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I. INTRODUCTION 
On December 12, 2024, the Committee on Children and Youth, chaired by Council Member Althea Stevens, will hold an oversight hearing titled Examination of the Administration’s for Children’s Services (ACS) Preventative Services Programming. The Committee will also be hearing Introduction Number 652, sponsored by Council Member Sanchez, and Proposed Introduction Number 9-A, sponsored by Deputy Speaker Diana Ayala. Those invited to testify include the Administrative for Children’s Services (ACS), advocates, and other members of the public.
II. BACKGROUND ON CHILD WELFARE IN NYC

            ACS is the city agency responsible for protecting and promoting the safety and well-being of New York City (NYC)’s children and families by providing child welfare.[footnoteRef:2] Within this child welfare system, ACS contracts with nonprofit organizations to provide support and stabilize families at risk of a crisis through preventive services, and provides foster care services for children not able to safely remain at home.[footnoteRef:3] When ACS receives a report made to the Statewide Central Register (SCR), it makes a determination if there is immediate danger to the children and whether there are allegations of serious child abuse.[footnoteRef:4] If there is not, ACS uses the Collaborative Assessment, Response, Engagement & Support (CARES) approach.[footnoteRef:5] CARES is an alternative, non-investigatory child protection response in which ACS partners with families to assess child safety and family needs, encourage families to develop their own solutions to their challenges, and identify supportive resources to help care for their children.[footnoteRef:6] CARES does not require an investigation nor a determination that an individual may have abused or neglected a child.[footnoteRef:7] Families whose child abuse and neglect cases are deferred to CARES, are often offered prevention services. [footnoteRef:8] [2:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services, About ACS, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/about/about.page]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services, The Collaborative Assessment, Response, Engagement & Support (CARES) Approach, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/child-welfare/cares.page]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Supra, note 3. ] 

Prevention services provided by nonprofit organizations contracted with ACS aim to keep families intact and prevent the need for youth foster care placement. These services include mental health, substance abuse, parenting supporting, and other services designed to enhance caregiving abilities and strengthen family dynamics.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Family Assessment Response, available at: https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/cps/assessment-response.php#another-road] 

In addition to the families on the CARES track, prevention services support families at various stages, including during or after a child abuse or neglect investigation or when children are transitioning back home from foster care.[footnoteRef:10] While participation in prevention services is often voluntary, the Family Court may sometimes mandate these services under ACS supervision.[footnoteRef:11] Families also have the option to directly contact prevention service providers for assistance.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Working to Keep New York City Kids Safe & Out of Foster Care: An Examination of Changes to the Child Welfare System’s Prevention Programs, Independent Budget Office, (February 2022) available at: https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/working-to-keep-new-york-city-kids-safe-and-out-of-foster-care-an-examination-of-changes-to-the-child-welfare-systems-prevention-programs-fb-february-2022.pdf ]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 


a. THE COLLABORATIVE ASSESSMENT, RESPONSE, ENGAGEMENT & SUPPORT (CARES) MODEL
 
In 2011, New York State adopted the Family Assessment Response approach (FAR), providing local social service districts throughout New York State with regulatory guidelines for implementing an alternative method for responding to certain reports of child maltreatment.[footnoteRef:13] Following the change in state law, in 2013, ACS launched the CARES model as a pilot program, offering a non-investigative alternative to traditional child abuse and maltreatment investigations reported to the SCR.[footnoteRef:14] CARES is one of ACS's core strategies for addressing racial disparities in child welfare cases.[footnoteRef:15] It aims to provide a collaborative response for families that does not involve an investigation or a determination of allegations made by a reporter to the SCR.[footnoteRef:16] After a complaint is reported to the SCR, ACS staff conduct a safety assessment to determine if there is a preponderance of evidence to support the claim that a child has been abused or maltreated.[footnoteRef:17] If the child is not in imminent or immediate danger, and there are no allegations of serious child abuse, families may be referred to the CARES track, which focuses on connecting families with prevention services, tailored to their specific needs.[footnoteRef:18]  [13:  New York State Office of Children and Family Services, Family Assessment Response, available at: https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/cps/assessment-response.php#another-road ]  [14:  2011 N.Y. Laws ch. 45.]  [15:  Supra, note 3.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  The Administration for Children’s Services, A Parent's Guide to a Child Abuse or Maltreatment Investigation, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/child-welfare/parents-guide-child-abuse-investigation.page ]  [18:  Supra, note 3.] 

