
The Importance of Preserving Sibling Relationships 

More than 3,000 children live in foster care in Clark County, Nevada each year.  Unfortunately, 
approximately 45% of these children are not able to be placed in home with their siblings, who have 
often been the only consistent person in their lives.  This break in their sibling relationships, which is 
devastating to most children, is even more difficult during the current quarantine imposed by the COVID 
19 state of emergency.  While every effort is made to provide weekly regular sibling contact during 
times of normalcy, sibling visitation under the quarantine is limited to Skype, Facetime, Zoom, or phone 
calls.  It is vital that CASA volunteers reach out to their youth and ensure that sibling visitation, in any 
form, continues during the quarantine period. 

Why Siblings May be Separated in Foster Care 

There are several reasons why siblings may not be placed together when they come into foster care.  
Siblings may be placed in different homes because of the size of the sibling group, the age range of the 
siblings, the special medical or emotional needs of one or more of the children, when the siblings come 
into foster care (for example, children born while their siblings are already foster care are less likely to 
be placed together), and whether the children share the same parents.  If siblings have different fathers, 
it is not uncommon for one or more of the children to be placed with their father, if he is a non-
offending parent, or a relative of the father, creating yet another barrier for siblings to remain together.  
Even more disheartening is the fact that if a child is placed with a non-offending parent, the Court does 
not have the authority to require that parent to continue sibling visits, although the parent can 
voluntarily agree to continue their child’s contact with his or her siblings. 

Here is a typical example.  Let’s say two children, Jaydah (12) and Sophia (4) are half siblings.  The 
children have lived primarily with their Mother since their birth.  The girls are taken into protective 
custody with the Department of Family Services because of their Mother’s mental health and substance 
abuse issues which impair her ability to adequately care for the children.1  At the court’s first hearing, 
the preliminary protective hearing, the court determines that Jaydah’s father was not involved in the 
removal of the girls and he is a safe and appropriate caregiver for Jaydah.  Therefore, Jaydah is placed in 
the care of her father in Chicago, Illinois.  Sophia, however, remains in Nevada and is placed into foster 
care because there are no relatives willing or able to care for her in Clark County.2  The ONLY consistent 
person in Sophia’s four year old world is gone.  When the girls were growing up, they played together 
every day, they shared a room, they comforted one another when their Mother was physically or 
emotionally absent and now, Jaydah is gone.  While this is heartbreaking, this type of scenario is the 
reality for many foster children. 

Siblings Adoptions Into Different Homes 

                                                           
1 Legislative mandates restrict placement of children under the age of six in congregate or group care when a 
foster home is reasonably available. See NRS 432B.3905. 
2 If Jeremiah’s father had lived in Nevada, the Court could place both children with him, if he is willing and able to 
care for both of the children.  See NRS 432B.580 providing for siblings to be placed together when neither parent is 
able to care for the children. 



The longer siblings are separated from one another in the foster care system, the more likely it is that 
they will be adopted into different homes, further disrupting the sibling bond.  The courts, parents’ 
attorneys, and the Children’s Attorney Project of the Legal Aid of Southern Nevada work diligently to 
ensure that brothers and sisters are placed together as soon as they are taken into protective custody 
with the Department of Family Services.  In addition, every effort is made to ensure that siblings who are 
adopted into separate homes maintain contact through a Sibling Visitation Order, which is often, 
although not always, incorporated into the children’s final adoption decrees. 

The Importance of Siblings Relationships 

 The importance of the sibling bond cannot be underestimated. Children who have lost a sibling 
relationship often report that they feel like they have lost a part of themselves. Sibling relationships 
provide children support, comfort, companionship and role models.  Research indicates that sibling 
bonds are crucial to a child’s development, especially when children enter the foster care system and 
are separated from parents, school/daycare, friends, neighbors and other familiar faces and places.3  
The National Center for Youth Law recognizes that siblings “play a crucial role in the development of 
one’s identity and self-esteem” and work diligently towards legal reforms to ensure that these 
relationships are preserved for foster children.   

In both the short term and long-term, placing siblings together benefits foster children physically, 
emotionally and psychologically and shapes their long-term outlook on their life.  We all need a sense of 
belonging, which is one reason why siblings placed together experience fewer placement disruptions 
than siblings placed in separate homes. 

Legal Presumption for Sibling Placements 

In Nevada, it is presumed that it is in a child’s best interest to be placed with siblings.4  In a landmark 
case in 2018, the Nevada Supreme Court confirmed the importance of the sibling relationship when 
considering the best interests of a child.5  Even with both legislative and judicial support for sibling 
preservation, the practical realities of the foster care system, including limited foster care homes and 
the diverse needs of sibling groups, often make placing siblings together impractical.  

While most hearing masters and judges will freely grant a request for a sibling placement order, 
requiring siblings to be placed together, this may result in children remaining at the Child Haven campus 
for long periods of time, despite efforts by DFS to place the sibling group in a foster home.  The reality is 
that Clark County does not have a sufficient number of foster homes to accommodate the growing 
number of children who come into care each week, particularly in these difficult times.  Therefore, if a 
period of time has passed and a sibling group remains at Child Haven, it is not uncommon for a the 
sibling placement order to be set aside in order for the children to be placed into foster care homes, 
even when it means the children may be separated. 
                                                           
3 See Kernan, E. (2010), Keeping Siblings Together:  Past, Present and Future, National Center for Youth Law, found 
at https://youthlaw.org/publication/keeping-siblings-together-past-present-and-future/. 
4 See NRS 432B.550(5)(a). 
5 See Mulkern v. Eighth Judicial District Court (aka Baby Girl White), 134 Nev. 684 (2018). 



Another Reason CASA Volunteers Make a Difference 

CASA volunteers can and should advocate for the rights of their clients to be placed with siblings and, at 
the very least, the ability to maintain regular contact with their brothers and sisters.  During these 
uncertain times, a phone call from a CASA would undoubtedly be a welcome break for a youth in foster 
care.  Follow up and ask a youth and/or their placements how siblings visits are going and if they are 
not, let the child’s CAP attorney know.  In addition, there are several community programs that support 
sibling group outings, such as St. Jude Ranch’s National Sibling Day celebration or St. Jude’s summer 
Camp to Belong program – make sure your youth is registered at stjude.org when registration opens! 

Ultimately, foster children need the adults in their lives to ensure that they have regular and frequent 
contact with their siblings so that they can see and hear from their brothers and sisters.  As Lilo told 
Stitch, and Stitch told the world, “Ohana means family and family means nobody gets left behind or 
forgotten.”  My hope is that we will all work together to ensure that no siblings is left behind or 
forgotten by their brothers and sisters.  Ohana! 

Be Well.    

 


