program at least once every three months.
  Int. 492 would require the advisory board to prepare an annual report including recommendations regarding the improvement of services provided through the child welfare system.
 

Effective Date

This law would take effect ninety days after enactment.  
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