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To:
Rhode Island House Finance Committee

Re:
Testimony in opposition to the Governor’s Budget Proposal (Article Number 22).

Dear Committee Members,

As a professional social worker who has worked with at-risk youth and their familiars for over 30 years, I am appalled by the suggested cuts outlined in Article 22.  In the best of family conditions, youth need to continue to receive supports by their families well into their mid-twenties.  This support can be characterized in terms of college tuition, health care costs, assistance in navigating how to survive many areas of our world, and emotional support.  Youth who have been primarily “raised” within the state care system that at best provides protection and meets other basic needs and at worst is chaotic, uncoordinated and certainly lacks ability to teach basic survival skills, are at tremendous risk for not surviving if cast out at age 18.  

I have seen many inhumane practices perpetrated on and against individuals and families in need over my thirty years, but these changes would be among the worst.  Our state would, in essence be an agent in perpetrating a major injustice against our youth who had no place to turn in their most desperate times.  The state, until this point, has assumed the role of parent to these youth and would be guilty of “parental neglect” if this article was enacted.

If budget article 22 is allowed to pass, 857 children in state care will be cut from receiving any services. They will lose health care benefits, case-managing services, housing transitional services, and college tuition assistance. These cuts would leave many youngsters homeless and put them at greater risk for getting in trouble with the law. As a result, these cost cuts will not really be saving money, but will only be shifting money from transitional services and college education assistance to prison systems and homeless shelters. National data from the Urban Institute shows that 60 percent of homeless youth ages 18 to 19 are former foster youth. Furthermore, these former foster youth make up 25 percent of the adult homeless population.  Data consistently shows that keeping youth in care until age 21 helps them to avoid adverse living situations in the future.

From a clinical and rehabilitation standpoint, these youth have gained, out of necessity, tremendous survival skills and have developed many other areas of strength.  But some have also been severely damaged and carry the scars, memories and residual damage caused by situations they had no control over and in which the state has assumed responsibility.  The skills, knowledge, aptitudes, and attitudes necessary to not only survive, but to thrive in the future are gained during the ages of 18 and 21, just when Article 22 would have them removed from the sources that could provide these critical services.  Cutting these services will have a lasting negative impact, not only on the youth directly affected, but on Rhode Island as a whole.  The basic humanity of the state is at stake in this discussion.  The House finance committee does not need to be reminded of this.  Most of you have heard more testimony over the years than any other individual in the state of Rhode Island, so you know very well of what I speak.  Do not make these cuts and allow Rhode Island to move backwards.  There are far too much of these careless and mean spirited actions loose in the world today!

If you have any questions about our position, please feel free to contact me at any time at 401-274-4940.

Respectfully Submitted:

Rick Harris, LICSW

Executive Director

