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Urgency:  No	State Mandated Local Program:  Yes	Reimbursable:  No
SUMMARY:
This bill requires a county social worker or probation officer to immediately notify specified persons when they receive information that a child receiving child welfare services, including a non-minor dependent (NMD), is absent from foster care. The bill also requires counties to include NMDs in their existing protocols to expeditiously locate a child absent from foster care.
Specifically, this bill:  
1. Requires, when a county social worker or probation officer receives information that a child or NMD receiving child welfare services is absent from foster care, the social worker or probation officer to immediately, but no later than 24 hours from the receipt of that information, notify all of the following persons or entities whose whereabouts are known:
1. The child’s or NMD’s parents or legal guardians, unless restricted by the court.

1. The attorney for the parents or legal guardians. 

1. The child’s or NMD’s attorney of record.

1. The child or NMD’s court-appointed special advocate, if one has been appointed. 

1. The court of jurisdiction. 

1. The child’s or NMD’s tribe or tribal representative, as applicable.

1. Any known sibling of the child or NMD who is required to be notified of a hearing. 

1. The local law enforcement agency.
1. Requires the notice to include an agency contact that noticed persons may reach for additional information.
1. Includes NMDs in the requirement for counties to develop and implement specific protocols to expeditiously locate any child absent from foster care. Further specifies these policies should describe the due diligence efforts used by county staff to expeditiously locate any child absent from foster care, including, but not limited to, the notification and the timeframe for reporting missing youth to interested parties as described in item 1, above.
FISCAL EFFECT:
Unknown ongoing local costs, likely in the high-hundreds of thousands of dollars annually (General Fund and federal funds), to county welfare departments and county probation departments for social worker resources and probation officers to conduct the required notifications, based on one to two hours of social worker or probation officer time per missing child. Data indicates approximately 4,500 foster children and NMDs go missing each year. 
Although these are state-mandated costs, they are not reimbursable, but instead must be funded by the state pursuant to Proposition 30 (2012) which requires legislation that increases costs already borne by a local agency for programs or levels of service mandated by realignment (including child welfare services and foster care) to apply to local agencies only to the extent the state provides annual funding for the cost increase. 
According to the Legislative Analyst’s Office, the General Fund faces a structural deficit in the tens of billions of dollars over the next several fiscal years. 
COMMENTS:
1) Purpose.  According to the author:
When foster children go missing, county practices are routinely out of compliance with the minimum California Department of Social Services guidance standards and both state and federal law. This negligence can lead to grave, life-changing, even fatal consequences for children. The potential risk is magnified for Native American children in the system who enter at a rate that is 2.7 times their representation in the population, the highest of any racial group. We can do better by our children by ensuring consistent implementation of best practices. This includes requiring notification to appropriate adults when a foster child is missing. Implementing effective, stabilizing and child/family supportive practices and policies will also assist California in confronting the crisis of Missing and Murdered Indigenous People. 
2) Background. California's Child Welfare Services (CWS) programs are administered by the state’s 58 counties, with each county operating its own program based on local needs, while adhering to state and federal regulations. CDSS secures federal funding to support CWS programs, provides statewide best practices training for social workers, conducts program regulatory oversight and administration, and develops policy. As of October 1, 2023, there were 45,044 youth from birth up to 21 years of age in foster care in California. 
Existing law requires counties to adopt policies requiring a social worker or probation officer to take certain actions when they learn a child receiving child welfare services is missing from foster care. These actions, however, do not require a social worker or probation officer to notify law enforcement, the court with jurisdiction over the child, the child's family, the child's attorney, or the child's tribe or tribal representative (if applicable). 
Advocates and stakeholders have reported that not all relevant parties are being notified when a foster youth is missing from foster care and that protocols are not being enforced consistently across counties. Advocates report some counties with high numbers of tribes fail to mention tribes in their protocols. Tribes also report they are not consistently notified when an Indian child goes missing from foster care.
This bill requires social workers and probation officers to immediately notify specified people, including tribes, when they receive information that a child, including an NMD, is missing from foster care, and requires counties to include NMDs in their existing protocols to expeditiously locate a child absent from foster care. These requirements align with federal requirements under the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act.
3) Related Legislation. Last year’s AB 273 (Ramos) was an expanded version of this bill that contained additional requirements, including requirements on the juvenile courts. AB 273 was vetoed by the Governor whose veto message cited cost concerns. 
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