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OVERSIGHT: Interagency Coordination Between DHS and ACS to Protect Homeless Children
On February 27, 2015, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a hearing to examine the interagency coordination between the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) and the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) to protect children residing in the DHS shelter system. Judge Jody Adams, Special Advisor for children and families for DHS, Jahmani Hylton, Deputy Commissioner of Family Services at DHS, Dr. Jaclyn McKnight, Executive Deputy Commissioner of Child Welfare Programs at ACS, representatives from Citizens’ Committee for Children and Advocates for Children, and other advocates and concerned members of the community are expected to testify.  
Background

Growing Number of Families in the DHS Shelter System


The average number of families in the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) shelter continues to consistently increase. According to the DHS Daily Report, as of February 18, 2015, there were 11,958 families with children living in the shelter system, an increase of over 1,200 families from one year earlier.
 Since 2008, there has been over a 60 percent increase in the number of families with children in shelter.
 This population of families includes 24,542 children.
 Families with children are also remaining in shelter for longer than ever, with the average length of stay more than 14 months.
 For those families who do find permanent housing, the percentage that returns to the system within one year is also increasing.
 In 2004, 1.5% of families who exited shelter returned within one year, by 2014, that percentage rose to 12.5%.
 Over the course of Fiscal Year 2014, over 41,814 different children under the age of 18 spent time in the shelter system.


With the growing number of families with children spending significant amounts of time in the DHS shelter system, the de Blasio Administration has the opportunity to provide services to families and children that have experienced the stressful event of becoming homeless and entering the shelter system, and may have also experienced other traumas. This growing number of children living a significant portion of their lives in the DHS shelter system also puts an obligation on DHS to ensure the safety of these children.
Types of Shelter and Associated Services

Families with children entering the shelter system may be placed in a Tier II facility, a hotel, or a cluster site facility, depending on what is available when a family reaches intake. The level of services provided in the family shelter system varies drastically depending on the type of facility in which a family is placed. Tier II shelters, which are required pursuant to State and local law to have private rooms, including bathrooms and kitchen facilities, and services such as health and child care,
 have on-site case management and a variety of services, depending on the individual provider. Tier II shelters provide families with the greatest access to services and the most intensive case management.


Cluster sites are apartments within private buildings or a group of buildings in geographic proximity to each other, under the operation of a social services provider, and used by DHS to shelter families with children.
 Buildings used as cluster sites house both homeless families and lease-holding tenants. According to DHS, although some cluster sites and hotels may have on-site case management, many facilities only provide off-site case management or multiple facilities sharing roving case managers.
 Further, according to a report from the Institute for Children, Poverty & Homelessness, it was discovered that while some families were found to only have to take a 13.6 minute trip from the building to an off-site case manager’s office, other families were required to travel between 28 and 43 minutes.
 Families therefore, experience a variety of levels of interaction with shelter staff and the services provided differ greatly depending on the type of facility in which they are placed. According to DHS, if families require more intensive case management they can be transferred from a hotel or cluster site to a Tier II shelter.

ACS Child Welfare System
ACS typically becomes involved in a family’s life when a call to the State Central Register (SCR) for Abuse and Maltreatment hotline is placed. Once a report is made, it will be rejected or accepted by the SCR; a report is rejected only if the victim is over 18, the alleged perpetrator is not the parent or legal guardian, or the allegation does not meet the New York State standard for abuse or neglect.
 For accepted reports, the case is assigned to an ACS child protective specialist who contacts the child’s family within twenty-four hours.
 ACS then has sixty days to conduct an investigation and reach a finding.
 Investigations include a review of the family’s ACS history, contacting the reporter, conducting home visits, and conducting interviews with the alleged victim, parents or caretakers, other household members, and other contacts including school officials, health care providers, neighbors, etc.
 The report will be unfounded if there is no credible evidence of abuse or neglect and ACS will close the case or refer the family to voluntary preventive services.
 If the report is indicated due to some credible evidence of abuse or neglect, and there is immediate danger, safety measures could include immediate placement in foster care, a high-risk situation may result in voluntary or court-mandated services, and low or no risk would result in voluntary preventive services.

