April 5, 2026

Senate Health & Human Services Committee
Minnesota Senate Building
95 University Avenue W., Saint Paul, MN 55155

Re: Letter of Support for SF4635

Dear Chair and Members of the Committee,

My name is Justin Kasieta. [ am a former foster youth and University of Michigan graduate. I
write in strong support of SF4635.

My father died of cancer when I was thirteen. I entered Michigan’s foster care system at fifteen
and was separated from my four siblings. While I was in state custody, Michigan applied to
become the representative payee of my federal survivor benefits and used them to reimburse
itself for the cost of my care. I was never told these benefits existed. Over $18,000 was taken
from me, and I only found out while still in care.

This practice is widespread. Nationally, 40,000 to 80,000 foster youth are eligible for or
receiving Social Security disability, survivor, or other benefits worth over $900 per month. A
2021 Pulitzer-recognized investigation by NPR and the Marshall Project found that agencies in
nearly every state routinely diverted these funds without notifying the child or family. In
Minnesota, an estimated $6 to $11 million in SSI and survivor benefits is withheld from
approximately 1,400 foster youth. A 2024 survey found that counties collected $1.26 million
from 386 foster youth in just six months, with 20% of counties unable to even provide data and
30% of surveyed youth unaware of their eligibility.

The momentum to end this practice is accelerating. In December 2025, ACF Assistant Secretary
Alex Adams sent letters to 39 governors calling the practice an “orphan tax” and directing states
to stop. Since that letter, four additional states have passed reform, bringing the total to 38 states
that have enacted comprehensive changes. Altogether, 38 states and jurisdictions have taken
some form of action with 11 enacting model laws. Minnesota’s 2024 notification law was a step
forward, but the state has not yet stopped the diversion. SF4635 would change that.

These federal dollars exist to help vulnerable children, not to reimburse state budgets. Foster
youth have no obligation to pay for their own care. Child protection agencies do. I urge this
committee to pass SF4635 and ensure that Minnesota’s foster youth leave the system with the
financial foundation they are owed.

Respectfully submitted,

Justin Kasieta

Former Foster Youth and Foster Care Reform Advocate
University of Michigan, Blavin Scholar

Ypsilanti, Michigan

justin@justinkasieta.com

Position: In Support of SF4635