While ACS touts the use of the CARES model to stabilize families, the agency also states that it continues to investigate reports of alleged serious child abuse and maltreatment, especially in situations where children are at immediate or impending risk of serious harm.[footnoteRef:19] However, recent reports from anonymous whistleblowers have stated that the CARES approach leaves children in danger.[footnoteRef:20] In one report by an anonymous child protective specialist, they caution that the although the CARES model is intended for “low safety and low-risk cases,” determining risk without a thorough investigation is “guesswork.”[footnoteRef:21] They highlight cases involving drug-addicted caretakers, which, prior to 2015, would have been referred for investigation but are now redirected to the CARES track.[footnoteRef:22] ACS has defended the use of CARES and other prevention services.[footnoteRef:23] In response to criticism, ACS Commissioner Jess Dannhauser has said, “[i]f we decide during that investigation that something’s unsafe, we can retrack it to an investigation, but we are doing really, really well with CARES, and we’re finding great outcomes for families.”[footnoteRef:24]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Meyers, Hannah, NYC puts social justice over child safety with deadly results: ACS caseworker, New York Post, (Dec 1. 2024) available at: https://nypost.com/2024/12/01/opinion/nyc-puts-social-justice-over-child-safety-with-deadly-results-acs-caseworker/ ]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Pergament, Annika, A Closer look inside the city’s Administration for Children’s Services, New York 1 News, (Oct. 29, 2014), available at: https://ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/public-safety/2024/10/29/a-closer-look-inside-the-city-s-administration-for-children-s-services ]  [24:  Id.] 

b. BACKGROUND ON PREVENTION SERVICES
 
There are two major types of prevention services programming: general and specialized.[footnoteRef:25] General services, now referred to as Family Support Services under the latest ACS contracts, are for families deemed to be at lower risk, while specialized programs, now referred to as therapeutic treatment models, target specific needs or populations.[footnoteRef:26] General services include teaching parenting skills, helping families sign up for public assistance, making sure they have basic needs such as food and diapers, helping them access devices for remote learning, or referrals to services such as job training, childcare, or housing assistance.[footnoteRef:27] Specialized services typically consist of intensive therapeutic interventions and case management tailored toward the needs of the target population.[footnoteRef:28] Examples include Child-Parent Psychotherapy, for families with children ages five and under who have experienced a traumatic event and/or have mental health or behavioral issues; Family Treatment/Rehabilitation, for families where the primary issue is a child or caregiver’s substance use or mental health problems; and Functional Family Therapy, an intervention that focuses on family relationships.[footnoteRef:29] [25:  Working to Keep New York City Kids Safe & Out of Foster Care: An Examination of Changes to the Child Welfare System’s Prevention Programs, Independent Budget Office, (February 2022) available at: https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/working-to-keep-new-york-city-kids-safe-and-out-of-foster-care-an-examination-of-changes-to-the-child-welfare-systems-prevention-programs-fb-february-2022.pdf .]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 

In 2000, when ACS began significantly increasing its focus on prevention services as a means to prevent children from being removed from their homes, 10,137 children entered foster care.[footnoteRef:30] This number dropped to 3,657 in 2016 and 2,592 in 2021.[footnoteRef:31] In 2021, enrollments in prevention services increased to 8,316.[footnoteRef:32] This is a decrease from the numbers of the enrollment of the years prior to 2020, likely due to continued effects of the pandemic as well as programs in the new system taking time to get fully up and running.[footnoteRef:33] Figure 1 below shows the number of families entering prevention services care from 2012 to 2021.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Id.] 

[image: ]Figure 1: Families Entering Preventative Services Care
[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Id.] 


