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Introduction

The Department of Human Services (DHS) oversees various services including foster care,
child welfare, support for low-income individuals, aging services and child support.” Governor
Kemp proposed allocating $1.13 billion to DHS in the Amended Fiscal Year (AFY) 2026 budget
and $1.12 billion to the department in Fiscal Year (FY) 2027. The governor’s proposed FY 2027
budget DHS budget is 5.4% greater than the FY 2026 budget.?

Governor Kemp'’s budget includes resources to help the agency navigate different fiscal
shortfalls projected for AFY 2026 and FY 2027. In the fall of 2025, DHS’ Division of Family and
Children Services announced that the foster care system had a projected $80 million shortfall
due to the rising costs of caring for children in the foster care system.? Additionally, H.R. 1,
federal tax and spending legislation that passed in July 2025, requires states to take up a
greater share of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) administration costs
starting in October of 2026. As appropriators consider spending plans for DHS, they should
think strategically about funding investments that promote family stability, prevent family
separation and reduce long-term costs.

The Governor Proposes a Five Percent Increase for DHS in FY 2027

Proposed FY 2027 $1,117,032,678

FY 2026 $1,059,937,900

FY 2025 $1,028,095,764
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Source: The Governor's Budget Reports, Amended Fiscal Year 2026 and Fiscal Year 2027.
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Budget Highlights for DHS
Amended FY 2026 Proposed Changes

The governor’s proposed budget would add about $72.6 million to the DHS budget for the
remainder of the 2026 fiscal year. Most of the proposed AFY 2026 budget would be for a one-
time salary increase and funding for foster care.

e $41.5 million increase to the foster care program for increased utilization and the increased
costs of care

e $22.4 million increase to provide one-time $2,000 salary increases for all full-time DHS
staff

e $6.2 million in one-time funds to modify the Gateway eligibility system to address SNAP
payment error rates

FY 2027 Proposed Changes

The proposed changes in the Governor’'s FY 2027 budget increase DHS funding by $57 million.
It includes:

¢ Increased funding for foster care:

o A $21.3 million increase for foster care for increased utilization and the increased cost
of care

o A $6.2 million transfer from the Exploited Children Fund Commission to foster care
intended to support agency efforts to address child trafficking

e Increased funding for SNAP administration to address the federal cost shift caused by
H.R.1:

o $40.4 million increase to the Division of Family and Children Services for SNAP
administration (determining and processing SNAP benefits)

o $12 million increase for an initiative to improve SNAP benefit accuracy and reduce the
payment error rate

o $5.9 million increase to DHS agency administration to cover the loss of federal funds
due to the cost shift
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The House Approves an Additional $57 Million More in AFY 2026 for Foster Care and
Child Welfare Services over the Governor’s Initial Budget

The House approved nearly $57 million more additional spending in AFY 2026 over the
Governor’s proposed budget. The House added more resources to foster care to address
the rising costs of care, reinstate previously cancelled contracts and place children closer to
their biological families. The House budget would also create a new child welfare case
management system that would replace Georgia’s outdated SHINES system.

DHS Program Purpose SEIEN EUEES Difference
Proposal Proposal

Child Abuse and Provide funds for an
Neglect Prevention  integrated child welfare $0 $15,000,000 $15,000,000
- Special Project reporting system.

Reduction in the employer
Child welfare2 contribution rate for the $254,178,098  $253,371,552 | $(806,546)
State Health Benefit Plan

Increase funds for utilization
growth and increased costs
of care
Foster Care® prioritizing reunification $409,569,506 $450,767,517 $41,198,011
services, assessments and
specialized services for
youth with complex needs

Restore the cancelation of
state contracts for supportive

Femior Care spRelel | o Shl e e (o $0 $1599.601  $1.599,601

Eleieet place foster youth closer to
their biological families
Total $663,747,604 $720,738,670 $56,991,066
Notes:

a |n this table Child Welfare Services funding does not include Child Abuse and Neglect Prevention
and Residential Child Care Licensing like in other parts of this overview.
b In this table Foster Care does not include Adoption Services like in other parts of this overview
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Service Reductions and Proposed State Funding Should Close Most
of the Foster Care Shortfall for AFY 26; It’s Unclear if the Changes Will
Prevent a Future Shortfall for FY 27

The Governor's AFY 2026 budget provides $41.5 million for foster care to address the projected
program deficit of $85.7 million. The fiscal concerns of the agency first came to light during the
2025 legislative session when DHS Commissioner Broce requested $44 million for AFY 25 and
FY 2026.% The legislature approved $38.5 million for AFY 2025 but only approved $19.3 million
for FY 2026. DHS started FY 2026 with resources below their projected shortfall. However, that
shortfall expanded beyond initial projections.

