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For Immediate Release: August 1, 2008
NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE AT 15-YEAR LOW; 
SAFETY OF AT-RISK CHILDREN IMPROVES NEARLY THREE-FOLD
New Strategies in Child Welfare System Since 2003 Creating Positive Results
HONOLULU – New strategies for strengthening at-risk families and assessing the safety of their homes have resulted in a sharp decrease in the number of children in Hawai‘i’s foster care system over the past five years, Department of Human Services (DHS) Director Lillian Koller announced today. At the same time, the safety of children from at-risk families has improved nearly three-fold.

The number of children in State care is at a 15-year low. In the past five years alone, the number of children in foster care on a typical day decreased by 43 percent, from about 3,000 children in 2003 to 1,700 children today – the lowest number since 1993.

More importantly, Hawai‘i currently has one of the lowest rates of child re-abuse in the country. Hawai‘i’s child re-abuse rate dropped from 6 percent in 2003 to just 2.2 percent in 2007, far better than the nationally accepted standard of 6.1 percent.

“Prior to implementing a new direction in 2003, DHS was removing children from their biological families at up to four times the national average with no improvement in their safety,” Koller said. “Today we use better tools for evaluating risk factors in a child’s home. We also provide many new services for strengthening families so children do not have to be placed in protective care.”

DHS formerly used a “one-size-fits-all” approach when investigating reports of child abuse or neglect. Now DHS uses an innovative Differential Response System that carefully weighs the risk factors in a family’s home. The system was developed in conjunction with the National Resource Center for Child Protective Services in New Mexico, and with the help of information technology faculty and students at Maui Community College.
Implemented in 2005, this Web-based system assists child welfare social workers in determining the least intrusive and most effective response that ensures the safety of children. 
Once DHS determines a home is not safe and cannot be made safe, police are alerted to immediately remove the children and place them in protective care. If the risk to children is not high, DHS works with families to voluntarily resolve risk issues in their homes through individual and family counseling, parenting classes and other social services. This approach is in keeping with nationally accepted best practices.

DHS has also lowered foster care numbers and increased child safety by investing Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Federal funds in poverty prevention programs. These community-based services use proven methods for helping parents find and retain employment and helping young people succeed in school and avoid drug abuse, crime and out-of-wedlock pregnancies.

Prior to the Lingle-Aiona Administration, DHS did not spend any of its Federal TANF funding on poverty prevention programs. Today, DHS uses a significant portion of the State’s annual TANF block grant of nearly $99 million to support a wide range of social programs that strengthen families and communities and reduce risk factors that lead to poverty. 
One of the nonprofit groups working with DHS to help at-risk children and their families is EPIC, Inc. Arlynna Howell Livingston, EPIC Executive Director, said child welfare services in Hawai‘i have undergone “a profound cultural shift” over the past several years. 

“DHS staff opened their hearts, minds and doors to partner with families and community agencies to keep children safe and support families,” Howell Livingston said. “The Department partnered with Federal and State programs to learn about and implement ‘best practice models’ drawing on the wisdom in Hawai‘i and around the country. DHS also has made every effort to be transparent and responsive to the families, children and communities they serve.” 

Linda Santos, President and Chief Executive Officer of the nonprofit Foster Family Programs (FFP) of Hawai‘i, said “it has been very exciting to work with DHS these last few years.” FFP offers preventive and support services for at-risk children, biological parents and foster parents.

“The children of Hawai‘i now have better opportunities to remain in their families with the assistance of a social service system that believes, whenever possible, children should be raised in their own families,” Santos said. “This family-centered approach to child welfare is culturally appropriate in Hawai‘i and will have a positive effect on future generations.”

Darlene Beatty, Family and Therapeutic Services Division Administrator for Catholic Charities Hawai‘i, said it has been rewarding to work with DHS in reducing the number of children in foster care by offering voluntary case management services.

“We can see how providing families with support services before children are harmed has enabled families to stay together,” Beatty said, “and therefore children are not subjected to the challenges of foster care.”
The sharp drop in foster care numbers and the increase in child safety since 2003 have also produced benefits for DHS employees and clients. In previous years, DHS social workers and other staff were burdened with heavy caseloads. Now that caseloads are significantly lighter, employees have more time to assess the needs of families and conduct in-home visits.
These positive foster care trends come as DHS prepares for its second Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), which the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services will conduct in 2009. This nationwide review will help Hawai‘i and other States identify aspects of child welfare services that need further improvement.

DHS successfully completed its first CFSR in 2006, which involved making systemic changes to the child welfare system and achieving more than 350 benchmark action steps.
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