School of Social Welfare

February 20, 2024

Chair Concannon and Honorable Members of the House Child Welfare and Foster Care
Committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to present testimony in support of HB2772, which outlines a
Kansas Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA). This legislation guides child welfare policy and practice
to better meet the needs of Indigenous children in our state and to protect tribes’ rights as
sovereign nations. | am an Associate Professor of Practice at the University of Kansas School of
Social Welfare, where | also direct DEI programs. As an enrolled member of the Turtle
Mountain, Band of Chippewa Indians, | have years of experience teaching at Haskell Indian
Nations University, partnering with tribes in our region on family/community well-being
interventions, and advising Indigenous KU students. My support for HB2772 is based in my
professional expertise and personal connections to tribal leaders and Indigenous families; it is
not the official position of the University of Kansas.

| support HB2772 because it sends a powerful message that our state honors the sovereign
child protection role of tribal nations. It acknowledges the trauma child welfare system
involvement has brought to Indigenous communities and ensures that Indigenous children in
Kansas receive the services they deserve. Research shows that being connected to culture is a
proven protective factor for Native American children'—contributing to better outcomes in
mental health," substance use, academic success,” behavior,’ safety," and long-term well-
being. Prior to the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Haaland v. Brackeen (June 2023), this
compelling evidence led more than 26 states to institute tribal agreements that support ICWA,
including 17 that have passed their own Indian Child Welfare Acts. HB2772 recognizes both
Kansas’ strong tribal partners and urgent need for child welfare system reforms. Making best-
practice child welfare decisions for Native American families requires leveraging tribes’ unique
legal status and drawing on their deep understanding of their own children.

As you may know, the federal Indian Child Welfare Act was borne out of the forced removal of
one out of every three Indigenous children from their homes in the late 1970s. This injustice is
far from ancient history; many Indigenous families in Kansas today have been profoundly
shaped—across generations—by inequities and even atrocities within the U.S. child welfare
system. Some of my colleagues were recently awarded federal funding to address racial
disproportionality in child welfare—including the fact that Indigenous children are more likely
than white children to be investigated and removed from their homes, and once in foster care,
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less likely to be placed with a relative, have stability in their placements, and return home to

their communities. | ask for your favorable consideration of HB2772, including State of Kansas
fiscal responsibility to tribes to enact this important piece of legislation. Doing do is a key step
toward stronger partnerships with our tribal allies and Kansas’ Indigenous families. Thank you.
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