Adoptive mom wants state to keep subsidies 
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NEW SMYRNA BEACH -- NEW SMYRNA BEACH - The sign on the wall of the small sitting room reads, "Give love, Gather love." Mary Lou Clime's New Smyrna Beach home is filled with kids, chaos and love.

The 64-year-old former chiropractor and adoptive mother of three special-needs foster children wants others to find the same joy. 

But, with state lawmakers planning wide-ranging budget cuts because of shrinking tax revenues, they could freeze a state subsidy to those willing to give such youngsters a permanent home. The House and Senate are expected to negotiate a final 2008-09 budget during the next two weeks that could include as much as $1 billion in cuts to overall health and human-service programs. 

"I have got mine. I want someone else to get theirs," Clime said of the up to $300-per-month, per-child payment. "I want to put a face on this. You can send e-mails, but that is just paper." 

After raising four children of her own and having an active professional life, Clime was recruited by her church pastor into assisting at a New Smyrna Beach women's shelter. There she met the pregnant mother of her adopted son, Micah, and helped her through rehab for a crack cocaine addiction. 

"I was at the hospital when he was born," she recalled. 

After his birth, Micah's mom relapsed, abandoning the baby boy in a bedroom of Clime's house when he was 12 days old. Clime accepted him as a foster child. A little more than a year later, she formally adopted him. That was almost five years ago. 

Micah was followed by Heather. The then-9-year-old redhead had been abused by her father and bounced from one foster home to another for much of her life. Finally, came Shia, whom Clime adopted last May. 

"I am the oldest of seven, so a lot of kids seems right," Clime said. 

But, in addition to being taken from their biological parents, each of the youngsters suffers from psychological or physical problems, which require special medical care and that is incredibly expensive, she said. 

Clime said her current subsidy is adequate for her children; her concern is what will happen to the children still in the system. Like an 18-month-old little girl she now fosters and would like to adopt, but without assistance that is financially impossible, although she will continue to serve as the youngster's medical foster parent. 

Ron Zychowski, chief executive officer of the Community Partnership for Children, the agency contracted by the state to provide foster and adoptive services for Volusia and Flagler counties, said during its last session the Legislature determined every adoptive family should get a subsidy of $5,000 per year. That is 85 percent of what the state pays to foster parents for food, board and care of their charges. Without that assistance, he predicts more foster children will remain in the system until "aged out" at 18 years old. 

"When they are adopted, a child has a permanent, loving home," he said. "That is not only good for the children, but also the state of Florida." 

Which is why if the state is not willing to fund the $13.7 million estimated needs of the subsidy program, Zychowski will have to take it from other sources - such as programs for abused children. 

"Stopping adoptions is not a viable alternative," he said. 

State Rep. Aaron Bean, R-Fernandina Beach, chairman of the Florida House Appropriations Committee, said the problem is simple, but the solution is not. 

"It is a question of money we do not have," he said by telephone from Tallahassee. 

In Clime's sitting room, that response does not cut it because that means children will have to stay in bad situations. 

"I feel bad for them," said 14-year-old Heather. 

- Tallahassee Bureau Chief Jim Saunders contributed to this report. 

Foster Kids 

"The decline (of adoptions) is the result of the pool of children available for adoption shrinking," said Ron Zychowski, chief executive officer of the Community Partnership for Children. The Partnership is contracted by the state of Florida to provide foster care and adoption services in Volusia and Flagler counties. Zychowski said his agency administered: 

156 adoptions of foster children in fiscal 2007 133 adoptions, so far, in fiscal 2008 with estimates of a total of 145 adoptions, 140 adoptions anticipated in fiscal 2009 .
Cutline: Mary Lou Clime sits with her adopted children, Micah, 6, Shia, 4, and Heather, 14, outside their New Smyrna Beach home Tuesday. Clime, 64, adopted all three out of foster care with the help of a state subsidy for taking in special-needs youngsters. The Legislature is looking at freezing the subsidy. 
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