Today's story comes from The Seattle Times, via the Associated Press, and is titled, "Foster Parents Say Union Effort is Gaining Momentum". (see attachment)
 

The story discusses a controversial effort underway in Washington State to unionize foster parenting, and the results of this effort may be poised to set the stage for a nationwide influence.  The topic is controversial.  Proponents are working for the right to bargain collectively with the state.  Opponents argue that foster parenting is contrary to the volunteer nature of caring for needy children.
 

Between 44% and 82% of foster children have chronic health conditions [Jee SH et al. "Factors associated with chronic conditions among children in foster care". J Health Care Poor Underserved. 2006 May;17(2):328-341] and by the nature of their need for placement, are usually at high risk for developmental and behavioral problems.
 

FOSTER PARENTING RESOURCES:
National Foster Parent Association
www.nfpainc.org
 

Foster Parent Association of Washington State
www.fpaws.org
 

ADOPTION RESOURCE:
Go to training website at http://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds
Select "Resources for Community"
Select "Adoption"
Select "Parents Network for the Post Institutionalized Child"
 

And that's today's Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
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Foster parents say union effort is gaining momentum

By Curt Woodward

The Associated Press

OLYMPIA — Daniele Baxter has opened her home to more than 700 abused and neglected kids over the past two decades, an undertaking the title of "professional parent" on her business card only hints at.

These days, the full-time foster parent and her husband, Steve, have added another role: labor organizers.

As presidents of the Foster Parents Association of Washington State, they're helping orchestrate the group's unprecedented drive to join a labor union and win the right to bargain with state government.

The association is coy so far about the results of its membership drive. But after years of frustration and what they see as chronic disregard from government officials, Baxter said foster parents are signing up in droves.

"My husband and I have two or three engagements a week where we're traveling to private agencies and local foster-parent associations," Baxter said. "Every time we go there, almost 95 percent of people sign up."

Effort unveiled
Washington's foster-parent association unveiled its effort to join state government's largest labor union, the Washington Federation of State Employees, in late May.

The two groups have formed a new foster-care division within the AFL-CIO affiliate, and established joint membership for a renewable 12-month contract.

Observers around the country are watching the first-of-its-kind alliance for signs that it could spread. In the meantime, many remain puzzled about its significance.

But if the unionization is successful, some experts and labor officials think similar efforts could sprout up among foster parents nationwide.

"If we do it right here, I think it will set a pattern around the country," said Greg Devereux, the state workers union's director.

The alliance has drawn some criticism. State Sen. Joe Zarelli, R-Ridgefield, rejects the idea of foster-parents unionizing as contrary to the volunteer nature of caring for needy children.

"From my perspective, the whole idea of opening your home to children that need parental role models is one of volunteerism and not one of employment," said Zarelli, a former foster parent.

Other observers are uncertain about what effect the unionization will have.

Wait-and-see mode
Two national authorities, the nonprofit Casey Family Programs and the National Foster Parent Association, have declined to take an official position. Experts said state associations and agencies also are treading lightly.

"The other states are in a wait-and-see mode, because there are a lot of questions to be answered," said Karen Jorgenson, director of the National Foster Parent Association.

With its power tied to membership numbers, Baxter said she should have no trouble enlisting about 20 percent of the state's estimated 6,000 foster parents to join the new union.

Devereux said they shouldn't stop there: "We're going to go out and recruit them all."

Like their counterparts elsewhere, Washington state foster parents are reimbursed by the state on a sliding scale for the costs of taking in abused or neglected children who need a home. Kids can be placed for short emergency stays, or remain for years.

Foster parents also can access medical coupons, clothing vouchers and other assistance for foster children, along with support and training opportunities for themselves.

Despite those efforts, relations between foster parents and state child-welfare agencies can be frosty. Foster parents complain about a lack of resources and respect; state officials point out the difficult work of helping children succeed despite the most daunting circumstances.

Many state foster-care systems also have come under criticism from advocates, and Washington's is no exception.

State officials are working through the settlement of a landmark lawsuit that accused them of bouncing children among too many foster homes without adequate services. The agency's previous director was forced out of her job last year after budget overruns and high-profile child deaths.

Washington state's Children's Administration, which oversees foster care, has not publicly taken a position on the unionization effort. Officials declined to provide comment for this story.

