CWDA

May 22, 2009

To: Honorable Members
Budget Conference Committee

From: Frank J. Mecca, Executive Director

RE: Child Welfare Services and Foster Care Program Cuts for
Abused and Neglected Children - OPPOSE

The County Welfare Directors Association of California (CWDA) is vehemently
opposed to the Administration’s many proposals to cut funding in child welfare
and foster care as proposed in the May Revise, as revised May 21, 2009.
Specifically, these proposals include an across-the-board cut of approximately
$140 million General Fund ($216 million total funds) from the Child Welfare
Services (CWS) program, a ten percent cut to foster care grants equaling $13.9
million General Fund ($49 million total funds), and elimination of funding for the
Transitional Housing Plus Program (THP Plus), Emancipated Foster Youth
Stipends, Supportive and Therapeutic Options Program (STOP) and the Kinship
Support Services Program (KSSP), for a cut of another $58.4 million General
Fund. Taken all together, the Administration would slash $323.4 million in state
and federal funding in the child welfare and foster care programs, decimating
services to abused and neglected children and their families. Funding reductions
of this magnitude will place thousands of children in harms way and will
devastate this critical safety net program for abused and neglected children of
California.

The child welfare system is already critically underfunded. The proposed cuts of
this magnitude would threaten the health and safety of thousands of California’s
children served by this vital safety net program. The cuts would irreparably
reverse the strides made to improve outcomes for children and families and
undermine recent legislative investments to improve the system. We therefore
urge the Legislature to exempt services to abused and neglected children from
the budget balancing proposal. Below we restate our concerns to this proposal:

Funding Cuts Jeopardize Child Safety and Well-Being

California’s CWS program is entrusted to respond 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
to reports of child abuse and neglect. This critical safety net program keeps
children safe from harm. The program utilizes trained social workers who, on a
daily basis, make life or death decisions about the most vulnerable children in our
state. They take on the difficult task of assessing families’ capacity to care for
their own children, and provide critical supportive services to children and
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families. The child welfare system helps reunite children with their families when it safe and in
the child’s best interest to do so, and when it is not, child welfare becomes the parent and works
to find permanent, stable and loving families to care for these children.

Quite simply, funding cuts to this vital safety net program will place children in harm’s way.
These proposed cuts will result in 1,318 fewer social workers available to protect abused and
neglected children. In order to provide information about the magnitude of the harm these cuts
could yield, we have translated the lost workers into actual lost services to children and families
under four different scenarios:

* If counties absorb the loss of 1,318 workers in their Emergency Response programs,
social workers will be unable to investigate 20,818 reports of abuse and neglect per
month, or 249,815 annually. This will leave children in potentially life-threatening
situations.

* |If cuts are applied to the Family Maintenance program, there will be 46,116 fewer
families receiving services at any given time to prevent foster care placement and help
children remain safely at home with their own families.

* |If cuts are applied to Family Reunification programs, counties would be unable to reunify
35,575 children with their families.

* Finally, if cuts are applied to services for Permanent Placement services to foster
children, 71,150 children will languish in long-term foster care. Fewer foster children will
find permanency through adoption or legal guardianship, and services for emancipating
foster youth will be reduced or eliminated.

The Governor acknowledged the significance that any cuts will have on abused and neglected
children when he restored a much smaller cut to the child welfare program in 2004, noting in part:

“...(T)he 2004 Budget Act’s reduction in state financial support...could have the
unintended consequence of severe reductions in service to vulnerable children and their
families....Such a large reduction in the level of supervision of children in foster homes
could jeopardize both the safety of children as well as the level of federal funds available
for CWS. Service reduction in CWS would reduce the state’s ability to meet the federally
required outcomes included in California’s Program Improvement Plan....

Simply put, failure to restore the $17.1 million and budget control language has the
potential to jeopardize the health and safety of California’s most vulnerable
children.”

Proposed Cuts Exacerbate Historic Underfunding

The current budgeting methodology for the program uses social worker caseload standards not
updated since 1984. A workload study was mandated by SB 2030 (Costa, Statutes of 1998) and
its findings, published in 2000, found that child welfare workload far exceeded available
resources. For example, on average, county social workers oversee 30 to 55 children, much
higher than the recommended 10 to 15. The study provided recommendations for achieving
minimal and optimal workload standards to ensure children and families are served effectively.

Nine years after completion of the workload study, the budgeting standard for the program has
remained unchanged, while workload continues to increase. This funding shortfall is
compounded by the fact the state has failed to fund the actual costs of operating this program,
resulting in a net loss of $486.4 million ($206.9 million GF) between 2001-02 and 2008-09.
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Counties have partially bridged this funding gap by investing significant amounts of local dollars
into the program, backfilling more than $110 million last year alone. However, counties’ capacity
to backfill for such severe shortfalls in the state’s allocation is limited, and in increasing numbers
of counties, nonexistent. Between 2006-07 and 2007-08, years for which data is available,
counties have already scaled back by $50 million in local backfill. As local revenues continue to
drop, counties will have difficulty maintaining the current level of backfill, let alone increasing it
to make up for the additional cut proposed in the budget.

The Legislature acknowledged the workload problem by mandating a new state analysis in
2006. As a result, the state contracted with UC Davis in late 2006 to review the SB 2030 study
and other states’ approaches to budgeting. The UC Davis confirmed the essential conclusions
of the SB 2030 Study—caseloads are too high and that social worker caseloads do matter when
it comes to providing quality child welfare services. The proposed funding cuts will have the
opposite effect by increasing workload in child welfare and reducing outcomes for those served
by the program.

