
 Utah Indigent Defense Commission Parental Representation Program Annual Report 

The Indigent Defense Commission submits this report pursuant to the requirements of section 
78B-22-802. The report details the activities and funding of the IDC Parental Representation 
Program. The purpose and primary goal of the program is to provide a range of resources that 
enhance zealous and effective legal representation for parents and to protect their 
fundamental right to parent. 

We accomplish this goal through a range of services that include: 
1. Grants to counties to enhance parent representation;
2. An interdisciplinary parent legal representation program (IPR);
3. Specialized training on parental legal representation skills and knowledge;
4. Funding for representation of parents in privately initiated TPR cases;
5. Providing partial reimbursement to the state and counties for costs of legal

representation of parents through federal reimbursements under Title IV-E of the Social
Security Act;

6. Collaborating with the Utah Family Defenders Association (UFDA) to develop and
deliver defense practice tools and continuing legal education.

1. Grants to Counties for Parental Representation

The IDC provides yearly grants to county governments to strengthen their parent defense 
representation. During fiscal year 2025 the IDC provided more than $1,019,000 in grant 
awards to 13 counties for parents’ defense counsel. Those awards enhanced parent defense in 
all of Utah’s eight judicial districts. Grants funded twelve attorney and managing defender 
contracts and six social worker positions. The grants also funded an administrative support 
position which increased the capacity of defense attorneys to focus on their legal work. 
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Two important results of this financial support are an increase in attorneys’ specialization in 
parent defense and reduced caseloads for parents’ attorneys. These outcomes enable lawyers 
to increase the time devoted to each case and to increase the knowledge and skills necessary 
in this work.  ​

IDC grants are competitive and applications from counties cover both juvenile court and adult  
courts. Parental defense funding requests are considered along with all other defense needs 
and grant applications, and consequently parent representation grants are not guaranteed to 
be awarded at the same level each year. Demand for defense services funding always exceeds 
the IDC’s total grant budget.  

The only state appropriations specifically for parental defense services are $170,000 for the 
Interdisciplinary Parental Representation pilot project, and $95,200 for the operations of the 
Parental Representation Program. This total of $265,200 specifically for parent defense is in 
stark contrast to the state appropriation for prosecution by the Attorney General’s office and 
the Office of the Guardian ad Litem. Each of those offices receives state funding in excess of 



$13 million. Even with the counties’ contributions, the total expenditures on parent defense 
does not approach the amount of state funds given to the other parties.   

2. The Interdisciplinary Parental Representation Pilot Program 

In every child welfare case, defending the parent and achieving reunification of children with 
their family requires far more activity outside of court than in court. Consequently, quality legal 
representation of parents must include both solid legal work and a significant degree of social 
work to support change. This is the purpose of interdisciplinary parental legal representation. 

Interdisciplinary parental representation (“IPR”) teams are created by partnering a social 
worker and an attorney to enable collaboration that gives clients the benefit of multiple 
perspectives and skill sets. Social workers can support parent clients by helping them access 
housing, mental health and other stabilizing services, engage in services, and strategize 
regarding reunification or other permanency plans for their children. 

Similar IPR team programs exist in many other states and have proven to deliver significant 
cost savings and positive returns for children and parents. Reports on the benefits of those 
programs have shown that in cases where interdisciplinary teams were involved, outcomes 
were generally better for families with complex needs than for those without IPR teams (Child 
Welfare Case Outcomes of ORPC Representation, Colorado Evaluation and Action Lab). In 
many cases, children spent less time in foster care, cases resolved more quickly and families 
felt more fairly treated in the court process (Effects of an interdisciplinary approach to parental 
representation in child welfare, Children and Youth Services Review, Volume 102, July 2019). 

In FY 25, the IDC grants funded 6 social worker positions which enabled parent defense 
systems to implement interdisciplinary legal teams in 8 counties. To date, the IPR legal teams 
have represented 289 parents who needed legal services to preserve their family. These 
families included more than 1000 total children.. The data from 2024 to the present shows 
that the IPR approach to legal services delivers very positive outcomes for families. In 90 
percent of the cases with an IPR team in which children were in their home with DCFS 
protective supervision, the case closed without the children being removed. Removing a child 
from their home creates long-lasting and severe trauma for the child and for their parents. It 
also results in significant costs to the state for out-of-home care and monitoring.  

IPR teams also have a very good record with families where the children have been separated 
from their parents. Of those removal cases handled by IPR teams, more than 60 percent 
statewide ended with family reunification and avoided the child being permanently separated 



from their parents. That success rate substantially exceeds the overall statewide reunification 
percentage. The chart below shows permanent placement outcomes by region for the cases 
that have interdisciplinary representation. 1 

IPR teams are a crucial component of parental defense in our child welfare system. The IDC is 
committed to continuing to strengthen this important defense resource.  However, in FY 25, the 
state appropriation for social worker positions was only $170,000. The additional funding of 

1  Reunification = Return home to a parent 
 PC &G = Permanent Custody and Guardianship 
 Other = Other non-family living arrangement 
 TPR/VR = Termination of parental rights or voluntary relinquishment of rights 



$366,100 dollars needed to maintain the current scope of the program comes from IDC grants.. 
Due to the IDC grant application process, and IDC budget limitations, the current funding of the 
IPR cannot be guaranteed for FY 2027.  

