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to identify suitable kin caregivers, but rather to acknowledge that stability is extraordinarily 
important to the well-being of young children. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Charles H. Zeanah, M.D 
Mary Peter Sellars Polchow Chair in Psychiatry 
Professor of Psychiatry and Pediatrics 
 
 



David Abel, DO

Soldotna, AK 99669

Date: 2/1/2024

Senator David Wilson
Chair, senate Health and Social Services Committee

RE: Alaska SB 181

Senator Wilson,

I am writing to you in order to express my support for SB 181.

As a family physician and foster parent who has had numerous placements in my home, I have
a unique view into the world of foster care and childcare in our state.

We already know that the early years of development have massive impact in long term mental
and physical health. This bill places an emphasis on making decisions for long term placement
early in the process in order to minimize upheaval in a child’s life.

It is an embarrassment for our system and state that we leave children in foster care for 3-4
years before deciding on a final placement when this could have been avoided by appropriate
due diligence early in the process.

This bill requires child services to perform appropriate steps to facilitate placement with family
as able. I have seen first hand the department’s failure to follow this through which has resulted
in unnecessary trauma for the child and as a result find it very appropriate to name this as a
requirement by law.

In short, I think this bill takes a small step in a very long journey that is needed toward improving
the care of foster children in our state.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely

David Abel, DO
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Support Senate Bill 181 

Modifies provisions relating to the due diligent search for and placement of a child 
with a relative. 

Written Testimony 

Kendall Seal, Vice President of Policy  
Center for the Rights of Abused Children 

Senate Health and Social Services Committee  

 

 
Chair Wilson and Committee Members: 

Good morning, I am Kendall Seal, Vice President of Policy for the Center for the 

Rights of Abused Children. Our mission is to ensure that every abused and neglected 

child has a safe and loving home.  

To ensure children are protected and have the best chance for stability and a 

family connection, children should be quickly settled into a relative or foster home on 

the path to permanency.1 Children who live with family right away fare particularly 

well.2 That’s why we support efforts to find relatives as soon as the child enters care and 

 

1 David Rubin et al., “The Impact of Placement Stability on Behavioral Well-Being for Children in Foster Care,” 
National Library of Medicine, 2009, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2693406/; Austen McGuire et 
al., “The Relation Between Dimensions of Maltreatment, Placement Instability, and Mental Health among Youth in 
Foster Care,” Child Abuse and Neglect, 2018, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327868743 The relation between dimensions of maltreatment plac
ement instability and mental health among youth in foster care; Thomas Keller et al., “Approaching the 
Transition to Adulthood,” National Library of Medicine, 2007, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2802332/. 
2 “Benefits of Kinship Placement,” American Bar Association, January 2022, 
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/publications/litigation committees/childrights/kinship-
placement/memo-re-benefits-of-kinship-placement-adoption.pdf; Christian Connell et al., “Changes in Placement 
Among Children in Foster Care,” National Library of Medicine, 2006, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4204626/. 
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ensure the child’s best interests are always at the center of placement and permanency 

decisions.  

The Problem 

Currently, Alaska law requires the department to search for adult family 

members or family friends and prioritizes placement with a relative.3 However, the 

parameters of a, "due diligence search" are not adequately defined. State law does not 

detail what a notification shall entail, require timely responses, detail what must be 

reported to the court, or provide sufficient accountability for executing diligent 

searches. Together, these structural issues can result in avoidable disruptions when a 

child’s relatives are not found upon a child’s removal from their home but appear 

months or even years down the line — diminishing children's stability and safety.  

Consider the following: 

• 20% of Alaska youth have three or more placements.4 

o Compared to 16% nationally. 

• The median number of months a child spends in care is 22.5 

o Compared to 18, nationally. 