Cuts to Foster Care Rates Will Harm Families and Children

This impact of the CWS cut is compounded by the proposed 10 percent cut to foster care rates,
which will further diminish the supply of safe and appropriate placements for foster children.
Cutting specialized care rates for foster family homes will result in a loss of these family-type
placements for children with medical and behavioral needs. The result will be increased costs
for placements into institutional type settings such as group homes, which in turn will have less
resources to cope due to cuts to those rates as proposed. The cuts will result in increased
placement moves between caregivers and added time for social workers to deal with disrupted
placements, and ultimately longer stays in foster care as less children are ultimately adopted.

Eliminating Funding for Cost-Effective Programs Harms Children, Families

The proposed budget eliminates funding to various cost-effective programs that support youth
and families and will have devastating effects on these populations. Two programs — THP Plus
and Emancipated Foster Youth Stipend programs — provide housing and support services to
former foster youth. Absent such services, former foster youth are likely to become homeless,
incarcerated, and reliant on other public assistance programs. These are cost effective
programs that enable a foster youth obtain training or education to become self-reliant and
avoid these negative outcomes. Programs such as the Supportive and Therapeutic Options
Program (STOP) and Kinship Support Services Program (KSSP) provides services to children
and families to avert the need for more costly foster care placement. Elimination of KSSP will
deprive relative caregivers from critical supports to help the relative maintain care of their
related children. STOP provides mental health services unavailable through EPSDT to families
who are reunifying or at risk of foster care.

Cuts Thwart County and Legislative Improvement Efforts

The cuts will turn back the clock on significant reforms and improvements achieved by local
agencies in recent years. Any cuts will also undermine legislative investments made into the
program. Counties have partnered with philanthropy to improve services and focused local
resources in areas with the greatest need for improvements. However, cuts to child welfare will
threaten these investments and undermine the progress made to effectively serve children and
families.
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Local efforts such as team decision making and differential response have contributed to
outcome improvements, including reduced entry into foster care, fewer placements while in
foster care, and improved communication and collaboration among service providers. These
strategies have contributed to improved outcomes and significant savings to the state. For
example, the foster care population has plummeted from 102,000 children in care in 2001 to just
over 73,000 by 2008. Any funding reductions to the child welfare program will reverse this trend
and erode child safety, permanency and well-being.

Counties Are Accountable; Failure to Meet Performance Goals Opens Door to Penalties
County CWS agencies are monitored and held accountable to outcome measures set forth by
the federal government and the state legislature, as a result of AB 636 (Steinberg, Statues of
2001). This historic legislation created a local process of continuous quality improvement
through county performance reviews and locally focused efforts in areas needing improvement.
Data tracked by the UC Berkeley Child Welfare Performance Indicators Project — the statewide
entity that tracks all California child welfare data — shows that California is headed in the right
direction, showing improvements on most measures, indicating that we are on the right track to
achieving systemic reforms.

We are concerned that cuts to child welfare will make it impossible to meet required outcomes
and achieve systemic reforms for children and families and will lead to federal fiscal penalties to
the state. California, like most other states, did not meet all required outcomes under the federal
Child and Family System Review in 2002, but has been able to achieve significant improvement
since that time. As a result, California was hit with a $9.4 million federal fiscal penalty. The state
is now undergoing its second federal review and will again be expected to make improvements
or face fiscal penalties of potentially over $100 million.

State Abdicating Responsibility; Counties Unfairly Left to Decide “What Not to Do”

Counties operate CWS programs on the state’s behalf, following the mandates and regulations
set forth by the state and the Legislature to provide services to children and families. However,
this proposal reduces funding without eliminating any of the mandates that counties must meet.
Absent any accompanying policy changes to reduce or eliminate mandates for services, the
proposal passes the responsibility for providing services to the counties without providing
adequate resources, policy direction or priorities for how to implement this substantial cut.

This will force local child welfare agencies and county Boards of Supervisors to make
tremendously difficult decisions that will hurt children — for example, eliminating investigations
for general neglect cases and triaging other abuse cases, increasing response times that
exceed the immediate and 10-day required response, not seeing children on a monthly basis, or
reducing Independent Living Program services for emancipating foster youth.

By passing program cuts to local agencies and providing no relief from current requirements,
the state is not only putting counties in the untenable position of deciding what not to do, but is
ultimately abdicating its responsibility to abused and neglected children.



CWDA Child Welfare Services and Foster Care Memo
May 22, 2009
Page Five

Recommended Action—Exempt Abused and Neglected Children from the Budget Ax

Government has the highest obligation to ensure foster children are safe and well cared for.
Basically, these are “our” children: The government intervenes in their lives, makes life-and-
death decisions for their care, and becomes their parents. The safety of these vulnerable

children must be our top priority.

Given the serious and detrimental impacts that any cut would have to abused and neglected
children, CWDA opposes any cut to child welfare services and foster care grants. This vital

safety net program must remain intact. We respectfully urge the Legislature to exempt the

program from any budget-balancing reductions.

Thank you for your consideration of our concerns.

CC:

Jennifer Troia, Consultant, Senate Budget and Fiscal Review
Myesha Jackson, Office of the Honorable Darrell Steinberg
Chantele Denny, Consultant, Senate Republican Fiscal Office
Nicole Vazquez, Consultant, Assembly Budget Committee
Gail Gronert, Office of the Honorable Karen Bass

Julie Souliere, Consultant, Assembly Republican Fiscal Office
Mike Wilkening, Health and Human Services Agency

Jennifer Kent, Office of Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger
John Wagner, Director, Department of Social Services
Patricia Huston, Department of Social Services

Ana Matosantos, Department of Finance

Lisa Mangat, Department of Finance
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