To:  Volunteers, Staff and Stakeholders,

It has been nearly 14 years that there has been a blanket prohibition of Guardian ad Litem Volunteers transporting children.  I have been listening to youth previously in foster care, GAL volunteers, GAL staff, DCF staff, Community Based Care agencies and their subcontractors, prior Secretary’s of DCF, prior GAL Executive Directors and others interested in the issue of permitting volunteers to transport children.   Based on all this input and my own experience as a volunteer in the late 1980’s when the program permitted transporting children, I have decided to implement a Transportation Project Pilot.       

After much thought and balancing the negative aspects of lifting the prohibition against transporting children and the positive aspects of lifting the prohibition of transporting children it is clear to me that the positives outweigh the negatives.  

Based on the feedback and with the twin goals of fostering the relationship between the child and his/her volunteer guardian ad litem, and promoting normalcy for our children, the Program is sponsoring this optional Transportation Project.  No volunteer would ever be required to transport a child, and only carefully selected volunteers, who wish to transport, will be authorized to do so.  

In addition, I permitted transportation of children on situations involving emergencies where the child’s safety is at risk.

There are some clear benefits to permitting vetted volunteers who choose to participate in this project to transport children.  Among these benefits are:

· Child safety:   Child safety is the primary reason for instituting the Transportation Project.  An email from a Volunteer Guardian ad Litem discussing the Transportation Project described the following circumstance.  “[I] have been a Guardian ad Litem/CASA with several different state jurisdictions for approximately 12 years, CASA’s in California were approved to transport children; … It really gave me the opportunity to bond with the children when they were out of the foster/group home.  One girl disclosed that she was being sexually molested, (and) that she was in a “place’ with me where she felt safe.” 

·  Enhanced relationships:  Relationships with youth can be enhanced during the transportation of a child in foster care.   The bonding and trust that develops as a result of such shared experiences are more likely to result in disclosures by the child that provide the volunteer with insight into safety issues impacting the child.  One volunteer remembers when two little boys he took to McDonalds were beside themselves with excitement because it was the first time they had ever been to a “restaurant” to eat.  Amazingly, the shared experience and relaxed atmosphere of the journey can deepen the relationship between the child and the volunteer.  

· Improved communications: Communication with youth can be tough in the best of circumstances.  Meeting children on “their turf” gives them a sense of empowerment and has the ability to enhance a volunteer’s ability to communicate with kids. One volunteer remembers how his child, after listening to some of his favorite music on the car radio, began to relax and open up to him about things going on in his group home which were impacting the child’s life.  This was information the volunteer is not sure he would have heard about had it not been for that ride in the car and sharing music.  

· Sense of Normalcy:  Daily experiences help build a child’s confidence and buoys her spirit when she is able to go to a school dance or go get her driver’s license on her birthday just like her friends.  Many of the everyday things that our own kids take for granted are not always something a dependent child can count on.  By transporting, volunteers can help bring these same childhood experiences back into the lives of our dependent kids.  

· Volunteer Retention:  The first volunteer who was permitted to transport a child in foster care sent the Circuit Director a report after his experience.  An excerpt from his report summarizing his feelings immediately after taking a child who resided in a group home to a restaurant is below.  The satisfaction those volunteers who choose to request and are approved to transport could enhance the volunteer experience.  “… I know how hard you worked to get this approval, particularly in time for me to visit “Ryan”.   … When I retired I was making six figures. I am now a volunteer and unpaid, or am I?  When I hear, What would we have done without you; You have no idea how much you have helped our family; Things happen when you get involved; a four year old girl nearly knocks you over jumping up to give you a hug, and a little boy puts his arms around you, his head in your chest, and says, thank you, I feel like I have gotten a raise.”

After the Transportation Project runs for a period of time, our Program will have an independent review of the Project and request a report with recommendations on the future of the program and whether it should be expanded.

Attached are the guidelines for transporting children.  Included in the attachment is the relevant Standard and a letter from the DCF supporting the pilot.  

Each Circuit Director will decide whether they want to initiate the Transportation Project in their Circuit, and if so, how they want to implement this pilot.  Some Circuit Directors may choose to permit application to transport only for children who have had their parents rights terminated, some may only want volunteers who have more than 2 years experience, or some may only choose a limited number of volunteers to participate during the pilot phase.  The guidelines can be made more stringent by the Circuit but not less stringent.

If there are any specific concerns please let me know since we can change them at any time.  Thanks for all your comments to develop these guidelines and thanks for your dedication to children.

Sincerely,

 

Alan F. Abramowitz

Executive Director

Florida Statewide Guardian Ad LItem Office

