


Resolution No. 2019-R-02

SECTION 1 —INCORPORATION OF RECITALS

1.01 The above recitals are hereby ratified and confirmed as being true and correct and are
incorporated herein by reference.

SECTION 2 - RESOLUTION

2.01  The City of North Port, Florida urges members of the Florida Legislature to support the following
changes to the child welfare system:

a. That caseworker and investigator caseloads, burnout and unqualified staff be decreased, by
adding more positions, and increasing investigator and case manager pay that is more
representative to the professional requirements, responsibilities, duties, stress, and liability
of workers;

b. That newly hired investigators and caseworkers be assigned seasoned "mentors" per our
attached requirements, to help ensure that new employees understand the proper steps
needed to ¢t lete a thorough investigation and assessment;

c.  That DCF update its hiring qualifications to ensure that more qualified investigators-are hired.
All hired investigators should have relevant child welfare experience;

d. That DCF mandate proficient initial and ongoing training with oversight;

e. That the statutory requirement for maximum number of investigator and caseworker
assigned cases be followed. Also, that supervisors not be allowed to assign cases to
themselves to cover up the high caseloads numbers, but then require an investigator to work
the case;

f.  Thatif imminent danger is not present, investigations be conducted over a span of sixty days
with a minimum of three contacts made with the child and family to ensure a thorough
investigation is completed;

g.  That investigators contact at minimum three collateral contacts to include a school or
daycare if the child attends one, a close family member, and neighbors. Collateral contacts
should not just be attempted once or twice and then forgotten about. If a collateral contact
is not made, then a supervisor approval should be required to override the need for the
contacts prior to case closure;

h.  That investigators make successful contact with at least 80% of collateral contacts;

i.  Thatif a parent does not have at least 60% of their case plan completed at the twelve-month
mark and actively working their case plan, then a termination petition should be filed;

j- Thatall case plans directly address the needs of each individual family and that caseworkers
“meet the client where they are”;
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k. That caseworkers should make face-to-face contact with parents and children at least two
times per month to ensure parents are making timely progress toward reunification;

. Thatinvestigators and caseworkers be required to return client phone calls within 48 hours;

m. That affidavits for removal be more holistic. The entire picture should be placed into the
report, positive and negative;

n.  Thatan explanation be provided in the report as to why an arrest was not made when a child
was removed. There should be a very specific explanation in the report as to why wrap-
around services could not be provided in the home instead of removing the children from
the home;

o. That DCF have 6 months to develop a focus group that looks at employee retention concerns
and include current investigators to share their concerns without fear of retaliation;

p. That DCF be required to allow workers to deny case assignment with good cause; and

g. That DCF conduct employee surveys yearly with a minimum of 25% of DCF employees (who
are selected randomly). Upon review, DCF should identify negative patterns that could
impact employee morale or services. Once the issues are identified, a plan should be put in
place to address the concerns within 90 days.

The City of North Port, Florida urges members of the Fiorida Legislature to support the.following
changes to the child welfare system placements and foster care:

a. Thatif anindividual has been a productive member of society for five years or more their past
should not be held againstthem and they shoulid have a right to accept placement of relatives;

b. That if children re-enter care, there be a first right of refusal of placement by previous foster
parents that children are familiar with versus automatic placement with family or another
foster placement;

c. That traditional foster parents receive increased compensation for placements. Care for
children 13 years and older should see a significant increase in financial help and incentives
as older children are often the most difficult to place and have increased behaviors;

d. That foster homes not be pressured to take children above their capacity;
e. That foster families receive financial assistance for extracurricular activities;

f.  That a voucher is provided to caregivers and/or foster families for clothing immediately upon
transfer to their custody;

g. That foster parents & caretakers receive a verified, up to date, list of services offered for
children placed with them to ensure adequate community and agency support; and
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EXHIBIT A TO RESOLUTION NO. 2019-R-02

Ad Hoc Community Task Force Findings and Recommendations

Reform Request Explanation
Section 1

Concern: There are far too many active cases with too few investigators and caseworkers
to manage the number of open cases resulting in families not receiving adequate support to
complete their case plan, improper investigations being conducted and children in care not
receiving proper oversight, which results in death or serious bodily harm to children.

