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Eight women will
represent abused or
neglected children.

By HOLLY LEACH

news@columbiamissourian.com

With two short pledges, eight
volunteers made a weighty
promise Wednesday afternoon

Associate Circuit Judge Cary
Augustine swore in Boone Coun-
ty’s first volunteers for Court
Appointed Special Advocates,
a national program devoted to
representing abused or neglect
ed children in court. The event
marked the birth of Heart ut
Missouri CASA, the program”
new affiliate in the Columbia
area.

At the ceremony, national
CASA program specialist Janet
L. Ward said the
goal of the volun-
teer service is to
make sure chil-
dren are placed
in safe, perma-
nent homes in a
timely manner. This 1
volunteers to spend at st 10
1o 15 hours a month investigat-
ing a child's case and writing
reports for the court

“You all are the voice of the
children,” Ward told the volun
teers, many of whom were col-
lege students and all of whom
were women. “Be that strong,
independent voice.”

The advoca
started in 1976 when a S

quires
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For more information, go to
www.nationalcasa.ong

Superior Court judge wanted
more information when ruling
on cases involving children,
according to the program’s
Web site, The program began
expanding #cross the country
in 1978 and came to St. Louis,
the first chapter in Missouri, in
1980. Heart of Missouri CASA
is the state's 19th affiliate,
formed to serve the 13th Judi-
cial Cireuit.

“Columbia is kind of late for
being one of 'hL larger areas
(in Missour aid Beth Des-
sem, director of the Missouri
chapters.

Dessem has served as the Mis-
souri director since 2002, when
he and her husband moved
to Columbia from Macon, Ga.,

where she had been director of
that circuit’s program. When
she learned
CASA did not
have a Colum-

bia affiliate, she
approached the
program's state
board about
bringing it 10 the city.

“My husband knew T wasn't
going to be happy in a com-
munity that didn't have a CASA
program,” Dessem said at the
swearing-in ceremony.

cussions about forming a
began in 2004. The
national office granted Heart
of Missouri CASA its charter
in February. Members of an

l-volunteer board are charged
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Associate Circuit Judge Cary Augustine swears in volunteers
as Court Appointment Special Advocates on Wednesday.

with fundraising and writing
policies to aid the organization’s
function.

So far, Heart of Missouri
has received local, state and
national funding, including a
$40,000 grant from the national
association to launch its pro-
gram, board president Casey
Berndt said. The organization
also hired a director, Liz Beas-
ley, in July to train and recruit
advocates.

Beasley recruited volunteers
in August by advertising in
church bulletins and newspa-
pers, attending a volunteer fair
and passing out flyers, she said.
Nine volunteers responded and
completed 30 hours of train-
ing; one chose not to be sworn

in because she is moving to
Europe.

“For two and a half weeks,
Monday through Thursday ...
they were doing training,” Bea-
sley said. “That showed that
they were really dedicated to
helping these children.”

Ward said at the ceremony
that advocates need this kind of
dedication.

“I have a quote taped to my
(computer) monitor by Arthur
Ashe: ‘Start where you are, use
what you have, do what you
can,” Ward said.

She turned to face the advo-
cates: “Take that to heart.”

Missourian reporter
Katle McPartland contributed
to this report.




