ADOPTION ASSISTANCE FOR INDEPENDENT ADOPTIONS
INFORMATION FOR ADOPTIVE FAMILIES

Adoption Assistance is designed to provide assistance for families adopting children with Special Needs. Below are descriptions of the two types of Adoption Assistance available to qualifying parents adopting children with Special Needs – Non-Recurring Only and Ongoing/Recurring Adoption Assistance:
“Non-Recurring ONLY” Adoption Assistance
This form of adoption assistance provides “one-time” funds up to $1500.00 to be used for the costs related to the adoption of a child.  These costs include legal fees related to the finalization of an adoption, costs related to travel, lodging, and meals during pre-placement visits, and costs related to required physical exams for adoptive parents during the adoption home study process.  These costs can only be paid following the finalization of the adoption.  If more than one child is being adopted, payment of up to $1500.00 can be made following each adoption.

The following steps and requirements must be met: 

A. The primary requirement for “Non-recurring Only” Adoption Assistance is that the child meets Georgia’s criteria for Special Needs, and is determined as Special Needs by the State Adoption Unit (SAU) prior to Finalization.  The criteria for Special Needs in Georgia is as follows:
· A child who has been in the care of a public or private agency or individual other than the legal or biological parent for more than 24 consecutive months.

· A child with a physical, mental, or emotional disability, as validated by a licensed physician or psychologist.

· A child who is a member of a sibling group of two or more placed in the same home for adoption.
B. The County DFCS worker will gather required information from the adopting parent(s) in order to document the Special Needs of the child, and will submit it to the State Adoption Unit for a Special Needs Determination.  The adopting family may be asked to provide official documentation regarding the child, such official diagnoses, temporary or permanent custody orders, etc., depending on the nature of the special need.
C. Other Special Needs-related requirements for this type of Adoption Assistance must be documented by DFCS and include:

1. The adoptive parent(s) must state that Adoption Assistance is required in order to adopt the child.

2. The child must be legally free for adoption. There must be at least a Petition to Adopt in progress prior to an Application for Adoption Assistance, which includes efforts to terminate parental rights. Legal Petitions, Termination Orders, and Voluntary Surrenders can be provided to show proof that adoption efforts are being made.
D. The Special Needs Determination MUST be made by the State Adoption Unit PRIOR TO the finalization of the adoption.  
E. The Adoptive Parents will be notified by the County DFCS worker as to their eligibility for Non-Recurring Adoption Assistance.  Adoptive Parents should check on the status of the DFCS decision prior to finalization.

F. If the child is deemed eligible, the Non-Recurring Adoption Assistance Agreement, Form 402-A, MUST be signed by the Adopting Parent(s) and DFCS PRIOR TO FINALIZATION in order for Non-Recurring benefits to be paid. 
G. If approved for Non-Recurring Adoption Assistance with a signed Agreement, the Adoptive Parents need to notify DFCS of the date of Adoption Finalization and provide a copy of the Adoption Decree/Court Order to DFCS.
H. Payment of Non-recurring costs cannot be made until AFTER the adoption finalization.  

Ongoing/Recurring Adoption Assistance 
Ongoing/Recurring AA provides: 1) a Monthly benefit or payment, 2) Medicaid, and 3) Non-Recurring (one-time) funds to adoptive parents for eligible adoptive children.  

Ongoing/Recurring Adoption Assistance (AA) may be available for Independent Adoptions in which adoptive parents are adopting children who are not in DFCS permanent custody.  However, children who are being adopted who are not in DFCS permanent custody must meet specific requirements to be eligible.  These children must meet Federal funding criteria (Title IV-E) in addition to the Special Needs criteria.

Steps and Requirements in the Application Process for Ongoing/Recurring Adoption Assistance benefits:
A. The family must be in the process of filing an Adoption Petition in Court in order to apply for Ongoing/Recurrent Adoption Assistance.  A copy of the Adoption Petition should be provided to the County DFCS worker. In other words, there must be efforts in place to ensure the child is legally free to be adopted. 
B. The County DFCS worker needs to be informed as to whether the adoptive child is currently receiving SSI benefits based upon the child’s condition, and if so, current proof of eligibility needs to be obtained/provided. If SSI has been applied for but not yet approved, that information should also be provided to the DFCS worker.
C. The County DFCS worker will discuss with the adopting parent what the legal custody situation is for the child.  If the adoptive family already has some form of custody (temporary custody or guardianship or permanent legal custody), a copy of these Court Order(s) will need to be provided to the worker.  The DFCS worker needs to be informed as to whether the child was previously in DFCS custody in GA or in another State’s custody.
D. The County DFCS worker will gather additional information from the adopting parent regarding the child’s removal from the birth/legal home, if necessary, using forms 223 and 224 or the updated version of those forms.
E. The DFCS worker will discuss the Special Needs criteria with the adopting parent and gather any information necessary to make a determination of Special Needs.

F. If the child is found to be eligible for adoption assistance benefits, an Adoption Assistance Agreement must be signed BEFORE the finalization of the adoption occurs in order for the adoptive parents to receive Ongoing/Recurrent Adoption Assistance (sometimes families make the mistake of finalizing the adoption prior to an Application being approved and an Adoption Assistance Agreement being signed).  This is a requirement of Federal law and State policy.
G. If found NOT ELIGIBLE for Federal Title IV-E funds, the child/family is not eligible for Ongoing/Recurrent Adoption Assistance, but may still be eligible for “Non-recurring ONLY” Adoption Assistance, if the child meets Special Needs criteria and the other requirements described in the “Non-Recurring ONLY” section.
H. Timely and clear communication is very important.  If there are any questions about the process and requirements, the adoptive parent should not hesitate to call the County DFCS worker with questions.  The adoptive parent should also make the Attorney aware of any issues that could affect eligibility, such as the need to have the eligibility for Adoption Assistance determined PRIOR TO finalization.
I. For adopting parents who are currently receiving a Relative Care Subsidy for a child, along with Medicaid, it is vital to understand that should they choose to adopt, the Relative Care Subsidy, which includes a monthly payment and Medicaid, will end during the month of adoption.  This is something that should be considered by the adopting parents, because if the child is found not to be eligible for Ongoing Adoption Assistance, the parents need to be prepared and aware of the resources they have when the Relative Care Subsidy is ended.
J. If the child is determined NOT ELIGIBLE for Ongoing Adoption Assistance, the adoptive parent will be notified in writing of the denial.   
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