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Dear Members of the Interim Committee on Foster Care:

Thank you so much for the opportunity to share with the Committee my perspective on the
value that Idaho’s Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) programs bring to my and other
courtrooms around the state. I regret that due to prior work obligations, I am unable to join the
Committee in person, but | hope my thoughts on this topic will assist you in your work.

In 1977, a Seattle juvenile court judge, concerned about making drastic decisions with
insufficient information, conceived the idea of citizen volunteers speaking up for the best interests of
abused and neglected children in the courtroom. From that first program, there is now a network of
nearly 1,000 CASA and guardian ad litem (GAL) programs that are recruiting, training and
supporting volunteers in 49 states and the District of Columbia.

Judges appoint CASA volunteers to represent the best interests of children who have been
removed from their homes due to abuse or neglect. Each year, more than 600,000 children
experience foster care in this country. Because there are not enough CASA/GAL volunteers to
represent all of the children in care, judges typically assign CASA /GAL volunteers to their most

difficult cases.

The Idaho CASA programs started with funding from the Idaho Legislature in 1989/90 and
provisions for them were included in the Idaho Child Protective Act. A CASA program exists in
each of the 7 Idaho court districts. Last year, more than 421 CASA and guardian ad litem (GAL)
volunteers helped more than 1,707 abused and neglected children find safe, permanent homes.
CASA/GAL volunteers are everyday citizens who have undergone screening and training with their
local CASA/GAL program.

The Program has many benefits to the child protection system. First, it helps resolve legal
conflicts. Children in a child protection case are entitled to be represented, but an attorney is
not always a good solution for children who are young and/ or immature. An attorney is
legally bound to represent the wishes of the client. An infant client has a hard time



communicating with their attorney. If the court appoints an attorney as an Attorney ad Litem, the
attorney must act independently from the state and parents and must collect information to advocate
for the best interests of the child. The attorney becomes more of a witness and investigator than a
legal advocate. This takes a great deal of time and most attorneys are untrained in child development
and best interests. Volunteer guardians ad litem fill this gap in our system. Attorneys are good at
representing a client including CASA volunteers appointed by the court. In many counties, lawyers
volunteer their time to represent the CASA.

Second, when the legislature passed amendments to Idaho Code section 16-1629(8) in 2016,
it gave guardians ad litem an enhanced role of serving as a check on placement decisions made by
the Department of Health and Welfare. They are one of the parties that can challenge placement
decisions and ask for a court review of the placement under the provisions of Idaho Juvenile Rule
43(3). This is a very important responsibility for the GAL and effectuates the intent of the 2016
legislation.

Third, the programs save the counties a great deal of money by reducing the amount of funds
spent for legal time investigating and representing children in child protection cases. Volunteers are
not paid, but are trained citizens who invest their time wisdom and experience helping kids.

Finally, the CASA programs do a great job at public relations. They reach out in the
communities they serve and bring attention to the problem of child abuse. They serve to help prevent
abuse because of community awareness and to advocate for the wellbeing of children as a whole.

The programs raise resources for kids from the community. This includes a big part of their funding,
as well as things such as suitcases for kids, back-to-school packs, access to activities for foster kids,
and many other services. One CASA ina 6™ District case arranged for free dental care for a child in
great need but without medical coverage.

The programs struggle from time to time because of low funding and high demands on their
services. The ideal program uses CASA volunteers to represent the children and the paid staff to
train and support the volunteers. If the program gets behind in recruiting and training volunteers then
the staff takes on some cases. They do a great job for the kids, but then have less time to recruit,
train and support volunteers. We are working with our programs to encourage use of trained
volunteers.

1daho judges greatly appreciate the services provided by CASA volunteers and they have
sought, at times, to request CASA to make best interest recommendations in divorce and custody
matters. This is not permissible under CASA guidelines, funding and training, but it speaks of the
respect judges have for their work. As the Interim Committee looks at the child welfare system in
Idaho, I hope it will look favorably upon our CASA/GAL programs and their caring, committed, and
valued GAL volunteers.

Sincerely,
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Judge Bryart Murray
Bannock County Magistrate Judge
Chair, Child Protection Committee



