
 
 

 

Memorandum In Support 

Automatic Medicaid Eligibility for Foster Youth until Age 21 
 
For more than 80 years, the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies (FPWA) has been 
a leading policy advocate for individuals and families served by our more than 300 
member human service agencies and churches in and around New York City. The 
Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies promotes the social and economic well-being 
of greater New York's most vulnerable by strengthening human service organizations 
and advocating for just public policies. 
 
FPWA is deeply concerned about the needs of youth aging out of the foster care system and 
the importance of expanding services to meet these needs.  Unlike their peers, foster care youth 
who age out of the child welfare system have few supports and little to no adult or family 
guidance.  They experience higher rates of mental illness, criminal activity, homelessness, and 
unemployment.1  They are also subject to severe financial difficulties.  According to a Chapin 
Hall study, a significant percentage of former foster youth surveyed did not have enough money 
for clothing (39.9%), rent (18.6%), utilities (17.4%), or phone service (22.1%).2  Having accepted 
responsibility for these children, the government has a unique moral obligation to ensure that 
foster youth aging out of the system have the opportunities and supports they need to build 
successful lives as adults.  
 
In particular, research shows that this population struggles with intense and unique health care 
needs. Health and mental health services are vital to youth leaving foster care in New York 
State, many of whom struggle with mental illness and trauma recovery.  One study found that 
youth leaving care experience a higher rate of post-traumatic stress disorder than Vietnam and 
Iraq veterans.3  Research in New York City indicates that in 2000, more than half of youth in 
foster care suffered from mental health problems.4 
 
Regular access to reproductive health services and prescription coverage are also crucial for 
this young adult population, which is at high risk for pregnancy.  In one study of current and 
former foster care youth, over a third (37.4%) of women, age 19 at the time of the second 
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interview, reported being pregnant at least once in the roughly two-year time period since the 
first interview.5 

Lack of health care coverage can result in higher levels of costly emergency room and inpatient 
care, the progression of chronic disease, and thousands of dollars of medical debt, which can 
be devastating for foster youth attempting to establish independent lives once they have left the 
foster care system.6  Across the country, states are recognizing the importance of providing 
foster youth with access to health insurance.  According to a survey conducted by the American 
Public Human Services Association and published in 2007, seventeen states at the time of 
survey had enacted legislation to automatically extend Medicaid coverage under the federal 
Foster Care Independence Act of 1999, and five other states reported having plans to do the 
same.7   
 
Extending Medicaid eligibility until age 21 would assist foster youth aging out of care in 
accessing critical health and mental health services, while preserving their economic security. 
 
 
 

FPWA strongly urges New York State to make Medicaid access a 
reality for foster youth aging out of care. 

 
 

For further information, please contact –  

Vani Sankarapandian, Senior Policy Analyst for Early Childhood Education and Child Welfare at 
vanis@fpwa.org or 212.801.1376 
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