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Foster Care & Permanence Child Protection Issue Brief

CURRENT SITUATION

Citizen understanding complicated. Citizens and stakeholders have reason to be confused about the status of
child protective services and foster care in Florida. Government agencies, service providers and evaluators
present different messages. Providers state that Florida’'s average child welfare expenditure lags 45% behind
that of other large states (California, Texas, New York and lllinois). Providers also state that Florida has a lower
rate of reentry of children when compared with the same large states. OPPAGA, an office of the Florida
Legislature, presents similar data, yet paints a different picture (Report No. 06-50). OPPAGA says Florida
spending per child served, when adjusted for inflation, increased nearly 60% from 1999 to 2005 and that “high
percentages of children experience re-abuse and return to foster care.” Both points of view may have merit, but
together they complicate rather than clarify. Similar differences in presentation across the range of abuse
prevention and foster care indicators exist among state agencies, children’s rights and legal advocacy groups.
This polarity of perspective presents very real challenges and barriers to persuading citizens and communities to
get involved.

Maligned system shows progress. A decade has passed since foster care reforms decentralized the delivery
of services from the state in the wake of highly unflattering national media reports. Following the privatization of
services in local communities, fewer children are entering foster care, more children are being adopted, and
caseloads are lower. More foster beds are available and fewer foster homes are operating above capacity.
Florida Department of Children and Families Secretary Bob Butterworth is providing strong vocal leadership.

Communities have questions. Vital stakeholders, including those with a legal role, continue to report that their
place at the table is limited. Caseworkers have been described as not forthcoming with information and not
valuing feedback or input. Joint efforts with educational and juvenile justice organizations are fragmented. Issues
of minority overrepresentation are not adequately addressed. Foster parents question why case managers
appear to be inaccessible and do not notify them of important events, even legal proceedings.

CAUSES & CHALLENGES

Children in foster care remain disadvantaged. Nearly all the 40,000 children in Florida’s protective custody are
victims of abuse and neglect. From this difficult beginning, a disproportionate number have poor educational,
health and legal outcomes. 17% of children have three or more placements within their first year in state care,
disrupting fragile social and educational networks. Half are performing below grade level in school. Half of former
foster children do not graduate from high school. Pregnancy rates are higher. Over a quarter of those aged 14 to
17, have been arrested in the past year.

Whose kids are these? Most children in state care remain in their communities. Understanding the implications
of success and failure, community leaders and civic, business, and religious groups appear to have significant
incentives to improve the lives of local kids in foster care. But providers report that community engagement could
be better.



Consistent policy lacking. Agencies seem caught between policy goals and public pressure. For example, the
stated goal of keeping more children in their own homes can be temporarily compromised in the wake of a highly
publicized child death. The resulting fluctuations in caseworker action and decision-making impede progress.

BUDGET IMPACT

Cuts impact services. Florida continues to face projected budget deficits. State agencies, including the
Department of Children and Families, will be asked to propose cuts yet again. State administrative reductions
have taken place. Community based care providers, and programs such as Healthy Families and Guardian Ad
Litem have already cut services. Further budget cuts will result in further reduced services to children.

VOTER VOICE

Voters seek success. A multi-county Florida poll conducted by
Children’s Campaign, Inc. validated an ABC News and Time Magazine
survey which found that a majority of voters support broad reform of foster
care. While overall attention to children and family issues was low in
comparison to other state functions, voters had pronounced concerns. By
a three-to-one margin, voters rated Florida’s response to improving foster
care as “fair to poor” rather than “excellent or good”. On the related
issues of preventing child abuse and providing parental support, voter
sentiment was the same.

ACTION NEEDED

Through a community focused, but statewide consensus building
process, create “Community Charters for Foster Care Action” to
engage entire communities in the work of assuring positive

Nearly all the children in Florida’s protective
custody are victims of abuse and neglect

outcomes for children in foster care. Goals, success, and the roles of stakeholders and the larger
community must be clear.

Agree upon a set of consistent metrics (spending per child served, rates of re-abuse, and total child
placements are likely candidates). Use them to assure consistency of communication when providing self
assessments and status reports to policy makers, stakeholders and community groups.

Revisit reports of previous blue-ribbon commissions and officially adopt or reject their recommendations.
Provide resources to raise Florida’s child protection and foster care services to national standards.

Ensure every needy child in Florida’s protective custody has a guardian ad litem or private legal
representation.

DEFINITIONS

Foster Care: any number of arrangements by which children live in temporary state custody. Usually removed
from abusive or neglectful settings, these children live in foster homes, group homes and institutions. Some live
with relatives. Others live at home under protective supervision.



