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Question: Is it possible for private philanthropy to work with California’s juvenile courts in their efforts to help children?

Children who come before the court have all sorts of needs: health needs that include dental, eye care, mental health, self esteem, motivation; physical health including weight control and nutrition; basic needs such as clothing, school supplies or bedding; optional and enrichment needs such as a bicycle, science camp, extracurricular activities; and specific needs as they strive towards emancipation, managing a savings account, college application fees, tools to support their vocation, initial money to get into housing  (first and last month’s rent, cleaning and utility deposits), homemaking items to create a domicile, transportation money, educational grant money, and health needs.
The courts are in an ideal position to identify the critical needs of the youth that come before them.  We know that the courts want these youth to succeed.  We know that these youth are at risk and that their needs are many.

Philanthropic Ventures Foundation (PVF) proposes that private philanthropy in tandem with the juvenile courts can work together, effectively and productively, to benefit dependents of the court.  On point is the impact that the juvenile court of Santa Clara County and PVF have had through the Juvenile Judges Program, that PVF created and which now serves juvenile judges throughout the San Francisco Bay Area.
Judge Leonard Edwards and PVF have been working together for the last 10 years in a unique and substantial effort to help youth succeed. 

Through its Juvenile Judges Program, PVF sets aside funding to meet the needs of dependents of the court. Judge Edwards would 

call to PVF’s attention the needs of youth as he became aware of them.  In most cases the attorney for the child, social worker or CASA volunteer would write up the specific issues for PVF to consider.  PVF would review the requests make the decision on whether to approve them.
No money is given to the judge nor is the judge asking for money.  The judge validates the requests of the professionals in the court and forwards them to PVF which makes the decision to give or not give funds as requested.  (For the most part, about 90% of the requests are funded.)
It is to be emphasized that there is an arms length relationship between the Judge and the Foundation.  The Judge does not receive money from the Foundation, does not ask for money, and does not have the decision power over whether money is given out.
Checks are made payable to third party vendors for the items needed for the children and sent directly to the court professionals (attorney for the child, social worker, CASA volunteer).  For example, a grant to fund a child’s eyeglasses would be made payable to Sear’s Optical.  
For the most part the requests are relatively small, in the $100 to $500 range.  Requests are decided immediately.  This is a critical component of the Program. Grants are made within 48 hours of receiving the request.  By virtue of the fact that the requests are for critical needs and that there is much at stake if these needs are unmet, the immediate timing of making the grant is as important as making the grant at all.  The quick turnaround time can stop a problem from becoming a crisis and sends a strong message of support to the child.
This unique relationship between the juvenile courts and a philanthropic foundation is seminal in the field of serving youth at risk.

PVF is a public charity, the same legal designation as that of community foundations.  There are 30 community foundations in the state of California, all of which have the potential to emulate the above relationship.

The potential impact of a program throughout the state of California is enormous.  There is also the potential to focus such a program within the foster care system, to a smaller group, for instance, to emancipating youth – a group whose success rate is dismally small.  This provides the potential to develop an all new approach focusing on emancipation from a judicial view incorporating support from philanthropic sources.

There are 58 counties and 30 community foundations in California.  Now is the time to try a comprehensive approach involving large private foundations that would seed money to community foundations in order for programs to get started and serve the juvenile dependents.  
In fact, these resources and support programs could potentially serve children in the juvenile delinquency system as well.  Once a written program description is available detailing how courts and philanthropy can work together, it could be distributed to all juvenile courts in California.  When a court opts to adopt such a program the relevant community foundation for that area would be contacted and invited to participate.

A court could begin using the program immediately through a temporary arrangement with PVF until the local community foundation comes on board.  If the community foundation chooses not to participate, PVF would become the permanent operator until such time as a local funding source comes forth.  PVF would have to call upon and locate outside funding sources to sustain such a plan.
If a private foundation elected to participate in this overall effort, its grant could be made to PVF which would then negotiate with local community foundations, to attempt to get them to provide funding as well as demonstrating to them how such a program works.
What is needed is an indication of the desire of the juvenile courts to have such a program in place.

PVF is prepared to answer questions and visit the courts, judges and funders regarding this effort.

May 2007
PAGE  
1