Caseworkers and investigators are also experiencing burn out which results in a high
turnover rate due to the workers being underpaid, the lack of support in the work place, and
the substantial number of hours they work each week. On average investigators are
assigned up to 50 cases involving children living in a three-county area (Sarasota County).
In Sarasota County, all satellite offices for DCF (Department of Children and Welfare
services) caseworkers are closed or in the process of closure increasing travel time for
investigations.

Due to the high burn out rate (on average two years), and low pay coupled with the intense
schedule, few investigators and case managers hired are qualified which means that
workers with little child welfare training and experience are overseeing at risk children
without the necessary training and supervision needed.

Recommendations:

s Itis recommended that DCF and Community Based Care programs hire more
investigators and case managers to decrease caseloads.

o Decreasing caseloads will result in more thorough investigations, adequate
oversight and support for families receiving ongoing case management
services, and less intensive schedules for investigators and case workers.
Proper investigations and oversight will decrease chiid death and serious
bodily harm cases.

e It recommended that the stz increase funding for such positiol  to allow for
additior  worl stobehi [ Also,toinc 1seinvestigator and case man: :rpay
that is more representative to the professional requirements, responsibilities, duties,
stress and liability of workers.

o Increasing funding will ensure the state can meet case load requirements and
hire an adequate number of workers. It will also help the state and community
based care agencies hire and retain qualified workers.

e |tis recommended that DCF update their hiring qualifications to ensure that more
qualified investigators are hired. :

o Hiring investigators with more child welfare training and experience will ensure
proper investigations are being conducted.
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It is recommended that satellite offices re-open to decrease travel time. Also,
Investigators should not be assigned a case more than 30 miles outside of their
assigned office or home location.

o Re-opening satellite offices will allow more employee working hours to be
devoted to the children and families served to help ensure they receive the
time and attention they deserve.

It is recommended that the statute requirement for maximum number of investigator
and caseworker assigned cases be followed. Also, that supervisors not be allowed to
assign cases to themselves to “cover up” the high caseloads numbers, but then
require an investigator to work the case.

2. Concern: Newly hired investigators and caseworkers lack needed oversight. Currently,
there is little on-the-job training required for newly hired investigators and caseworkers post
classroom training.

Recommendation:

it is recommended that newly hired investigators and caseworkers be assigned
seasoned "mentors" to help ensure that the new employee understands the proper
steps needed to complete a thorough investigation and assessment.

o Currently a mentoring program is in piace, but it is not being utilized properly.
The new investigators should have a seasoned investigator shadow them on
several investigations to observe their work post training and ensure they are
completing investigations and assessments properly. The new employee
should not go on an investigation on their own prior to being shadowed for at
least two cases in their entirety. After the investigator starts investigating
cases on their own, they would continue to meet with their mentor throughout
their first year. The mentor would slowly decrease their oversight of the new
worker. Meetings with the mentor should be in addition to case staffing’'s with
the assigned supervisor.

3. Concern: Investigations are conducted too quickly, often times in just one home visit
resulting in inadequate investigations. Not thoroughly conducting investigations can result in
further trauma or even death of a child. In addition, if risk factors are identified right away
they can easily be addressed within the home environment in a timely way instead of
waiting until multiple calls to the hotline are made that result in the removal for a safety
risk/threat that could have been ameliorated sooner.

Recommendations:

It is recommended that if imminent danger is not present, investigations be conducted
over a span of sixty days with a minimum of three contacts made with the child and
family to e h 1 inwi stion is comple 1. This will help the worker
conduci | s nt ot e Tamily, i tifyingpc 1+ 1 sto  that could
increase threat to the children over time if not addressed.

it is recommended that investigators contact at minimum three collateral contacts to

include a school or daycare if the child attends one, a close family member, and
neighbors. Collateral contacts should not just be "attempted” once or twice and then
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forgotten about. If a collateral contact is not made, then a supervisor approval should
be required to override the need for the contacts prior to case closure.

« Itis recommended that investigators make successful contact with at least 80% of
collateral contacts. This will ensure there is not a pattern of behavior with particular
workers “attempting” to make collateral contacts.

4. Concern: Children in Florida are lingering in care despite the Adoption and Safe
Fi is Act that mandates specific timeframes for permanency (15 months). In Florida,
46% of the children in care are there for 12 months or more of which 28% are in care for
two or more years.

