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New Investigative Report Reveals Widespread Failure of Legal Representation 

for Children in California Foster Care 
 

Advokids, Western Center on Law & Poverty and Akin Issue First-of-its-kind Study Citing System 
Breakdown; Findings Prompt New California Bill to Improve Standards and Accountability 

 

Los Angeles (April 16, 2024) - Today, Advokids, the leading nonprofit legal organization working to reform 
the child welfare system in California, released a first-of-its-kind study that highlights the extent of the 
incompetent and ineffective representation of children in foster care by their court-appointed 
attorneys.  Published in conjunction with Western Center on Law and Poverty and Akin, the Out of Sight, 
Out of Mind: When Children in Foster Care in California Don’t Meet Their Court-Appointed Attorneys 
investigative report (https://bit.ly/3Jkh9AE) presents findings from surveys of more than 1,000 caregivers 
and former foster youth, revealing that two-thirds of children in California foster care have never met 
with their attorney.   

The study was inspired by Advokids’ Hotline, which fields calls from tens of thousands of relatives of 
children in foster care, caregivers and child advocates, desperate to figure out how to ensure that the 
foster care system and appointed dependency counsel will effectively protect the children for whom they 
are responsible. 

“Our report sounds the alarm that most court-appointed attorneys in California fail the 45,000 children in 
foster care who depend on them to advocate for their protection, safety and well-being - posing real 
dangers to these children who do not receive the quality of legal advocacy promised under California law,” 
said Margaret Coyne, Advokids Executive Director. “There are currently no oversight measures in place to 
hold court appointed attorneys accountable for failing to meet with and advocate for their clients who 
are vulnerable children and youth who must have a voice in the courtroom. It is time to demand 
accountability.” 

Allison Green, Legal Director of the National Association of Counsel for Children, emphasized the 
importance of competent representation for children in foster care. “Every child experiencing foster care 
should have access to high-quality legal representation. Laws that require counsel for kids are only as good 
as a state's ability to implement legislation and provide oversight. California must ensure that attorneys 
meet and meaningfully engage their clients so young people are truly seen, heard, and represented.” 
 
“The only power that children and youth have amidst this system is their lawyer,” said The Honorable 
Sherri Sobel, former Los Angeles juvenile court referee and California Juvenile Court Judge of the 
Year.  “Their attorney is their voice. How is it possible to be that voice without ever meeting your child? 
Outrageous!” 
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The Advokids study also outlines reforms to strengthen the laws which govern the practice of representing 
abused and neglected children, and improve oversight. Coyne continued, “Too little is being done to 
monitor and enforce attorneys’ ethical and legal obligations to their child-clients, and the need for reform 
is clear. Children cannot protect themselves from incompetent representation.” 
 
The report’s recommendations were the catalyst for AB 3049 (https://bit.ly/3W01LAW), a new bill 
authored by California State Assemblymember Isaac Bryan and sponsored by Advokids regarding minor 
counsel’s contact with clients, which is currently advancing through the California state legislature. The 
proposed amendments to Welfare and Institutions Code Section 349 create statutory mandates that 
require attorneys to meet with their clients regularly and establish and maintain an attorney-client 
relationship regardless of age – building in a first step towards improved system accountability. 
  
“It’s hard to meet the full needs of children caught in the child welfare system if we're not ensuring those 
children have routine and regular contact with their court-appointed representatives,” said 
Assemblymember Isaac Bryan (Assembly District 55). “Right now, too many children are going unseen and 
unheard. AB 3049 will close this gap and ensure every child is seen, heard and represented fully." 
 
"Everyone deserves access to fair representation and that certainly includes foster youth, who 
disproportionately face outsized obstacles when it comes to accessing safety, housing, healthcare and an 
education that will set them up for future success,” said Antionette Dozier, senior attorney at Western 
Center on Law and Poverty. "This report and AB 3049 brought forward by Assemblymember Isaac Bryan 
will improve the lives of California's foster children and youth and move us closer toward a more equitable 
foster youth system."  
  
To illustrate the scale of ineffective representation, the study captures the experiences and perceptions 
of 879 caregivers and 190 former foster youth stemming from different attorney-client relationships that 
take shape across the state. Additional survey findings include: 

• 43% reported that the appointed attorney never provided their name and contact information 
• California’s most poorly represented children in foster care live in these 5 counties: Butte, Fresno, 

Kern, Riverside and Stanislaus. 80% or more of survey respondents in these 5 counties reported 
that the appointed attorney never met with the children in their care 

 
"This report serves as a powerful reminder of the critical need for system accountability and accessible 
legal representation for youth,” said Christopher Hernandez, former foster youth and Statewide 
Legislative Coordinator, California Youth Connection.  “It echoes the voices of young people and advocates 
across the state who have long highlighted the absence of adequate representation. It's disheartening 
that within the child welfare system, youth often find themselves navigating alone through numerous 
challenges. Every young person in foster care deserves passionate and dedicated advocates who can 
effectively champion their cause. What they need are not just lawyers but warriors fighting tirelessly on 
their behalf."  
 
“We fostered a baby for over two years and his attorney never met with him or contacted me for any 
information,” said Jenn Rexroad, Co-Founder and Executive Director, California Alliance of Caregivers. “It 
is imperative that foster youth are offered more than ostensible representation. Minor’s counsel should 
be required to meet a professional client representation standard.” 

https://bit.ly/3W01LAW
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“It is still prevalent that youth do not know who their attorney is until minutes before a court hearing or 
in passing after a hearing,” said Andres Cantera, former foster youth and Programs Operations Manager 
at VOICES Youth Programs.  “There is no accountability and it is very rare that young people have a 
scheduled appointment with their attorneys and talk about their rights and wishes.” 
  
  
About Advokids 
 
Advokids fights for the right of every child and youth in foster care in California to safety, security and a 
permanent home. The legal advocacy nonprofit provides critical legal services and support to anyone 
concerned about a child in or at risk of entering foster care. Operating the only free telephone hotline in 
the state, Advokids empowers relatives, foster caregivers and foster child advocates to navigate a complex 
and impenetrable child welfare system to prevent trauma, safeguard legal rights and improve the lives of 
the more than 45,000 children in California foster care.  For more information, visit: advokids.org. 
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