3. IDC Specialized training in parental legal representation 

One of the IDC’s primary responsibilities is to provide training to indigent defense services 
providers across the state. In the last year the IDC delivered parent-defense-specific training 
every other month for defense attorneys and defense social workers. Continuing legal 
education targeted to parent representation encourages attorneys to specialize in child welfare 
law and builds expertise that strengthens their defense practice. The training sessions included 
both practice skills development and education on child welfare system policy and practices. 
Several of the sessions were webinar presentations by nationally known experts in parent 
legal representation and child welfare.  

Training sessions included: 
● The Art of the Objection: Mastering Issue Preservation in Child Welfare Defense
● Motion Practice Every CW Defender Should Have Ready
● There's No Place Like Home: Harm of Removal
● Incentivizing Separation: with Josh Gupta-Kagan and Christopher Church
● The Facts of Permanent Custody and Guardianship Permanency Orders

4. Funding to support counties’ costs for representation of parents in Termination of 
Parental Rights actions filed by a private party. 

In Utah, parents have the constitutional and statutory right to legal representation in 
termination of parental rights cases initiated by a private party and not involving DCFS 
(78B-22-201). Counties are required to pay for this representation (78B-6-112(6)). Upon 
application from a county, the IDC may use grant funds to reimburse the county for those costs 
(78B-22-406 (2)(g)).  In FY 2025, the IDC provided counties more than $116,000 to cover part 
of the counties’ costs for experienced attorneys to represent parents in these often contentious 
and drawn out cases.  

Cases brought by private parties often involve adoption agencies. The initiating parties are 
parents who are not indigent and who have well funded and experienced private counsel. 
Many involve parents from out of state. The cases are complicated and often last years. 



There is no specific appropriation from the Legislature for this purpose and the money comes 
from the IDC’s general fund appropriation and competes with other needs. The total amount 
expended for reimbursement in FY 2025 was down significantly from FY 2024 due to IDC 
budget constraints, and it did not cover all the counties' costs. The FY 2026 budget for 
reimbursing these defense costs is even lower, and years of experience makes it clear that 
costs to counties for parent representation will continue to climb.  

5. Federal Title IVE funds to reimburse state and county spending for parent representation 

Several years ago, the IDC initiated and now continues to manage a program that enables the 
IDC and participating counties to receive partial reimbursement from the federal government 
for the costs of parent defense. The reimbursement comes from money available through the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services under Title IV-E of the Social Security Act, 
which provides funding to states for child welfare services, including parent defense. The 
reimbursement collected through this program provides county indigent defense systems with 
additional financial resources they use to enhance legal representation of parents. The program 
also returned $166,281 to the IDC. That reimbursement provided support for both internal 
operations and grants for defense services. 



During FY 2025, the IDC expanded the number of counties receiving IV-E reimbursement to a 
total of 20. In FY26 the IDC is continuing to facilitate this process and to work with its county 
partners to access this resource to strengthen legal representation of parents. 

6. Supporting the Utah Family Defenders Association practice skills and resource 
development to strengthen parent representation  

The Utah Family Defenders Association (formerly the Parental Defense Alliance), is a private 
professional association that provides training, practice tools, and other assistance to attorneys 
who represent parents in child welfare matters. The UFDA does this through a number of 
activities: 

● Developing practice tools and providing forensic training in collaboration with family
defense attorneys across the state;

● Designing and presenting a yearly multi-day conference that brings nationally
recognized attorneys and social science researchers to Utah for in depth education;

● Delivering a two day trial skills academy for defenders from across the state;
● Initiating and engaging in advocacy around proposals for legislative changes.

In FY 25 the IDC continued its contract with an experienced parent defender to direct the 
organization. The director managed the work of UFDA and successfully delivered the resources 
identified above to its members. In FY26, the IDC continues to collaborate with the association 
to improve practice across the state.  

The Parental Representation Program Going Forward 

Parents deserve more financial support for their legal representation when the state puts their 
parental rights at risk. There is a stark imbalance between state resources devoted to parent 
representation and the much larger state resources devoted to funding the Attorney General’s 
office and the Office of the Guardian ad Litem. The AAGs and GALs are state employees with 
state benefits and support structures. The office budgets for each of these offices exceed $13 
million2. In contrast, the state appropriation directly for the parent representation program 
consists of $170,000 for the IPR program and $95,200 for other parent defense activities, 
including the UFDA.  

2 COBI: https://cobi.utah.gov/2025/98/overview 
 COBI: https://cobi.utah.gov/2025/3361/overview 

https://cobi.utah.gov/2025/98/overview
https://cobi.utah.gov/2025/3361/overview


The IDC grants for parent representation currently do provide important support for the 
defense attorneys who represent parents. The IDC budget alone cannot do enough to correct 
the huge disparity in state funding that exists now. Put simply, this structure is unfair to parents 
and families and works only to benefit the state agencies that want to constrain parental rights 
and to place familial relationships at risk. We encourage the Governor and the Legislature to 
examine the current system of representation and to address this inequity. Legal 
representation for parents deserves at least as much state interest and financial support as 
that received by the other participants in the legal system.   
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