 

3 AS 47.14.100(e). 
4 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children's Bureau, Child Welfare Outcomes Report 
Data, Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 6: Placement Stability, 
https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/sixOneLessThan12/index.   
5 Id. at Foster Care Data, Exited Foster Care During FY, 
https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/exitedCare/index.  
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• 5.4 percent will reenter care within a year, and 13 percent will reenter care after 

a year of a prior incident.6  

o Compared to national averages of 7.5 (higher than Alaska) and 11.5 

(lower than Alaska), respectively.  

Such instability fuels negative outcomes, such as going missing and the subsequent 

risk of exploitation and human trafficking.  

Through the work of a pro bono legal clinic at the Center for the Rights of Abused 

Children, we know firsthand the harms children suffer when agencies and courts shuffle 

them from home to home in simple obedience to preferential lists — as opposed to the 

child's best interests always guiding decisions. Too often, agencies are not incentivized 

to find the best relative placement at the start of the case and opt to remove children 

from the only loving foster family they have ever known and send them to relatives they 

have never met. 

The solution 

Senate Bill 181 promotes safety and stability of children in care by: 

• Establishing clear guidelines for conducting timely, thorough relative searches. 

• Helping relatives make informed, timely decisions by providing information 

about the options for participating in the child’s care, the process for becoming 

licensed, and all available resources.  

 

6 Id. at Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 4.2: Reentries into Foster Care, 
https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/fourTwo/index.  
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• Increasing accountability through judicial oversight of diligent searches.  

• Improve stability by treating long-term foster families of young children akin to 

relatives. When considering whether a child should be moved, the law would 

now recognize the importance of bonding with foster parents and minimizing 

instability by considering a long-term foster placement as preferentially equal to 

relatives.  

Conclusion 

A child's needs must always be paramount. This means finding relatives quickly, 

and if this cannot accomplished, it means prioritizing stability and limiting trauma to 

the child through lasting and loving foster homes. A developing body of research 

shows that placement stability and immediate placement with relatives are pivotal for 

child safety and well-being.  

By passing this reform, children entering the foster care system will have a 

stronger pathway to being placed with relatives quickly and avoiding the trauma of 

constantly moving homes.  

These are the simple and needed policies that serve the most vulnerable 

children in Alaska. Thank you for your time and attention, and I can answer any 

questions you may have. 

### 







	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Kate Sutton

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Soldotna, AK 99669


January 31,2024


Senator David Wilson

Chair, Senate Health and Social Services Committee

State Capitol Room 121

Juneau AK, 99801


Re: Alaska SB 181


Dear Senator Wilson,


I am writing to you today to express my strong support for SB 181.


Our family has been a licensed resource family within the state of Alaska for the last 6 years. 
During this time, we’ve had the privilege of caring for 4 foster children. We have had the joy of 
adopting 2 of them, and making our home their forever home. Our experiences of working with 
some of our state’s most vulnerable youth have taught us so much about trauma and the 
impact it can have on them.


The point of SB 181 I want to emphasize the most…


	 ● It considers a young child’s psychological attachments and stability by requiring the 	 	
	 courts to consider if they’ve resided within their current placement for greater than 12 	 	
	 months when making permanency decisions for children unable to return to their 	 	
	 parents (in non-ICWA cases). Our young foster son was with our family for 3 years but 	 	
	 was reunited with his family a year ago. The trauma he and our family have experienced 
	 through this reunification has been difficult. We disappeared from his life and he 		 	
	 from ours. He was placed with us at 4 months old, and we were the only family he has 	 	
	 ever known. I believe if the child’s psychological attachment and stability was consider 	 	
	 after 12 months it would change these sweet children’s lives and the percentage of 	 	
	 foster families in our state would go up. 


Because of the additional trauma that is placed on their growing minds it’s been estimated that 
approximately 80 percent of children in foster care have significant mental health problems 
compared to those from the general population. As a state it’s time we provide a healing 
experience with more stability for our children and our foster families. 


“Every kid is one caring adult away from being a success story.” 


Sincerely,


Kate Sutton










Erin Allen



Kristen Haddox 

 

North Pole, AK 99705 

 

Senator David Wilson 

Chair, Senate Health and Social Services Committee 

State Capitol Room 121 

Juneau, AK 99801 

 

Re: Alaska SB 181 

 

Dear Senator Wilson, 

 

I am writing you today to express my extremely strong support for Senate Bill 181. 

