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Opioid Crisis
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Overview
Because CASA/GAL programs play a critical role in supporting children impacted by parental opioid abuse, National CASA is ramping up communications and outreach in this area to help local programs recruit volunteers and raise public awareness about the crisis’ impact on the children we serve. 

Internal Considerations
· The opioid crisis should not be presented as uniquely destructive compared to previous crises, such as the crack epidemic of the 1980s that was treated much differently
· Fundraising questions should be handled carefully as to not overstate how funds will be used

Key Messages
1. Children are the silent victims of an opioid crisis that is tearing families apart and helping fuel an 8 percent growth in the nationwide foster system since 2012, reversing earlier progress. In some states, substance abuse and other factors are ballooning the foster population by double-digit numbers, putting a significant strain on the court and child welfare systems.

2. CASA volunteers provide much needed relief to our overburdened court system while ensuring that a child affected by parental opioid abuse does not have to face the future alone. Our highly trained volunteers often have a caseload of one—one child or group of siblings—which allows them to devote the personal attention necessary to truly understand the circumstances and find the best solution possible for each child.

3. A recent nationwide survey of CASA programs puts the opioid crisis in perspective: 85 percent of all programs see opioid abuse as affecting the children and families they serve. And across programs that collect referral data during the first half of 2017 report that 64 percent of all the children they serve are impacted by parental opioid abuse.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  From the July 2017 network opioid survey. While selection bias may be a small factor in filtering which program collects opioid-related data, respondents to this question came from across the network in almost and state.] 


4. CASA programs are critical in the fight against opioid abuse and provide a significant return-on-investment for local communities dealing with this crisis. However, new volunteers are desperately needed in every state and in hundreds of counties across the country. If you aren’t able to volunteer, you can support us by donating money or telling others about the need.

Quick Numbers
· Nationally of 387 CASA and GAL programs surveyed, 85 percent see opioid abuse affecting the children they serve and 67 percent believe it is a strain on the child welfare system.
· For the 88 programs surveyed that track opioid abuse data, 64 percent of all children they serve are impacted by opioid abuse.
· Over the last five years, the foster care population has grown by 8 percent nationally, while federal funding for foster care decreased by 2 percent over the same period.
· In Arizona, the number of children in foster care increased 63 percent from 2011 to 2015.
· Maine has seen a 45 percent increase in its foster care population since 2011.
· From 2004 to 2013, the proportion of infants born exposed to drugs—mainly opioids—increased nearly sevenfold in rural counties across the country.[footnoteRef:2] [2:   JAMA Paediatrics in 2017] 


Potential CASA Network Resources and Spokespeople to Provide Local Context
· New Hampshire – Marty Sink
· Ohio – Doug Stephens

Q & A

· Is this really a crisis?
While parental substance abuse is not new, health experts across the nation call this a crisis, and we’ve seen a significant increase in the foster care population that is at least partially driven by opioid abuse, particularly in states like Arizona and Maine where the numbers have increased by 63 and 45 percent, respectively.
· How does this compare to the crack epidemic in the 1980s?
You will have to speak with public health officials for detailed information comparing opioids to other drugs. We’re just pleased that light is being shed on substance abuse issues and the needs of children who have experienced trauma as a result of parental substance abuse. We’re committed to helping every child who needs our advocacy.
· Are you focused on opioids because of the demographics involved? 
National CASA’s primary interest is ensuring that every child who has been abused or neglected—no matter their race, ethnicity or socioeconomic status—has a caring, committed and highly-trained volunteer advocating for their best interest. We are talking about opioids because opioids are affecting children’s lives.
· Is this about removing children from the homes of addicted parents?
We know that children achieve the best outcomes when it is safe for them to be with their families; that is at the core of the CASA model and our volunteer training. The vast majority of the cases we see involve children who have already been removed from their home. Particularly in cases involving substance abuse, our volunteers advocate for services for the parents with the hope they can work towards reunification with their children.
· How often does reunification happen?
In 2016, our network-wide data showed that 47 percent of all children with a CASA volunteer returned home after their case was closed.
· Are you concerned about other drugs?
Yes, National CASA is concerned about children suffering from effects of parental substance abuse, including alcohol, and our volunteer training covers how substance abuse affects parents and how a CASA volunteer can effectively advocate for a family impacted by it. 
· Why are you raising money based on the opioid crisis?
Simply put, we need to help our network recruit more volunteers to meet rapidly growing demand for our services, and we need to continue providing responsive training so those volunteers and our program staff have the resources they need to be most effective.
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