In November 2025, four months into the fiscal year, the DHS Commissioner announced a
projected shortfall of more than $80 million and cancelled many contracts and established a
new process for authorizing services.® In a December hearing, multiple providers described how
these seemingly abrupt changes left a significant number of children without essential services
and care and prevented birth parents from seeing their children.®

This year, the Commissioner has testified that most of the deficit for AFY 2026 should be
covered through the governor’s proposed budget increase for foster care and a 25% reduction
in costs. If necessary, the agency will also use more unobligated TANF reserve funds where
applicable. However, the Commissioner has noted that TANF funds can only be used in limited
circumstances for foster care.”

For FY 2027, the governor proposed adding $21.3 million for foster care from the original FY
2026 budget, while the agency continues to implement a 25% reduction costs. However, it is not
clear that the agency is fully engaging in strategies that would control costs in the near or long
term by preventing children from entering the system at all. Without such strategies, the agency
may yet again have another shortfall.
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Governor’s Budget Proposes State Resources to Address the
Forthcoming Loss of Federal SNAP Administration Funding

H.R. 1 initiated the deepest spending cuts to SNAP and Medicaid in history to pay for tax cuts
for the wealthy. Under the legislation, the state’s share of SNAP administrative costs will
increase from 50% to 75% in federal fiscal year 2027. In subsequent years, the state will have
to cover a share of SNAP benefits triggered by high SNAP payment error rates, which are
mistakes by state caseworkers, or clients that result in over- or underpayments. Without
legislative action to maintain administrative funding, the state will struggle to make
enhancements that would reduce its high error rate and bring down future costs, which could
range from $162 million to $487 million annually.

The Governor proposes $46.3 million in FY 26 (in DHS and DFCS administrative services) to
keep funding for SNAP administrative costs level. The Governor’s budgets go even further to
provide resources for DFCS to implement new strategies to address the error rates. In the
proposed AFY 2026 budget, there is $6.2 million to update the Gateway system for SNAP error
rate improvements and in proposed FY 2027 budget, $12 million for new strategies to identify
and correct problems before they become payment errors. These proactive funding proposals
could be an important component to lowering SNAP costs long-term.

Growing Evidence Suggests that Upstream Investments in Economic
Security Programs Reduce Child Welfare Involvement and Costs

Georgia spends more than 60% of its DHS budget on child welfare, foster care and adoption
services, while it spends only about 19% on Low Income Family Support programs, which
include the administration of programs like cash and nutrition assistance that keep families
financially stable.® However, the state may be able to reduce what it spends on foster care
placements if it more fully adopted a prevention-minded approach. The Family First Prevention
Services Act of 2018 is structured so that states’ child welfare and foster care systems focus on
evidence-based, family-stabilizing strategies that reduce separations and the reliance on
congregate homes. Additionally, the state should also prioritize economic support programs as
growing evidence points to their ability to reduce child welfare interactions.® 10
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Foster Care, Adoptions Services, and Child Welfare Services Make Up 61%
of the DHS Budget

Child Support Attached agencies,
Services, 3.3% \3.4%

Department
Administration, 5.8%

Elder Care Services,

7.4% Foster Care &

Adoptions, 39.3%

Low Income Family
Support, 18.9%

Child Welfare Service ,
21.8%

Source: The Governor’s Budget Reports, Amended Fiscal Year 2025 and Fiscal Year 2026.

This session, state leaders should consider this prevention strategy as they build on the
Governor’s budget and deliberate on legislation. Lawmakers should:

Ask DHS what it needs to accelerate and/or expand Georgia’s Family’s First plan and
invest in the strategy. "

For example, two home visiting models, Healthy Families America (HFA) and Parents as
Teachers (PAT), are central components to Georgia’s plan. Home visiting is a family-centered
approach where a health or family wellbeing professional provides in-home support to families
with low income or who are at-risk of poor health outcomes. Many home visiting programs, like
HFA and PAT, are evidence-based and have demonstrated positive outcomes like improved
parent-child relationship and family economic stability.'? Increased state investment can jump
start and advance the DHS’ home visiting programs. Then the agency could draw down more
federal resources. Furthermore, DHS could work with the Department of Public Health, which
operates a separate home visiting program, and local governments to ensure there is at least
one home visiting program in every county.
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o Modernize the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) programs so that it can
provide financial support to more families.
Currently, TANF funds are primarily used to fund government operations in child welfare, foster
care and other programs instead of supporting core TANF activities of basic assistance, work
supports and child care for families in poverty. TANF currently reaches about 3,500 families in
Georgia.' The monthly TANF benefit level is $280 for a family of three and hasn’t changed
since 1996. TANF is a foster care prevention program because most of the children receiving
TANF benefits live with a relative. It is therefore critical to modernize the program and increase
benefits and update eligibility levels to prevent deeper levels of poverty and to support families
keeping children safe.
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