 

My family has been a licensed ICWA foster family, as well as a relative placement, over the course of the 

last 7 years in Alaska.  We have been long term, short term, and an emergency home to 14 amazing 

foster children.  We recently adopted a child after 5 years and 3 months in our home.  We are well 

versed in developmental delays, ADHD, FASD, RAD, ODD, OCD, as well as all the other acronyms this 

journey presents.  Children are not resilient, not matter how agreeable they appear.  The brain 

remembers trauma. 

 

I believe there is a common misperception extended biological families do not want or appreciate OCS 

involvement.  I’m in the unique position, as a relative placement, to inform you many of us are extremely 

grateful OCS can intervene.  They can keep our most vulnerable family members safe in situations where 

our hands are tied.  The most invested family members are often the people the children are hidden 

from because our advocacy is unwanted.  Without the help of strict guidelines and early relative 

searches, we will be the last to know our family is in state custody.  

 

I am also in the increasingly not unique position of fostering a child for 5 ¼ years before they were able 

to find permanency.   My son arrived at 11 months old and was adopted at 6 years old.  His first 11 

months of life were horrific and barely survivable.  He has at least 10 diagnoseable conditions, and a 

multitude of health professionals advocated for permanency in our home due to the assured risk of 

Reactive Attachment Disorder.  OCS could not consider us a permanent option, even with advocation, 













Simone Montayne 
 

Fairbanks, AK 99708 
2/2/24 

Senator David Wilson 
Chair, Senate Health and Social Services CommiƩee 
State Capitol Room 121 
Juneau AK, 99801 
Re: Alaska SB 181 
 
Dear Senator Wilson, 
I am wriƟng to you today to express my strong support for SB 181. Our family has been a licensed 
resource family within the state of Alaska on and off since 2010. During this Ɵme, we’ve had the 
privilege of caring for 6 children. Our experiences of working with some of our state’s most vulnerable 
youth have taught us much about trauma, children’s mental health and prenatal drug and alcohol 
exposure and the impact it can have on a growing body and mind. In half of my cases, the child’s 
physical safety and mental health were not considered in long-term placement decisions.  
 
I support SB 181 because it: 

 Affirms the importance of conƟnuity of relaƟonship, community, and culture by emphasizing 
thorough relaƟve searches so children are placed with safe, extended family in a Ɵmely manner. 
SB 181 also requires informaƟon regarding search and noƟce efforts to be filed regularly with 
the courts for accountability purposes. 

 Encourages extended family to demonstrate their interest and willingness to be considered for 
placement of familial children earlier in a case. 

 Requires the courts to consider both the child’s physical and psychological well-being when 
making permanency decisions for children unable to return to their parents. 

 Considers a young child’s psychological aƩachments and stability by requiring the courts to 
consider if they’ve resided within their current placement for greater than 12 months when 
making permanency decisions for children unable to return to their parents. 

 
It’s been esƟmated that approximately 80 percent of children in foster care have significant mental 
health problems and developmental disabiliƟes compared to those from the general populaƟon. It’s 
Ɵme we consider what we can do as a state to provide youth with a healing experience, rather than 
contribuƟng addiƟonal trauma on their growing minds, through the inflicƟon of more instability and loss 
of relaƟonship. 
 
Sincerely, 
Simone Montayne 







Sabrina Owsley 
 

Fairbanks, AK 99709 

January 31, 2024 

Senator David Wilson 

Chair, Senate Health and Social Services Committee 

State Capitol Room 121 

Juneau AK, 99801 

Re: Alaska SB 181 

Dear Senator Wilson, 

I am writing to you today to express my strong support for SB 181. 