In 2019, ACS released a Request for Proposals (RFP) for contracts for a new prevention services system, which heavily emphasized a shift toward more specialized programs.[footnoteRef:36] The RFP includes 5,568 slots of Generalized (Family Support) services with annual funding allotment of $1,440,000, and 6,056 Specialized (Therapeutic Treatment) slots with funding ranges that depend on the program model.[footnoteRef:37] ACS announced the providers selected for the 119 new contracts in early 2020.[footnoteRef:38] Almost all providers that received new contracts had already been offering prevention services under the older system, though in many cases, they were now working in different communities.[footnoteRef:39] The contracts were in effect July 1, 2020 through June 30, 2023, with the option to renew for two additional three year terms[footnoteRef:40] While these new contracts led to an increase in the number of families and children receiving prevention services, recent data from the Fiscal Year 2024 Mayor’s Management Report reveals a more complex picture of service utilization. [36:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services 2019 Request for Proposal, available at: https://sachspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ACS-Prevention-Services-RFP.pdf]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Supra, note 32. ]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Supra, note 43.] 

According to the Fiscal Year (FY) 2024 Mayor’s Management Report, the number of families beginning child welfare prevention services increased by 5 percent, rising from 6,659 in FY 2023 to 7,021 in FY 2024.[footnoteRef:41] Similarly, the daily average number of children receiving prevention services grew by 4 percent, from 16,149 to 16,773.[footnoteRef:42] However, the total number of children who received prevention services during the year declined slightly, from 30,655 in FY 2023 to 30,459 in FY 2024.[footnoteRef:43] This represents a continued decrease from the five-year high in FY 2020, when the agency served 41,176 children annually.[footnoteRef:44] This decline may reflect ongoing challenges in reaching all eligible families, possibly due to resource constraints or shifts in policy focus, such as prioritizing intensive support for a smaller number of high-risk cases rather than broader outreach efforts.[footnoteRef:45] Despite these fluctuations, the Prevention Services Family Experience survey demonstrated consistently high satisfaction rates.[footnoteRef:46] In FY 2024, 93 percent of respondents reported positive experiences with prevention services, maintaining the same strong result as the previous year.[footnoteRef:47] This strong satisfaction rate suggests that while fewer children are being served than prior years, the quality of services provided remains high.[footnoteRef:48] [41:  Office of the Mayor of New York, Mayor’s Management Report, (September 2024) available at: https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/acs.pdf ]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.]  [47:  Id.]  [48:  Id.] 

III. FUNDING

As of the November 2024 Plan on Fiscals 2025-2028, ACS’s budget includes $331.6 million for expenditures related to preventive services in Fiscal 2025. The budget for preventive services is $328.8 million in Fiscal 2026, a decline of $2.8 million that is largely due to Program to Eliminate the Gap (PEG) savings that were included in the Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Plan.[footnoteRef:49] The Preliminary Plan included a $2 million PEG in Fiscal 2025, $4 million PEG in Fiscal 2026, a $6 million PEG in Fiscal 2027, and an $8 million PEG in Fiscal 2028. This was due to slot reduction of under-utilized preventive services and eliminated 320 slots available for the family treatment and rehabilitation program, as well as 32 slots from the substance and mental health program.[footnoteRef:50]  [49:  On record with the New York City Council Finance Division ]  [50:  New York City Council Finance Division, “Report on the Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Plan and the Fiscal 2024 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report for the Administration for Children’s Services”, as of March 22, 2024, see page 7: https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2024/03/068-ACS.pdf] 


IV. LEGISLATIVE ANALYSIS

Int. 652
This bill would require the Commissioner of Health and Mental Hygiene (Commissioner) to establish and operate a pilot program to provide mental health services at no cost to children who have been returned to their home following a removal by ACS. This bill would require the Commissioner to consult with the Commissioner of ACS to provide culturally appropriate outreach on the availability of services provided through such program and to post on City webpages information on how to access such services. This bill would also require the Commissioner to submit a report to the Mayor and the Speaker regarding the feasibility of expanding or making permanent such program.
Proposed Int. 9-A
This bill would require ACS to provide information to parents and guardians about where they can access legal services after ACS makes contact for the first time with such parents or guardians, at the onset of a child protective investigation.
V. CONCLUSION 

This hearing is an opportunity to assess the ACS’s implementation of both the CARES model and its prevention services programming, which are both aimed at keeping families together. The Committee seeks to explore how prevention services programming can be strengthened to ensure equitable access across all communities and better support families in crisis. The Committee looks forward to hearing from ACS about the efficacy of these programs as well as feedback on Int.652 and Proposed Int. 9-A. This discussion seeks to develop actionable strategies that will lead to better outcomes for children, families, and communities across New York City.




















