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Counsel for Kids: A Sound Investment 
For State Governments
Investing in counsel for kids in dependency proceedings leads to taxpayer savings. 
An attorney can prevent unnecessary removal of children from their parents and 
shorten the time a child is in the foster care system if removal is needed.

COUNSEL FOR KIDS:

•	 Optimizes cost saving opportunities by reducing the time children are in foster 
care and thus public spending on foster care.2

	॰ Removing a child from their home and placing them in foster care is a state 
and federal expense. Expenses include the daily cost of foster care, case worker 
salary, services, medical costs, court costs, and costs of administration.3

	॰ The cost of appointing attorneys is offset by the money the jurisdiction saves 
from attorney advocacy reducing the time a child spends in foster care. 

•	 Increases state funds through a federal reimbursement opportunity. 

	॰ In December 2018, the Children’s Bureau changed longstanding policy and 
expanded federal funding to support independent legal representation of chil-
dren, parents, and tribes when children are at risk of foster care placement.

	॰ States can now claim up to 50% reimbursement from the federal government 
in eligible cases for children’s attorneys and their support staff — just as states 
would for other essential members of the child welfare workforce, like agency 
attorneys and caseworkers.

	॰ States can continue to claim up to 75% reimbursement in eligible cases for train-
ing the child welfare workforce, including attorneys.

•	 Offers cost savings by avoiding additional costs.

The negative financial impact of children lingering in foster care is staggering. 
According to a Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative report, the national cost of 
children aging out of foster care without proper supports is nearly 8 billion dollars 
a year.4

	॰ Negative outcomes like serious disciplinary infractions in schools, dropping out 
of high school, unemployment, homelessness, teenage pregnancy, and drug 
and alcohol dependence and abuse, human trafficking, and criminal legal 
involvement disproportionately impact youth experiencing long-term foster 
care and have profound, cascading implications for state budgets, vis-à-vis 
increased needs for law enforcement/corrections, public welfare programs, 
specialized treatment, and more.5

A Washington State 
Study estimated 

$1.2 million in cost 
savings generated 
from appointment 

of counsel for 
50,000 children. 

“These conservative 
calculations do not 

take into account 
potential cost 

savings outside of 
the child welfare 
system, such as 

in the educational, 
employment, 

health, or criminal 
justice domains.” 1
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	॰ A report on quality legal representation published by the Barton Child Law and 
Policy Center at Emory Law School explained that “[…] federal and state gov-
ernments are paying an unnecessary premium for expensive foster care that 
inevitably requires those same governments to pay an unnecessary premium in 
the future while attempting to fix the damage that foster care caused.”6

Payoffs of High-Quality Legal 
Representation Outweigh the Cost
INVESTMENT IN RIGHT TO COUNSEL FOR CHILDREN
High quality legal representation tips the scales in favor of securing due process 
for every child. That alone is worth the costs of the administration of justice. It also 
reduces the number of days a child spends in state-funded foster care, mitigates 
the chance of a child’s crossover into other expensive systems, and alleviates 
strain on other areas of state government. High quality legal representation yields 
increasingly tailored case plans and services, heightened advocacy for early kin 
placement, maintained sibling bonds, and family time for children and youth.
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PAYOFFS: 
high quality legal representation | advancing due process 

rights of youth | promoting youth dignity and autonomy 
through meaningful engagement in court proceedings 
| amplified youth voice in case planning | reducing 
unnecessary removals |  increasingly tailored case 

plans and services | more kin placements | maintaining 
sibling bonds | increased family time | educational 

stability | expedited permanency | cost savings to state 
governments | increased state funds with federal IV-E 

reimbursement | less crossover into other public support 
systems | state accountability | promoting government 

interest in child safety | mechanism to confront systemic 
disparities and promote equity and fairness in procedures

COST: 
State Investment  

in Legal Representation

A study in Palm 
Beach County, 

Florida found that 
appointing counsel 

for children reduced 
costs by 16.3%.7
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