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PALM COAST -- It's a harsh reality for many of the more than 1,100 local children in the foster care system who have been ripped away from the people they love and the places they once called home. 

And the children don't always end up in a private-home setting that's similar to the one they left. 

Shelters and group homes fill the care gap amid a shortage of available foster homes. But it's a situation that's far from what most would call "normal" family life, said William Babiez, CEO of Community Partnership for Children. 

Palm Coast mother Gretchen Huijskens agrees and said it's why she and Lifecoast Church of Palm Coast are calling for community action with an informational meeting for local families who may have room in their hearts and homes for one more member. 

The meeting will be at 7 p.m. Friday in the Life Center on Palm Coast Parkway. Children's Home Society Director Christine Davenport will answer questions and provide information on a wide array of programs through which people can donate their time and love. 

While some children are best served in a group home environment, many others would be better served with a new place in a loving local family, foster care officials such as Davenport and Babiez said this week. 

The problem is not enough of the loving and stable homes in this area have opened their doors to these children -- particularly those in their teen years. 

"A number of the teens have been in several placements. They've experienced a great deal of loss during their time in foster care. And many have been separated from siblings and other family members, so their sense of a biological family has been shattered," Babiez explained. 

It's a situation that's unacceptable to Huijskens, who knows the teen years are an important time for learning how to be a self-sufficient and productive member of society. It's a time when having a loving and healthy environment and a safety net to turn to is critical. 

"Personally, I know I still needed my parents even into my20s," Huijskens said. 

She's asking local families to consider playing a role in a foster child's life. 

Locals can welcome a child into their home on a temporary basis, providing short or long-term foster care. There are also mentoring programs for those that may not be ready or able to care for a child full time. And families looking to adopt can sometimes welcome a new member to their family permanently in as little as 90 days, Babiez said. There are 70 local children available for adoption -- their ages spread "across the spectrum," he said. 

"I think people underestimate their ability to do this," Babiez said. 

Huijskens concurred and said she believes that if every stable and loving family committed to helping just one foster child in their lifetime, there would be no shortage of love, help, hope and stability for them all. 

Davenport said the best foster family candidates have strong family bonds and a willingness to love a child that's been on a tough road with "tenacity"and consistency.
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