Recommendation:

e It is recommended that allowing parents one year to complete a case-plan along with
allowable extensions should be reviewed. If a parent does not have at least 60% of
their case plan completed at the twelve-month mark and actively working their case
plan, then a termination petition should be filed. Too much time is given, and children
are lingering in care. Parents at times will wait until the last minute to start engaging
in their case plan and then an extension is given, forcing the children to linger in care
longer.

5. Concern: A case plan that identifies the necessary steps families must take before their
children can be returned home are often unrealistic and are often “cookie cutter’, not
addressing individual family concerns. Parents are not always being provided with the
appropriate referrals and/or resources to successfully achieve their case plan goals,
delaying reunification. Case managers and investigators do not call parents back in a
timely manner.

Recommendations:

e It is recommended that all case plans directly address the needs of each individual
family and that caseworkers, “Meet the client where they are”. If caseworkers meet
the client where they are and develop rapport with them, then they are more likely to
engage the clients and help them make meaningful changes in the grand scheme of
things. (Currently, parents are being pressured to make changes immediately upon
removal of the children without rapport building first creating anger and frustration in
the parents.)

e |t is recommended that in order to ensure parents are making timely progress toward
reunification, caseworkers should make face-to-face contact with parents and children
at least two times per month,

e |t is recommended that investigators and caseworkers be required to return client
| one calls within 48 hours.

6. Concern: DCF does not develop objective reports with a full picture of family functioning
when writing an affidavit for removal. At times this resulits in the removal of children when
intensive wrap around services could be placed in the home to ameliorate the family's risk.
If a full picture is provided on family circumstances, the judge can make an informed ruling
when it comes to the removal of children.
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Many DCF investigators are not qualified and develop subjective reports. The reports
only answer to the complaint, addressing the negative functioning of the family while leaving
out the strengths that could decrease overall risk.

Recommendations:

e |t is recommended that affidavits for removal be more wholistic. The entire picture should
be placed into the report, positive and negative.

o {tis recommended that an explanation be provided in the report as to why an arrest was
not made when a child was removed. There should be a very specific explanation in the
report as to why wrap around services could not be provided in the home instead of
removing the children from the home. FITT (Family Intensive Treatment Team) is an
intensive wrap around service that can be used to ameliorate a significant number of
safety risks, reducing the trauma children experience. Studies show that removal from
the home is very traumatic for children, so ALL efforts must be made to maintain the
family unit to ensure best interest of the children.

7. Concern: A negative and hostile work environment has been created in several DCF

service areas due to lack of supervisor support, long work hours, worker liability. This also
contributes to the high burn out rate of workers and increasing caseloads. A survey of prior
and current DCF employees would paint a horrific picture of the work environment
employees are subjected to. One DCF worker interviewed for this proposal stated, “The
Suncoast Region Upper Management is a HUGE problem. They are evil and treat staff like
complete dirt. It is unreal what they do. It SERIOUSLY needs to be addressed.” Another
worker shared a time when she had been impacted by a close family member committing
suicide. Upon going back to work the week after the incident her supervisor assigned her a
suicide case. She asked for the case to be assigned to another worker due to her recent
traumatic experience and her request was denied. They made her work the case. If
employees are not supported and their well-being is not being considered, then they cannot
provide the best services to families. Employee’s mental health concerns should be
respected.

Recommendations: ’

» |t is recommended that DCF have a focus group that looks at employee retention
concerns and include current investigators to share their concerns without fear of
retaliation.

» |t is recommended that if a worker requests to not be placed on a case for reasonable
concerns that they be respected. Especially if their own experiences may impact their
decision making related to the case or mental health negatively.

e Jtis on :nded that DCF cond employee surveys yearly with a minimum of 25%
ol nployees (who are lec andomly). Upon  iew, [ ~ = should identify
ne »al nstl  could impact employ¢ morale or services. Ont il isst e
identitied a plan should be put in place to address the concerns within 90 days.

Section 2

Page 9 of 14




9.

10.

11.

Resolution No. 2019-R-02

Concern: ltis in the best interest of children to be placed with family if there is an
appropriate caregiver available. However, at times family members are excluded due to
their criminal history and children end up in foster care or even worse, group homes.

