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DAYTONA BEACH -- The local child welfare agency that has served foster children for almost 10 years will be competing to renew about a $27 million-a-year contract with the state. 

The state Department of Children & Families is seeking proposals for a nonprofit or governmental community-based organization to serve as the lead provider starting July 1 for five years to provide foster care services, including emergency shelter, case management, adoption and a host of other services. 

Agencies have until Jan. 13 to submit to the local DCF contract office, and a review committee will rate the proposals, then make a recommendation to the circuit and regional directors. Community Partnership for Children, in Daytona Beach, currently provides services to about 1,200 children who are in foster care or receiving services in their home. 

The agency's current five-year contract will end June 30, 2011, but has been providing services under a previous contract since 2001 when the state privatized the local child welfare system. 

Mark Jones, chief executive officer, said he's confident and hopeful the agency can continue providing services and thinks the proposal process is a way to showcase the agency's new work. But he said he also knows there will be competition after watching a similar process in Orlando recently when the lead agency lost its contract. 

Community Partnership for Children has had a rocky road over the years, including the agency's board in June terminating CEO Bill Babiez's contract. Board members previously said there were ongoing concerns over his leadership. 

He has since sued the agency claiming breach of contract. Jones, who started in September, is the agency's fifth CEO since 2001. The agency, which changed its name in 2007 from Community Based Care of Volusia and Flagler Counties, almost lost its first contract six years ago for a variety of problems. 

But agency and other child welfare officials said the partnership has changed and is providing quality services and new services to keep children and families together as part of a statewide foster care redesign initiative. 

"We are coming through a lot of the challenges of the past. We are doing a lot better," Jones said. "We are going in a whole different direction formalizing partnerships with community providers." 

Reggie Williams, local DCF administrator, said he couldn't comment about Community Partnership's chances since it's an open competition. But he said with the change in CEO "we've seen some stabilization of the organization and movement to implement changes that will be beneficial to the child welfare system." 

Calvin Martin, local director of the Guardian Ad Litem program, which represents foster children in court, and chairman of the Community Alliance DCF advisory board, said the current agency has done "a very good job." He said changing lead agencies could be "challenging and traumatic to the system." 

Martin also pointed to new programs starting. Community Partnership in December plans to start contracting with another provider to offer case managers and other services especially for foster teens, according to Jones. A new partnership is also starting with Stewart-Marchman-Act Behavioral Healthcare to provide outpatient detox services for parents dealing with prescription drug abuse.
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