The foster care census in New York City has been steadily declining. As of November 2014, there were only 10,905 children in foster care;
 this represents almost a fifty percent decrease since 2002.
 Many experts believe that policy changes at ACS contributed to the decline in the number of children in foster care, particularly reforms triggered by the tragic death of seven-year old Nixzmary Brown in 2006, who ACS was involved with at the time of her death.
  Some of the changes included: increasing the number of preventive services slots that were available citywide; developing enhanced and intensified service models; and providing increased performance based enhancement funding. 
 ACS also changed its policy so that fewer cases with substantial allegations of abuse and neglect are closed without referrals to preventive services.
 
The increased access to preventive services has been a key part of ACS’ efforts to improve the child welfare system. As of December 2014, there were 25,282 preventive services cases.
 The goal of preventive services is to keep children safely in their home and out of foster care.
 Preventive services can include family or individual counseling, parenting classes, substance abuse treatment, domestic violence intervention, home care, support for pregnant and parenting teens, and other services.
 Families, however, typically only have access to preventive services once a child welfare investigation has begun. According to an interview with Martinez, a shelter resident, featured in a report by the New School, “In Need of Shelter: Protecting the city’s youngest children from the traumas of homelessness,” she reported being in and out of the shelter system from the time her children were 3 months-old and 3 years-old.
 The family however, did not receive any services until they began school and ACS became involved with the family.
 According to Martinez, “[t]hey got everything then. . . They had therapy. I had therapy. They had a psychiatrist. They got afterschool. They got an intensive worker who would check the house to see if you need food and bring things like free movie tickets.”

Overlap Between DHS and ACS Child Welfare Systems

On average, 25% of the families in the DHS shelter system have had some prior involvement with ACS.
  As discussed above, services for families in the shelter system are largely dependent on the type of shelter a family is placed in and what specific services a provider may choose to offer. Further, families typically do not have access to the array of preventive services from ACS until there is a child welfare investigation. 
In May 2014, the Committee held a hearing examining child welfare policy reforms at ACS. In addition to other recent fatalities of children, the hearing addressed the death of four-year old Juan Sanchez, who died allegedly by ingesting rat poison while living in a DHS cluster site unit. 
  ACS had repeated contact with Juan’s mother for failing to send her children to school and not adequately supervising them.
 At the hearing, ACS Commissioner Gladys Carrion stated that ACS and DHS had been meeting to conduct a case by case review all of the cases of families in the DHS shelter system with child welfare involvement.

Recent Child Fatalities and DHS’ New Strategy 
In October 2014, two children were killed by their parents in homeless shelters. Three-year old Jeida Torres was found beaten to death by her stepfather at a shelter in Brooklyn, where her five-year old brother was also found injured with bruises.
 The fatal beating of another child, four-year old Linayjah Meraldo, occurred less than a week later at a Queens shelter.
 In response to these tragic incidents, the City has adopted a new strategy to focus on homeless families with children who are considered at high risk for abuse and neglect.
 According to Lilliam Barrios-Paoli, Deputy Mayor for Health and Human Services, the goal is to “‘design better interventions and execute them before other city agencies may need to become involved.’”
 “ACS has worked with approximately one-quarter of the families in homeless shelters, but many of these families, including Jeida’s, have had no contact with the agency.”

The two deaths prompted DHS to review its child safety policies in more than 160 shelters that house families with children.
 An estimated 2,500 “high-risk” families have been identified in the shelter system, representing about 20 percent of the 12,349 families with children under the age of eighteen.
 DHS identifies high-risk families at shelters based on factors such as a single parent raising more than three children; a parent who is 18 to 24 years old; a man living in the household who is not the biological father; children with medical needs; and past or current involvement with ACS.
 Families may be designated high-risk even if they have had no previous complaints of child abuse or neglect against them.
 Recently, DHS dispatched social workers to visit over 500 high-risk families at several shelters to assess their histories and provide more support services.
 The department is allocating additional funding to hire 33 licensed social workers for a team that will be assigned to work with high-risk families and respond to their needs.
 It has also changed shelter intake procedures to gather more information about families and flag those deemed to be high risk for placement in 70 Tier II shelters.

Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committee seeks to learn how DHS’ plans to implement its new strategy to target high risk homeless families, and to explore how DHS and ACS can effectively coordinate their services.
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