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TESTIMONY BY DON AND BARBARA REEVES,

ACCOMPANIED BY PHIL SHENK,

ON BEHALF OF THE FRIENDS COMMITTEE ON NATIONAL LEGISLATION

BEFORE THE SENATE SELECT COI·1MITTEE ON INDIAN AFFAIRS

ON S.1214, INDIAN CHILD WELFARE ACT OF 1977

AUGUST 4, 1977

We are Don and Barbara Reeves, Quakers from Central City, Nebraska. I am
currently legislat~ve secretary for ·the Friends Committee on National Legis­
lation, here in Washington, D.C. We are accompanied by Phil Shenk, an
associate in the FCNL assignment.

We appear today in support of S. 1214, the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1977,
and to raise certain very minor questions. Our support is both personal and
on behalf of the FCNL. No individual or group can speak for all Friends
(Qua.1<ers) .

Barbara and I are the parents of three adopted children, in addi·tion to two
hatched in the normal fashion. Our oldest son, Randy,. is of Omaha Indian
background; Rick and Evelyn, natural siblings, are of mixed Indian and non­
Indian background. They were adopted at two and a half to four years of age
after state courts had judged that their natural families could not care for
them. So far as 'We were concerned, their "Indianness ll 'Was not any direct
cause of their coming to our home.

It would seem likely, however, that the difficult straits of these three
youngsters derived indirectly from national policies toward Indians as indi­
viduals and as identifiable communities.

EARLY STABLE LOVING RELATIONSHIPS

If we have learned from twenty years of parenting, the chief lesson would be
the importance of stable, loving relationships during the earliest years of a
child's life. Our best guess is that this relationship is nearly independent
of cultural or other extra-family circumstances. We would probably add as
quite significant an adequate, nutritious diet during these early formative
years.

Children deserve to be born into families who want to receive them. The rela­
tionship should be interfered with as little as possible during the develop­
m~ntal process. Family stability is probably much more important, and separa­
tlons probably more harmful, to a child than any benefits derived from being
removed to a lIhealthier environment."

Hence, we are encouraged by the strong emphasis in this bill on being supportive
of Indian family stability. If tempcrary, correctable problems rend~r'families
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unable to care for children adequately, there should be available supportive
commun i, ty servi cas to enable families to stay together--support paymerrt.s ,
homemaking services, family counseling, health care, day care, etc.

COMMUNITIES, TRIBES, CULTURAL VALUES

Such a strong emphasis on family strength and stability does not preclude,
and is almost certainly enhanced by, pride in a particular cultural back­
ground. I,e hold in very high regard, and have' tried to share with all our :
'children, many values which grow out of the traditions of the various Indian
cultures and endorse efforts of Indian communities to preserve and extend
those traditions and values. Being· encouraged and enabled to keep children
in their own cOJnmunities is certainly part of that process.

In instances in whi ch children's immediate family .may not be able to ade­
quately care for them, we see as most appropriate that decisions regarding
their welfare be made by those closest and most concerned for them--the
extended family and the tribal community.

While the policies of the United States have vacillated, they have generally
looked toward assimilation of Indians into the larger body, and have for con­
siderable periods of time been openly directed at destruction of distinctively
Indian traditions and values. Much of what ha.ve been termed "causes" of
Indiro~ family instability are more correctly judged symptoms of the destruc­
tion of the Indians' value systems and tribal structures and of the often
direct attacks on Indian family life as part of this process. ·The suffering
of separated Indian fa~ilies is immeasurable.

We welcome, then, a renewed sense of capability and desire of Indian commu­
nities to strengthen families and to deal with child placement problems within
their own traditions and value systems.

Likewise, we are encouraged by the Congressional initiative shown by considera­
tion of this measure.

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

SECTION 101. It is our ~~derstanding that paragraph (a) will not alter
present civil jurisdiction in P.L. 83-280 states. In light

of ohis, we feel that paragraph (b) ought to be clarified to state that (b)
is applicable in the case of~an Indian reservation which does not have a
tribal court which exercises jurisdiction over child welfare matters and
domestic rela~. -.- --- ---- ---- --

We suggest that paragraph (e) be made to state clearly that its guidelines
be applied in paragraphs (b), (c), and (d), so that it is clear that it is
the duty of the party seeking a change of the custody of ~~ Indian child to
serve the written notice to the tribe.
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SECTION 104. Hhat effect would the granting of a child's right to learn tbe
names and last known address of his or her natural parent( s )

and siblings have on past commitments of confidentiality made to the natural
parent(s) when they surrendered the child? Perhaps the proper forum in which
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to balance past commitments made to natural parent(s) with current rights of
the child involved would be the appropriate tribal body rather than this
Federal body.

SECTION 202. The functions of the family development programs in paragraph
(a) should include but not be limited to the eight listed there,

in order to allow tribes to expand and/or mold such programs to their own
unique situations and priorities.

SECTION 204. In the study by the Secretary provided for in paragraph (a),
we think Secretarial discretion should include case by Case

consideration. of ~he long-range emotional and psychological impact which res­
toration of custody might have on the child.

We feel paragraph (a) should be strengthened by including provision for the
party requesting the Secretary to re-turn a child to appeal the decision in
the appropriate U.S. district court in the event of Secretarial refusal to
carry out the request, with the Secretary having the burden of sustaining the
findings upon which the request was refused.
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Chairman ABOUREZK. Those are all the questions we have.
We certainly appreciate your testimony and I am very grateful

for your appearance.
I have a large number of prepared statements, letters, and other

material to be included in the record which I will place in the
appendixes.

The hearings are in recess, subject to the call of the chair.
[Whereupon, at 12 :35 p.m., the hearing was recessed subject to the

call of the chair.]

We feel this responsibility requires quick passage of S. 1214, coupled with
full and adequate funding in subsequent years.

In ralslng this point, we by no means want to imply that questions of justice
(e.g., Indian child welfare jurisdiction) should be linked tenaciously with
economic considerations. Instead, we mean to remind Congress of its special
trust relationship with Indian people and strongly urge Congress to carry out
the ensuing responsibilities with complete faithfulness.

But, most important, we remind this Committee and this Congress that legisla­
tion such as S. 1214 is utterly worthless without adequate funding. The trans~

fer of jurisdiction WId accompanying responsibilities effected by S. 1214 will
cause an increased work load for tribal governments and court systems.· Indian
tribes, parents, and children must be guaranteed that the quality of child
welfare service they receive does not drop with such a transfer of jurisdiction
and responsibility because of Congressional refusal to provide the necessary
funds.

of provision to
As wi th all changes
persons affected of

CONCLUSIONS

Further, we feel paragraph (a) ought to include some sort
inform all tribal members of such Secretarial authority.
in Indian policies, attempts should be made to inform all
their new or regained rights and responsibilities.


