The Bridgewater Courier-News published this column looking at

New Jersey’s child welfare dilemma on its OpEd page on Sunday,

May 28, 1996. The as published version can be seen at
http://www.c-n.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20060604/OPINION02/606040329/1010/NEWS06
By Jim Brumm


When it comes to New Jersey’s most precious resource – its kids, the state’s politicians have become very adept at getting caught in their own trap then wondering out loud who elected the judge who’s telling them to pay the bill.

In recent years, the legislative grousing has focused on state Supreme Court rulings requiring increased spending on schools in Special Needs, or Abbott, districts.

This year, legislators found fault with a federal judge who pointed out the need to fully fund aggressive efforts to solve New Jersey’s child welfare problems -- even if this forces a tax increase.

“It’s not right to have a gun to our head,” one assemblyman complained two days after U.S. District Court Judge Stanley R. Chesler sought the Legislature’s continued support for the state’s beleaguered child welfare reform effort.

But the gun is not in the judge’s hands. Rather, it is being bandied by Marcia Robinson Lowry, executive director of Children's Rights, the advocacy group whose 1999 lawsuit prompted a court-monitored overhaul of New Jersey’s child welfare system – commonly called DYFS, the acronym for Division of Youth and Family Services.
Shortly after our new governor named a new DYFS chief in mid-January, Children's Rights gave the state until May 24 to recast the reform plan, adding it wouldn't hesitate to return to court if the Legislature holds back on funds. 
"If there isn't the right kind of (financial) support behind (the changes), then we are back in court," was the way Lowry put it two days before the Legislature took up a budget calling for total child welfare spending of $1.4 billion in fiscal 2007, the year beginning in July, an increase of $230 million from the $1.17 billion the state expects to spend this year. 

In addition to a significant contribution from the federal government, next year’s total child welfare budget includes $974 million of state revenues, up from $769.9 million this year and $438.5 million in 2003, the year before Gov. McGreevy agreed to settle the Children’s Rights’ suit. Total spending in 2003, including federal funds, was $681.4 million.

For those who believe dollars are the answer, Judge Chesler had a warning: "Money by itself will not fix DYFS, but there is one thing we are all certain of -- the absence of sufficient funds to enable the agency to be staffed and equipped and function will indeed guarantee this reform effort fails." 
He pointed out "there are no magic bullets for an agency that had systematically been starved for a number of years. All of us could have, should have, and did predict there would be false starts and trial and error.”
Just how starved, and for how long, was best described by the current DYFS chief, Kevin Ryan, when he was New Jersey’s Child Advocate. He pointed out state spending per child in the DYFS system declined from just under $9,000 in 1993 – the year before Governor Whitman took over – to just over $5,300 per child in 2003. 

Testifying to the legislature in May 2004, Ryan also noted that federal investments in our children's care waned dramatically too – from about $3,000 per child in non-Medicaid support to DYFS' efforts in 2000 to $2,200 in 2003.

Others say the problems began a decade earlier – a view supported the New Jersey Hospital Association’s 1990 look at issues relating to the health of the 25 percent of the state’s population then under the age of 20.
In a report entitled “When the Bough Breaks,” the association made several recommendations, including calls for DYFS to 1) “improve the quality and consistency of staffing and training” and 2) increase foster care rates “to encourage individuals to become foster parents.”

The first significant increase in foster care reimbursement didn’t come until January 2005 – 14 years after the hospital association’s recommendation; and the state is still having problems with child welfare staffing and training.

Although the reform effort New Jersey agreed to undertake in 2003 has allowed the state to expand the ranks of caseworkers to 2,025 from about 1,500 in 2004, turnover is so high that trainees with less than a year's experience now compose more than one-third of the work force, according to data Human Services Commissioner Ryan released to the court monitoring the reform. 
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Jim Brumm is a semi-retired wire service financial reporter who became a foster parent 17 years ago when his wife Ruth, a pediatrics nurse, started bringing children home from the hospital. Since then the couple – who already had four birth children – have fostered six children, adopting three who are now teenagers and choosing their own grandson when another was adopted by their oldest and his wife. 

