March 17, 2026

Senate Committee on Judiciary

Hearing Time: 9:55AM

Location: Conference Room 016

Re: HB1565 HD2, Relating to Child Welfare Services

Aloha e Chair Rhoads, Vice Chair Gabbard and members of the Committee:

On behalf of the Opportunity for Youth Action Hawai‘i hui, we are writing in strong support of HB1565
HD?2, relating to child welfare services, with amendments. This bill establishes a working group within
the Judiciary to improve family court processes, including access to legal representation for youth in the
child welfare system, and appropriates funds for the working group.

In Child Welfare cases, the Hawai‘i Child Protective Act, HRS § 587A-16, requires the court to appoint a
Guardian ad Litem (“GAL”), and in some cases a Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA), to advocate
for the best interests of the children involved in the case. The GAL or CASA also recommends plans for the
family to follow that align with those interests and communicate the child’s preferences to the court.

Children involved in child welfare cases may not understand what is happening to them or their family, why
they are in court, or the consequences of decisions being made on their behalf. Court can be frightening and
intimidating, especially for children unfamiliar with the legal system and its complexities. This often makes
it difficult for children to know when or how to express their concerns, opinions, or feelings, to ask
questions, or to know whom to trust. Even when they feel confident enough to speak up, there are often
situations in which what a GAL or CASA believes is in the child’s best interest conflicts with what the child
truly wants, leaving the child feeling hopeless and silenced. Thus, regardless of whether a child fully
understands the child welfare system or can adequately express and advocate for themselves, the outcomes
of these cases directly shape their lives.

Thus, HB1565 HD2 addresses the fact that many Child Welfare youth believed they were not well informed
about decisions made on their behalf and felt that their voices were neither acknowledged nor included in
those decisions. They felt that their safety concerns, when expressed, were disregarded and that their rights
were not protected. Child welfare cases involve real lives with real children whose futures could be
significantly impacted by what happens to them in their court case. Thus, by prioritizing improvements to
family court processes, including legal representation for youth, this bill underscores the need to provide
youth with better guidance through the court system as they face some life-altering decisions.

We request that the following amendments be made to HB1565 HD2 regarding the composition of the
working group. A GAL who works very closely with youth involved in Child Welfare cases should remain
part of the composition. Their perspectives, along with those of the rest of the working group members, are
essential to developing solutions that truly support the children, foster collaboration among all organizations
and individuals who work with youth and their families, and include the voices of the youth and families
directly affected by the decisions and outcomes of the Child Welfare system.

Opportunity for Youth Action Hawai‘i is a collaboration of organizations and individuals committed to
reducing the harmful effects of a punitive incarceration system for youth; promoting equity in the justice



system; and improving and increasing resources to address adolescent and young adult mental health needs.
We seek to improve the continuity of programs and services for youth and young adults transitioning from
minor to adult status; eliminate youth houselessness and housing market discrimination against young
adults; and promote and fund more holistic and culturally informed approaches among public/private
agencies serving youth.



