Analyses and call to action regarding proposed new legislation changing the Maine CDS (Early Intervention System for Pre-School Children with Special Needs.) 

January 6, 2010

I am writing to you to share information and express my deep concern about a legislative bill (LD 1654) that would dismantle the Child Development Services (CDS) system.  I am asking for your help in opposing this bill on behalf of your child and the other young children with disabilities in Maine.    Senator Justin Alfond (D-Portland) is sponsoring legislation that would abolish all CDS regional offices and eliminate all CDS case managers, staff therapists and teachers. The bill proposes that the Department of Health and Human Services oversee the services currently provided through CDS.  Senator Alfond’s original legislative resolve (LR 2276) sought to transfer the entire birth to five system to DHHS.  He has since stated that his goal is now to move governance of the birth to age three program to DHHS, but when asked what will happen to services for preschool children, ages three to five, Senator Alfond stated that a plan has not been developed at this time. 

I had an opportunity to meet with Senator Alfond before Christmas.  The original bill makes many promises to young children and their families: promises for parent choice and easy access to all services a family needs.  I was hoping that during our meeting, Senator Alfond would be able to answer my questions about how his goals would be accomplished and provide a detailed implementation plan.  I was very disappointed to learn that a detailed plan has not been developed.  When I asked where the additional resources and additional services providers would come from to fulfill his promises, I was told that the plan would be developed later and we would just have to do it.  When I asked what would prevent the current CDS system from collapsing when CDS staff and contracted providers sought other employment prior to the transition date, I was told that the committee had not discussed that and a transition plan would need to be developed. There is no plan and the legislative resolve’s accusation that “CDS provides empty promises to children and families” is exactly what this legislation provides!

When I met with Senator Alfond, a mother of three children with autism joined me to share her journey and describe how CDS has supported her family.  We also provided several letters from other parents who oppose the transfer of governance to DHHS.  We were told that this information was anecdotal and that Senator Alfond and his committee had determined that a move to DHHS was best for Maine children.   There were no parents on the list of committee members that developed this proposal. 

CDS is a system designed to provide early intervention and special education to young children and their families.  It is not a perfect system.  There have been times when families have had to wait for evaluations or services.  Some children have very complex needs and it has taken time to determine how to best address those needs.  We have experienced turnover in staff and lost valuable therapists due to rates established by DHHS that have not been increased in years.  Yet, in spite of the challenges, MANY children have made tremendous progress and families have shared with me that they entered the CDS system without hope for their child and because of the supports and services provided by CDS, their hope was restored. In fact, in four federal performance indicators regarding parent satisfaction with services through CDS,  Maine’s scores for 2007-2008 were 84.9%, 87.7%, 91.4%, and 93.5% .  This objective data does not support systemic parental frustration, anger or helplessness.  

I have committed the last twenty-five years of my life to supporting young children and families. I am also the mother of an amazing young man with autism.  Senator Alfond’s bill looks wonderful on paper. There is no Maine citizen who would not want to streamline and create more easy access to services for young children with disabilities and their families, but without any plan regarding how this will happen, I fear that abolishing the system that is currently in place will have a disastrous impact on children and families.  The training requirements alone for new staff to understand and implement state and federal regulations could result in a standstill in identifying new children with delays, coordinating services and developing the legal documents that authorize the services for your child. 

I urge you, if at all possible, to attend a public hearing in Augusta on Wednesday, January 13th, at 9:00 am.  I am sorry for the short notice, but I was only made aware that the hearing had been scheduled on Monday.  I am very concerned that the hearing has been expedited in an effort to push this legislation through quickly.  If you are able to attend the hearing, please provide written testimony regarding your experience with CDS.  Your testimony should be about your family’s journey and CDS’s involvement in that journey. Please state your name and whether you support or oppose the legislation.  You will probably have only three minutes to speak, so your testimony should be concise.  If you have experiences with DHHS you would like to share, please do.  The following link can assist you in developing your written testimony. http://www.maine.gov/legis/opla/citizensguide.pdf   

Here are some questions for you to consider:

· Is your CDS case manager and your child’s team responsive to your concerns and goals for your child?

· Did your child receive services in a timely manner?  

· Has your child made progress as a result of the services that CDS has provided?

· Do you feel supported and valued as parents?

· Do you feel that abolishing CDS and moving the responsibility to provide services for young children with disabilities to DHHS will result in improved access to services for your family?

I have also attached a list of detailed concerns and questions that LD 1654 does not answer.

If you are not able to go to Augusta, please consider writing testimony and emailing or mailing it to all the legislators of the Education and Cultural Affairs legislative committee. If you email it to each member of the committee, please do not send your testimony as an attachment.  It will be filtered out.  If you have questions, I would be happy to talk with you.  You can reach me at Extension 208.  Directions to the hearing are attached, names of legislators on the education committee and questions that remain unanswered regarding how your child will continue to receive services are enclosed for your review.

