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OVERSIGHT: ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN’S SERVICES


On December 11, 2000, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen DiBrienza, will be conducting an oversight hearing on the Administration for Children’s Services. Invited to testify is Commissioner Nicholas Scoppetta.

Background

The Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) was created by Executive Order by Mayor Rudolph W. Guiliani on January 11, 1996. The mission of ACS, according to Commissioner Scoppetta, is to ensure the safety and well-being of New York City’s children. Prior to the creation of this agency, the children’s services agency was known as the Child Welfare Administration (CWA) and was part of the Human Resources Administration. This major reorganization occurred as a response to a series of highly publicized negative incidents which had occurred in CWA highlighted by the death of Elisa Izquierdo, a child who had been known to the Agency and who died of abuse while under the supervision of CWA. The new agency was designed to bring direct accountability to child welfare and children’s programs and services.


ACS is comprised of four child services programs that were formerly in HRA. The child welfare component has responsibility for protective, preventive, adoption and foster care services. The Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) obtains and enforces child support orders. Head Start, a federally funded pre-school educational program which encourages increased parental involvement is also operated by ACS. In September of 1996, ACS also assumed the responsibility for the Agency for Child Development (ACD) which has responsibility for city-run child care day care programs. 


In December 1996, the Agency issued a report entitled “Protecting the Children of New York: A Plan of Action for the Administration for Children’s Services.” This plan was expected to totally overhaul the operations of the City’s programs for children. This initial report was followed, in June 1998, by the Mayor’s announcement of a new plan to develop networks of preventive services and foster care services throughout the City. Although there have been many changes in ACS, there are still a number of areas of concern and a few are listed below for today’s oversight hearing.

Neighborhood –based Services


As part of a radical overhaul in ACS’ method of providing services, the agency began operating neighborhood-based services in the Bronx in July 1999. These services include general preventive, homemaking and foster care services designed to help families and children obtain the assistance they need in their own communities. In March 1999, ACS released a Request for Proposal (RFP) to deliver the same services in the remaining boroughs. In November 1999, 94 providers were selected, and according to the MMR, contracts were to begin during the first quarter of calendar 2000. It would be useful to be updated by the agency on the status of the new program design in all five boroughs. The Agency has included an evaluation tool in its planning, Evaluation and Quality Improvement Protocol (EQUIP). This system is designed to evaluate the quality of services provided to children and families as well as the programs and agencies that supply these services. The MMR stated that the first full EQUIP evaluation will be completed at the end of Calendar 2000 for the calendar year and a summary of those findings would be valuable to the Committee.

Foster Care

Despite a radical decrease in the number of children in foster care, an 18 percent decrease since the agency’s creation and a 30 percent decrease since December 1991, there remain a number of recurring problems in the foster care system.


In October 2000, ACS announced that there were only 23 children who died of violence or neglect in 1999. However, 10 of those deaths were of children known to ACS. There have also been a number of reports of abuses by the system which has kept children in foster care although the parents of the children had complied with all requirements of the agency. The agency has been accused of “losing children in the system” so that it becomes virtually impossible for the parent to find the child and plead their case in court. According to a suit brought by Children’s Rights Inc. in 1999, 2,525 children were held in foster care without legal authority because caseworkers and city lawyers had failed to take their cases back to family court for review as required by law.



According to an attorney with Brooklyn Legal Services, despite a mother’s best efforts to comply with ACS requirements and her efforts to retrieve her child,  the attorney was informed by ACS that the agency views all children as being on the adoption track.


In May of 2000, the media reported that, while the number of family court cases is growing, the pool of lawyers to represent poor people is decreasing to the point where judges are forced to adjourn cases repeatedly and children remain in foster care longer than they should.

Child Support Enforcement

While the MMR indicates that there has been an increase in the amount of money collected by the Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) during the first four months of Fiscal 2000, there seem to be a number of serious problems in this agency. Advocates have outlined serious issues which they believe impact negatively on the responsiveness of agency personnel for requests for action from custodial parents: 

· The Agency does not file violation petitions when there are arrears.

· The number of customer service representatives needs to be increased.

· Quarterly reports of case activity are not provided to the custodial parent.

· Custodial parents have no legal representation if they cannot afford a private attorney. Only welfare clients are provided with legal assistance.

Child Care Services


The MMR indicates significant increases in the number of slots available for publicly-subsidized day care. However, the MMR also notes that there were close to 14,000 on waiting lists for care in the first four months of Fiscal 2000, 8,440 for Group Day Care and 5,420 for Family Day Care. At the same time, the MMR indicates that there are 1,098 vacancies in Group Day Care programs and 381 vacancies in Family Day Care programs. This increase in vacancies is attributed by the Agency to lags in data input because of a switch to a new automated data system; reduced census at a number of day care centers, necessitated by facility work for lease renewal upgrade; and the temporary closing of several programs. 
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