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Reunification Day Celebrations

What’s Happening Around the Country?
This year, a number of national organizations* are working together to organize the first National Reunification Day on June 19, 2010.  The goal of National Reunification Day is to celebrate families and communities coming together and to raise awareness about the importance of family reunification to children in foster care.  
While June 19, 2010 is the official day, a number of jurisdictions are celebrating on different days and weeks. Celebrations range from large community picnics for families and child welfare staff to educational and advocacy oriented workshops featuring noted child welfare reform experts to celebrating families reunifying with gift bags, family photos and reunification certificates.  The important part of this initiative is to celebrate successful reunifications whenever and however it works for you.
Reunification with family is the preferred outcome for children removed from their homes and placed in foster care.  Every year, hundreds of thousands of children are successfully reunified with their families.  Reunification takes work, commitment, and investment of time and resources by parents, family members, social workers, attorneys, courts and the community.  For most children in foster care, reunification with their family is their best option for a permanent and loving home.   National Reunification Day is one way to acknowledge the hard work and celebrate the families who are back together!  

Below is a brief description about what a few jurisdictions are doing to celebrate reunification.  Some jurisdictions have been celebrating reunifications for over a decade and some are just starting.  Hopefully these stories can inspire you and provide you with some ideas and resources for planning your own National Reunification Day celebration.  

For more information about planning your own National Reunification Day celebration, please visit our website: http://new.abanet.org/child/Pages/nationalreunificationday.aspx
Allegheny County, Pennsylvania

In 1999 the Allegheny County Department of Human Services Office of Children, Youth and Families (DHS) held its first Families United Celebration as a way to celebrate families involved in the child welfare system who had achieved their goal of reunification.  Every year since then Allegheny County has held an annual Families United Celebration -- last year over 2500 people attended to celebrate families who have reunified and the importance of strong families to the overall community.  

The Families United Celebration is held at a local park in the community that is donated by the city.  The first year of the celebration the event was focused solely on families who had reunified.  The planners found that some families were reluctant to attend and be singled out as being involved in the child welfare system.  To address these concerns, DHS opened the event to the community as a whole, including community agencies, family support centers, service providers, agency social workers, attorneys, judges, and politicians.  

The event typically takes place on a Friday in August.  Food and entertainment are provided by DHS.  Ben & Jerry’s donates ice-cream for the event.  Each year many happy faces can be seen celebrating reunifications and family strengths.  

Since its inception, the Families United Celebration has always been a joyous occasion.   It has successfully raised awareness in the community about what reunification means for families.  The press and politicians regularly attend the event.  

For more information about the Allegheny County reunification celebration, please contact Dr. Marcia Sturdivant, Deputy Director, Department of Human Services, Office of Children, Youth and Families at: marcia.sturdivant@alleghenycounty.us
Polk County, Iowa

Since 2001, the Polk County Model Court in Des Moines, Iowa has been celebrating Adoption Saturday.  Inspired by the success of Adoption Saturday and the way it advanced greater understanding and community support of child welfare and adoption issues, an administrator at the Iowa Department of Human Services (DHS) had the idea of celebrating families who had successfully reunified.  

While many people were excited about the idea of celebrating families who had reunified, some people had concerns.  People worried about safety – what if a former violent partner decided to attend the event?  The plan was for a picnic in a public park so there would not be a lot of security.  Others worried about the judges and attorneys attending the event.  What if people had open cases or their cases came back to court? Could there be issues with individuals trying to talk to their judges or lawyers or other parties about case-specific information?  The event planners decided to forge ahead with the event, despite some concerns – trusting that parents would take steps to assure safety and handling contact between judges, lawyers, and court-involved families as they would any other incidental contact.     

The first reunification celebration picnic was held in July of 2007 at a local park. The court, which is a National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges Model Court, Drake Law School Middleton Children’s Rights Center, Parent Partners (a peer parent mentor project), and the Polk County Fatherhood Initiative took the lead in the event planning.  The event was funded by DHS with flexible funds available for targeted projects.  Since the park was not on a bus route, the local Fatherhood Initiative arranged for a van to transport families.  

The first event was a huge success.  It was well attended by families, court personnel, attorneys, social workers, community service providers, and children.  There was food, games, face-painting and fun for all attendees.  Additional picnics were held in 2008 and 2009 with additional community partners, more families attending and new activities for the children.  The most recent event also included members of the press and legislators.  

