Education for former foster kids may feel ax 
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TALLAHASSEE -- TALLAHASSEE - Paula Palmer is focused on making something of herself and giving her future children a better life than she had growing up in foster care.

The 20-year-old DeLand resident attends Daytona Beach Community College and hopes to get into a dental-hygienist program next year. 

But that plan could get derailed, as Florida lawmakers consider cutting money from a program that helps Palmer and thousands of other former foster children live independently as young adults. 

Palmer receives a $1,014 monthly stipend from the program but worries what would happen if the money is reduced. 

"For me, I almost depend on that every month," she said. "If it's not there, what am I going to do then? I would have to drop out of school to work full-time so I could pay my bills and live somewhere." 

A House proposal to chop $7 million from the Independent Living program is part of tens of millions of dollars in potential state budget cuts next year that could affect efforts to help foster children, prevent child abuse and increase adoptions. 

The extent of cuts to the state Department of Children & Families' budget likely will not be known for weeks, as the House and Senate are still working on 2008-09 spending proposals. But with the state facing a multibillion-dollar tax shortfall because of the economic downturn, children's advocates worry that cuts will damage programs designed to help vulnerable kids. 

George Sheldon, DCF assistant secretary for operations, said with a downturn in the economy and increases in abuse calls to the state's hot line, "this is not the time to be cutting services." He supports the governor's budget that would tap into reserves or other funds instead of making cuts. 

Ron Zychowski, president and chief executive officer of Community Partnership for Children, an agency contracted by the state to provide foster care and adoption services in Volusia and Flagler counties, said cuts would hit child welfare, along with substance-abuse and mental-health programs. 

Zychowski said that could mean fewer prevention programs to help keep families from abusing children, fewer staff to monitor and work with children and less money to help former foster children like Palmer. The local agency faces a potential $1.4 million in cuts. 

"It's not going to be good for kids," Zychowski said. "My biggest concern is that it will actually end up keeping kids in foster care longer and costing us even more money." 

House Healthcare Chairman Aaron Bean, R-Fernandina Beach, said the potential DCF cuts are deeper than anyone anticipated earlier this year. But overall, the dwindling tax revenue could force roughly $1 billion in cuts from health and human-services programs. 

With that in mind, Bean said adding money for some programs will force further cuts in other programs. 

"There's not a magical pot of money in health care," Bean said. 

Statewide, the House and Senate propose cutting about $19 million for local agencies like the Community Partnership for Children, according to the Florida Coalition for Children, a group that represents those agencies. Also, they would cut about $4.1 million by eliminating 71 DCF child protective investigator positions. Three to five of those positions would be in Volusia, Flagler, Putnam and St. Johns counties. 

The House also proposed cutting $7 million from the program that helps children who leave the foster-care system after turning 18. The Senate does not propose cutting the $27 million program, which is commonly known as the Independent Living program. 

Zychowski said 46 local foster teens will turn 18 this year. If funding for the Independent Living program is cut, he said he might have to consider reducing the monthly stipend to about 50 young adults currently in the program in order to serve new people who qualify. 

Palmer supplements her $1,014 stipend with a part-time job at OfficeMax, where she's worked since 2006. She's looking for a second part-time job while going to college full-time, which also is funded by the state. 

Unlike many 20-year-olds, Palmer has no family to fall back on though she recently has been in touch with her father. Palmer and her two sisters were removed from their mother when Palmer was 7. 

Now, she wants to become a dental hygienist, get a house and "maybe start a family with someone who I know I'm going to be with the rest of my life, so my kids don't go through what I went through." 
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Photo 1: Paula Palmer laminates a customer's order at OfficeMax where she works part-time. Palmer attends Daytona Beach Community College and hopes to become a dental hygienist. 
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