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This has certainly been a challenging year for Family and Children First Councils! Most council
member organizations have seen budget reductions. Many organizations, serving children and
families, have had to reduce staff, stop or reduce programs, and/or establish waiting lists. Family and
Children First coordinators and directors have seen the impact first hand within their counties. We
understand that constriction of services in one system impacts all systems. We understand that a
reduction in alcohol and drug treatment services impacts child protection. We understand that fewer
child care slots impact school readiness. We understand that fewer mental health services impacts
domestic violence. Most importantly, we understand that the challenges providers and agencies are
experiencing are even more significant in light of the challenges being faced by Ohio’s children and
families. Unemployment is higher. Budgets are tighter. Relationships are more strained. It is
ironic that fewer services and resources are available at the same time that the need for such services
and resources are needed. Within this environment, it is more important than ever to put “family and
children first™

Local Family and Children First Councils are charged with four areas of responsibility: system and
service coordination, building community capacity, engaging and empowering families, and shared
accountability. Despite the fiscal environment, or perhaps, because of it, each of these functions has
grown in importance over the past year. Advances and successes have been realized in counties in
each area. Family-focused service coordination is taking place in every county to help families
navigate the often confusing world of human and social services. Through Family and Community
Support Services (FCSS) funds, local cross-system teams are able to stabilize family situations by
meeting needs as defined by the family. These flexible funds allow local councils to fill the gaps
that cannot be met by categorical funding that is often restricted in use and target population. FCSS
funds reflect true state level collaboration. Ohio Department of Job and Family Services funds were
matched by several Cabinet Council members: the Ohio Department of Mental Health, The Ohio
Department of Alcohol and Drug Services, the Ohio Department of Developmental Disabilities, and
the Ohio Department of Youth Services. The ability of local councils to build community capacity
has been strengthened through the purchase and distribution of equipment and software that allows
counties to more efficiently conduct needs assessment and analyze outcome data. Funds from the
Ohio Children’s Trust Fund, passed through the Department of Youth Services, helps counties
identify priorities, measure the effectiveness of programs, and assess the impact of services. Such
information helps councils make data informed decisions, putting funds and effort in those areas that
help families the most. Through the Family and Civic Engagement (FCE) Initiative, sponsored by
the Ohio Department of Education, councils are working with their local Educational Services
Centers and local school districts to develop strategies that will strengthen parent and community
involvement to improve academic achievement by addressing non-academic barriers to learning.
Twenty-five counties received funds to pilot this initiative so that the lessons learned at the local
level can inform and guide the process. Finally, local councils have begun a transition to developing
cross-system aligned and shared plans. These plans will identify priorities, desired outcomes, and
strategies across service systems. Over the past year, selected counties are working with state
partners, including the Ohio State University’s Center for Learning Excellence, to develop a process
that truly works at the local level.
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The challenges we have faced this past year will continue in the coming year. Communication,
cooperation, and collaboration must continue to be the framework within which we approach our
work. The association has made great strides in ensuring that the local cross system perspective is
heard at both the local and state levels. As a group, we are increasingly being offered a “seat at the
table™ by our state partners and sister associations. Association members are meaningfully involved
in discussions about how we can all help children and families in this difficult and challenging
environment. More than ever before, those association members come to the table representing not
only their own county’s voice but also the voices of all councils. For example, as an association we
are working to explore how local Family and Children First Councils and local Early Childhood
Coordinating Committees can support and contribute to the significant changes taking place in early
childhood.

As president of the Ohio Family and Children First Association, I want to thank local council
members for the work they do every day to help Ohio’s children and families weather this economic
storm. Your willingness to look outside your own agency’s boundaries is critical. I also want to
thank our state department and state association partners for their support and understanding of the
work we do. Your willingness to listen, as well as guide, is appreciated. Finally, [ want to thank
members of the association, local coordinators and directors, for their dedication to Ohio’s children
and families, their skill in thinking outside the box, and showing up for work every day. Your job is
not easy. As Casey Stengel said, "Gettin' good players is easy. Gettin' 'em to play together is the
hard part."

Sincerely,

i
Sue Giga, Pre,’gident
Ohio Family and Children First Coordinators Association
Director, Greene County Family & Children First Council
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