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SUMMARY

This document is a dissenting opinion in a Connecticut Supreme Court parental-rights termination
case. Robinson, J., joined by Zarella, J., disagreed with the conclusion that the Department of Children
and Families made reasonable efforts to reunify the respondent with Gabriella A., emphasizing
inadequate initial therapy, the referral to trauma-focused treatment shortly before the termination
petition, and the lack of inquiry into the respondent’s progress. The dissent also questioned whether
the petitioner proved that the respondent was unable to benefit from reunification services.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The Commissioner of Children and Families petitioned to terminate
the respondent mother's parental rights. The trial court found that the
petitioner had made reasonable efforts to reunify the respondent with
Gabriella and terminated parental rights; the Appellate Court upheld
that determination. This opinion is a dissent from the Connecticut
Supreme Court majority's disposition.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The ultimate determination whether the petitioner made reasonable
efforts at reunification, or whether the respondent was unable to
benefit from reunification services, is reviewed for evidentiary
sufficiency. Underlying factual findings are reviewed for clear error.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the petitioner made reasonable efforts to reunify the respondent with Gabriella when it initially
provided inadequate therapy, later referred the respondent for trauma-focused therapy, and filed the
termination petition after approximately two months of that therapy without investigating the
respondent's progress.

2. Whether the petitioner proved by clear and convincing evidence that the respondent was unable to
benefit from reunification services under those circumstances.

3. What standard of review applies to the reasonable-efforts and inability-to-benefit determinations.

HOLDINGS

1. The dissent would hold that the petitioner's efforts were unreasonable because it provided inadequate
treatment for approximately a year, relied on the respondent's lack of progress in that inadequate
treatment, and filed the termination petition without determining whether the respondent was benefiting
from newly initiated trauma therapy.

2. The dissent would hold that the petitioner failed to prove by clear and convincing evidence that the
respondent was unable to benefit from reunification services because the respondent had received
appropriate trauma therapy for only approximately two months when the petition was filed.

3. The dissent applies evidentiary-sufficiency review to the ultimate reasonable-efforts determination and
clear-error review to the factual findings underlying it.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“reasonable efforts means doing everything reasonable, not everything possible.”

“The respondent’s substantial compliance with reunification services further belies the reasonableness of the
petitioner’s actions.”

“Because the petitioner’s efforts were unreasonable, we cannot determine whether the respondent could have
benefited from reasonable efforts.”

“With such an important constitutional right at stake, I cannot agree that the petitioner proved, by clear and
convincing evidence, that the respondent was unable to benefit from reunification services on these facts.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The respondent had an extensive history of childhood trauma, including sexual abuse, loss, and abandonment.
Although the petitioner's evaluators identified the need for trauma-focused therapy, the respondent initially
received treatment that did not adequately address that trauma. After the respondent began appropriate trauma
therapy and was reportedly attending consistently and making progress, the petitioner filed the termination
petition without obtaining a progress report from the new therapist.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The petitioner referred the respondent for mental-health, substance-abuse, parenting, and case-management
services and later filed a termination petition. The trial court concluded that the petitioner had made reasonable
reunification efforts and that the respondent had not achieved sufficient rehabilitation. The Appellate Court
affirmed, holding that the petitioner's efforts were reasonable in light of the entire record. Justice Robinson,
joined by Justice Zarella, disagreed.
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