	Int. No. 652
 
By Council Members Sanchez, Stevens, Menin, Ossé, Gutiérrez, Lee, Joseph, Hudson, the Public Advocate (Mr. Williams), Nurse, Louis, Brewer, Brooks-Powers, Narcisse and Cabán
 
A Local Law in relation to requiring the commissioner of health and mental hygiene to establish and operate a pilot program providing free mental health services to children who have been returned to their home following a removal, and providing for the repeal of such provisions upon the expiration thereof
 
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
 
Section 1. Mental health services for children returned home after removal. a. Definitions. For purposes of this local law, the following terms have the following meanings:
ACS. The term “ACS” means the administration for children’s services, or any successor agency charged with operating the city of New York’s child welfare system.
Removal. The term “removal” means the temporary removal of a child from their home pursuant to Article 10 of the family court act.
Mental health services. The term “mental health services” means in-person or telehealth services including, but not limited to: (i) providing psychotherapy services; (ii) providing psychiatric assessments to diagnose mental illness, conduct diagnosis follow-up, or coordinate clinical treatment plans; (iii) liaising with or providing referrals to emergency medical or psychiatric care providers; or (iv) providing medication monitoring or management.
b. The commissioner of health and mental hygiene shall establish and operate a pilot program to provide mental health services to children who have been returned to the custody of their parent or legal guardian following a removal and who are unable to access mental health services at no cost. Such services shall be provided at no cost to such children or their parents or legal guardians for up to 1 year for each participating child.
c. The commissioner of health and mental hygiene, in consultation with the commissioner of ACS, shall conduct culturally appropriate outreach on the pilot program required by subdivision b of this section in the designated citywide languages, as defined in section 23-1101. The commissioner of health and mental hygiene shall post conspicuously on the website of the department of health and mental hygiene, and the website of any mayoral agency that provides or coordinates the provision of mental health services, information on how to apply for participation in the pilot program required by subdivision b of this section.
d. No later than 1 year after this local law takes effect, the commissioner of health and mental hygiene, in consultation with the commissioner of ACS, shall submit to the mayor and the speaker of the council a report on the feasibility of permanently operating or expanding the pilot program required by subdivision b of this section. Such report shall include, but not be limited to, the following information:
1. The number of children served by the pilot program;
2. An estimate of the number of children citywide who may be eligible for participation in such program;
3. The cost of operating such program;
4. An estimated cost to make such program permanent;
5. An estimated cost to make participation in such program available to all eligible children;
6. Any barriers to providing mental health services to such children; and
7. Recommendations to address any such barriers.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 180 days after it becomes law and expires and is deemed repealed 3 years after it becomes law.
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 Proposed Int. No. 9-A
 
By Council Members Ayala, Louis, Hanif, Hudson, Ung, Sanchez, Brannan, Won, Gutiérrez, Brooks-Powers, Stevens, Brewer, Abreu and Cabán
 
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to providing information about obtaining counsel at the first point of contact during an ACS investigation
 
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
 
Section 1. Chapter 9 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 21-925 to read as follows:
§ 21-925 Provision of information about legal services. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Covered individual. The term “covered individual” means a parent or other person legally responsible for the care of a child.
Covered proceeding. The term “covered proceeding” means an ACS child protective investigation following an indicated report in such investigation pursuant to section 424 of the New York state social services law.
Legal services. The term “legal services” means no-cost or low-cost individualized legal assistance provided in a single consultation or provided for a longer period of time by a designated organization to a covered individual in connection with a covered proceeding.
b. When an ACS worker initiates direct engagement with a covered individual at the onset of a covered proceeding, such ACS worker shall provide information to such covered individual on where to receive legal services.
§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately.
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