Our family was a licensed, ICWA resource family for over 10 years, closing our license last 
September after caring for 25 children and adopting 2. 
We have welcomed newborns to teen, some staying just weeks or months, while others stayed 
for years before being placed with family. 
During this time, I served on the RFAB (Resource Family Advisory Board) for 6 years and 
represented Foster/Adoptive parents on the Governer’s People First Initiative Parent/Foster-
Parent Collaborative Council. In addition, I hosted the local Resource Family Support groups for 
8 years and have continued to admin the Northern Region Foster Parent Support Facebook 
group since 2015.  I also worked for, and currently volunteer with, Beacon Hill as a Safe Families 
for Children Supervisor and host family, as well as the Northern Region resource family support 
coordinator, here in the Fairbanks region. 
 
Our family has devoted our lives to the children in OCS care, as well as to their families, and the 
resource families who serve and love alongside us, so SB 181 is at the core of our mission for 
the children who find themselves in OCS’ care. 
 
We have witnessed the beauty of families reunited, as well as the devastation of young lives 
tossed back and forth between biological family and returning into OCS care, while witnessing 
the lasting, crushing impact those breaks in attachment have on the minds and spirits of these 
children.  
 
SB 181 affirms the importance of continuity of relationship, community, and culture by 
emphasizing thorough relative searches, so children are placed with safe, extended family in a 
timely manner. SB 181 also requires information regarding search and notice efforts to be filed 
regularly with the courts for accountability purposes. 
 



Had this bill been in place in 2018, our former foster daughter, who arrived in our home at age 2 
and left at age 5 after already suffering irreparable damage from the abandonment of her birth 
mother, would not have spent those 3 years attaching to our family, as OCS had failed to notify 
the father of her existence for the duration of her case. Instead, as we headed toward our 
adoption home study with her birth mother’s rights terminated, someone at OCS (after nearly 3 
years into the case) sent a child support letter to her birth father, which only then alerted him to 
her existence and notice that she was in foster care.  There was no accountability for the failure 
at contacting her biological father earlier on, and no one at OCS seemed to know why an 
attempt to make contact had not happened prior. She has spent years in counseling to manage 
her abandonment issues and today, more than two years after we said goodbye, she still asks to 
come home and still calls me mom. 

SB 181 also considers a young child’s psychological attachments and stability by requiring the 
courts to consider if they’ve resided within their current placement for greater than 12 months 
when making permanency decisions for children unable to return to their parents (in non-ICWA 
cases). 
Currently the law requires OCS to remove a child from a bonded foster home and send them to 
a relative they may have never met, even across the country, before considering the foster 
home they have settled into over the last year or more. Statistics show that these cases often 
end in failure, with the child being removed or rejected from the relative home and returning to 
care with more lasting damage done (often being placed in a new foster home to start over). 
The bonds formed with the foster family during these crucial months to years, are formative 
and as real as any relative bond that could have formed, had these relatives stepped forward 
sooner to care for the child. 

This leads to another portion of SB 181, which encourages extended family to demonstrate 
their interest and willingness to be considered for placement of familial children earlier in a 
case. 
Often, relatives are hesitant to step forward in caring for family members in custody, sadly 
waiting till the ‘11th hour’, as the case moves to termination and adoption, to step up for their 
young relatives and be willing to take placement. Unfortunately, this often happens long after 
the child has bonded with the foster family who has carried them through this traumatic 
experience to a place of healing, showed them stability for the first time, and loved them like 
family. Long after they have emotionally adopted the family as their own.  
The extended waiting periods (which are often years) for relatives to be proactive and willing to 
care for their family members, is destructive for the children’s emotional well-being, and begs 
the question as to why they let the child linger in the care of another until adoption was on the 
horizon.  
SB 181 will require OCS to encourage relatives to act much sooner in taking placement, rather 
than allowing the child to linger in care and disrupting a (foster) family bond after years of 
attachment. 
This change will decrease the amount of lifelong attachment disorders our children suffer from 
such as RAD, help to retain our resource families, and recruit new resource families, while 
strengthening family bonds and attachments, as the child is able to bond much earlier in the 
case with the relative placement. 


