This year, Polk County will be holding its fourth reunification celebration picnic on June 19th.  The planners are happy that their picnic has inspired so many and will now be a part of the National Reunification Day
For more information about the Polk County reunification celebration, please contact Judge Cohen at:  Connie.Cohen@iowacourts.gov
Los Angeles County, California
Inspired by what he saw happening in Iowa with their reunification celebration picnics, Judge Michael Nash, Presiding Judge of the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court, raised the idea with the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS).  DCFS leadership liked the idea and together Judge Nash and DCFS presented the idea of celebrating family reunifications to the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors.  The Board of Supervisors approved, a planning committee was put together, and the first ever reunification celebration week took place during the first week of March 2010 in Los Angeles, California.  
The goal of the reunification celebration week was to recognize the accomplishments and dedication of families who have worked to regain custody of their children and to acknowledge the people who support and guide them along the way.  The reunification celebration week was also intended to raise awareness in the Los Angeles community about the families involved in child welfare and to drive home the message that reunification is a significant and widespread part of child welfare work and is the ultimate goal of the child welfare system – to safely bring families together, not tear them apart.

There were six events taking place in Los Angeles during the first week in March to celebrate reunifications.  Initially, the planning committee sent requests to the child welfare community asking for reunification success stories and nominations for reunification heroes.  The reunification heroes could be a family who overcame significant obstacles to reunite or could be someone who helped them along the way.  The reunification heroes were recognized by the Board of Supervisors at a breakfast and reception celebrating their accomplishments.  

Throughout the week, there were celebrations in 5 DCFS offices in different regions of Los Angeles County.  Each office hosting a celebration highlighted a program that is key to helping families reunify.  For example, on Monday the DCFS office hosting a reunification celebration highlighted the Parents in Partnership Program that provides parents new to the child welfare system with peer parent mentors.  There were families, social workers, service providers and members of the community, including the press, attending each of the regional events.
Funding for the reunification celebration week was provided by the Board of Supervisors from their discretionary funds.  The Board of Supervisors funded the breakfast and reception.  

Los Angeles County is continuing to celebrate reunifying families by providing a certificate of reunification to every family who reunifies and has their case dismissed.   Too often a family’s case is closed with little excitement or acknowledgement about what an accomplishment this is.  The certificate of reunification will help recognize the family’s accomplishment.  

For more information about the Los Angles County reunification celebration, please contact Judge Nash at: mnash@LASuperiorCourt.org
Connecticut 

Excited about being a part of the first National Reunification Day, child welfare professionals have been working in <<Connecticut>> to plan an event to honor families who have reunified and to educate legislators about who the families involved in the child welfare system are and what their needs are.  Carolyn Signorelli, the Chief Child Protection Attorney, is working with a staff member from the judicial branch, the Connecticut Department of Children and Families (DCF), the Annie E. Casey Foundation and Casey Family Services to plan a reunification forum to take place at the state capital on June 16.  
The event at the state capital will celebrate families who have recently reunified and who want to attend the event.  There will be short speeches by the Chief Court Administrator and the Chief Administrative Judge of the Juvenile Court, the DCF Commissioner, and at least one parent, one child and one legislator.  Additionally, there are plans to highlight one family in each of <<Connecticut>>’s regions who is reunifying in June.  The committee is working to get local press coverage of the regional events and of the state-wide event at the capital.  The committee is also planning to get a Proclamation from the Governor recognizing National Reunification Day. 

Connecticut State Representative Toni Walker, a consistent advocate for <<Connecticut>>’s youth, stated: “I am pleased that the Chief Child Protection Attorney, along with DCF, the Judicial Branch and Casey Family Services, has begun to organize reunification day at the state level.  It is important that <Connecticut>’s families know that our objective is to reunify and maintain our <<Connecticut>> families.”   

For more information about the <<Connecticut>> reunification celebration, please contact Carolyn Signorelli at Carolyn.Signorelli@jud.ct.gov . 
* Organizations working together on the National Reunification Day initiative include: the ABA National Project to Improve Representation for Parents Involved in the Child Welfare System, the ABA Center on Children and the Law, the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Casey Family Programs, the National Association of Counsel for Children (NACC), the National Conference of State Legislatures, the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ), and the National Foster Care Coalition. 
