
 

 

If You Want to Adopt, There’s Help. If Not, Lend a Hand to Those Who Do 

By Tabitha Lambert, Guardian ad Litem Director for the 13th Judicial Circuit, serving Hillsborough 

County 

Tampa Bay has the largest number of abused and neglected children in the state. Hillsborough 

County, which comprises Florida's 13th Judicial Circuit, has the most children in out-of-home 

care of all 20 circuits – 2,437 as of Sept. 30, 2018. The 6th Circuit, which includes Pasco and 

Pinellas counties, is second statewide with 2,166. 

That's why we at the Guardian ad Litem Program – who advocate in court for so many of these 

vulnerable children – are so grateful for your support. We're seeing a rise in new volunteers, 

along with staunch moral and practical help from the communities we serve. 

We couldn't do what we do otherwise.  

For instance, since the tragic death of 2-year-old Jordan Belliveau in nearby Circuit 6, the 13th 

Circuit has trained and certified 63 new Guardian ad Litem volunteers, for a total of 726. 

Then there's Hillsborough County, named the 2017 County of the Year for counties with at 

least one million residents by the state's Guardian ad Litem Foundation. Florida counties are 

statutorily required to provide local Guardian ad Litem programs with office space, furniture 

and communications. But Hillsborough Commission Chairwoman Sandra Murman, a longtime 

volunteer with our program, has led the county in going the extra mile.  

She helped establish a Blue Ribbon Panel that brought together leaders of the local child welfare 

community. Last year, thanks to the county, our staff was able to certify more than 200 

additional volunteers to represent more children in dependency court. Hillsborough provided 

paid parking for volunteers attending court, laptops for our staff attorneys, volunteers from 

among its employees and efforts to recruit other advocates for the children we serve.  

And there's our non-profit partner, Voices for Children, which supports us in every sense of 

the word. Voices for Children was named the 2016 non-profit of the year – again, by the 

Guardian ad Litem Foundation. Led by Executive Director Ronna Kennedy, this group raises 

funds to provide the children we represent with school supplies, music lessons, prom tickets 

and more. Like the county, its members help recruit volunteers by spreading the word via local 

media and events. Voices for Children also sponsors Tibet, the wonderful courthouse facility 

dog who has helped so many children, and her human partner, Brenda Kocher.    

I tell you all this not just to thank those who make it possible for others to foster, adopt and 

volunteer, although I'm so grateful. But it's also very personal and dear to me. My husband and I 

just celebrated the fourth year after adopting our son, Kyle. This year we'll honor National 

Adoption Day, which is Nov. 17. But we celebrated Kyle's "adopt-a-versary" on Nov. 7.  



 

 

Of course, you can also support vulnerable children by volunteering as a Guardian ad Litem. 

Children with a court-appointed special advocate are twice as likely to be adopted as those 

without. 

Or you can do something as simple as make dinner for a family welcoming a new child, says 

Mary K Wimsett, an attorney in northeast Florida who has finalized more than 3,000 adoptions. 

Thanks to social media, she says, there are now groups all over the state that support foster 

and adoptive parents.  

"We had a foster mom recently who donated a kidney to one of the children in her foster 

home – and the community came together and provided meals to them for, I think, 3 or 4 

months," Wimsett says. 

According to the Ackerman Institute for the Family, there are more than 400,000 American 

children in foster care. Their average length of stay is 25.3 months – and the institute says these 

children have rates of PTSD similar to veterans of war. 

To learn more about the Guardian ad Litem program of Hillsborough County, call (813) 272-

5110 or visit www.galtampa.org. 
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