Recommendation:
» While we recognize that a person may have had a history at one time, if they have been
a productive member of society for five years or more their past should not be held
~against them, they should have a right to accept placement of relatives.
o Sexual abuse and serious bodily harm or death histories, should be
excluded in this exception.

Concern: Children re-entering care are further traumatized by being placed with strangers
when prior foster homes are able and willing to accepting placement of the child again.

Recommendation:

» When children re-enter care, there should be a first right of refusal for placement by
previous foster parents that children are familiar with versus automatic placement with
family or another foster placement. This will decrease trauma to the child.

Concern: Foster homes are pressured to take on more children that goes beyond their
capacity and/or desired amount. Traditional foster parents are not compensated enough to
ensure children's needs are met without having to pay for expenses out of pocket oster
parents do not receive enough support or community resources which makes it difficult to
retain foster homes.

Recommendations:

e It is recommended that traditional foster parents receive increased compensation for
placements. Care for children 13 years and older should see a significant increase in
financial help and incentives as older children are often the most difficult to place and
have increased behaviors.

e it is recommended that foster homes not be pressured to take children above their
capacity. If they say no to the placement of a child, they should not be pressured to
reconsider their answer.

o [t is recommended that foster families receive financial assistance for extracurricular
activities.

e It is recommended that a voucher is provided to caregivers and/or foster families for
clothing immediately upon transfer to their custody if the child does not have an adequate
amount at the time of placement. '

e |t is recommended that foster parents and caretakers receive a verified, up to date, list of
services offered for children placed with them to ensure adequate community and
agency support.

Concern: Children are not receiving adequate mental health services when in state
custody. When childhood trauma is not addressed children are at an increased risk of
being incarcerated, having mental health concerns, and using substances as adolescents
and adults. In addition, children may act out behaviorally creating placement disruption
which further traumatizes youth.

Recommendation:

Page 10 of 14




12,

13.

14.

Resolution No. 2019-R-02

» Ali children in care must have a mandatory mental health assessment within two weeks
of entering care and all recommendations from the mental health assessment should be
followed. Currently a CBHA (Child Behavioral Health Assessment) is conducted with
youth upon entering care, however, recommendations for treatment are rarely followed
increasing youth risks as adolescents and adults, costing communities more money in
the criminal justice and mental health systems.

Section 3

Concern: Foster parents and Guardian ad Litem’s (GAL) are not always given an
opportunity to be heard in court. Often times, foster parents and GAL have vital information
that could impact a judge’s decision for reunification and they need tc e eard to ensure
best interest of the children.

Recommendation: :

e |t is recommended that a mandatory report by the GAL and foster parent/guardian must
be presented to the judge at least 10 business days prior to each status or reunification
hearing for the judge to review prior to the hearing.

Concern: Guardian ad Litem’s have frequent contact with children and their parents. At the
present time the GAL cannot input case notes for child welfare professionals to review after
making each contact with the parent and child. GAL’s are a party to the case and their
input and work should be valued and recognized.

Recommendation:
s GAL's should have limited access to the portal to create case notes on their interactions
with children and their families.

Concern: Parents are often reunified with their children abruptly with very little or no
transition from out of home care to reunification with their parent(s). An abrupt transition
can be stressful on the parent and child resuiting in increased risk factors upon
reunification. Slowly transitioning children home allows case managers to continually
assess risk throughout the transition to ensure the children are safe. In addition, caring for
children is stressfui and parents need time to ease back into full time caregiving
responsibilities. Children also need time to adjust to developing a “new” routine in a “new”
environment.

Recommendations:

o |t is recommended that when children are reunited with their parent or guardian the
return shall be gradual for every case. For example, when deemed safe, parent and child
visits should move from supervised visits to unsupervised for two hours each visit with a
drop-inyn  tbya nily ipport worker fortwoyv :ks. Following the initial two wee  of
unsupervised visits, the family should ha»  four hours with two drop-ins, and increase
their time too muitiple times per week. After a few weeks, the unsupervised visits shall
include overnights with multiple unannounced drop-ins. After a parent has successfully
had a few weeks of overnights with no safety concerns then the children shouid be
reunified with their parent or guardian.

o It is recommended that following reunification, a family support worker should conduct a
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minimum of 5 drop- ins per week unannounced, and slowly decrease overtime
throughout their six months post placement supervision. This will ensure child safety
following reunification as this can be a very stressful time for the parent and child
adjusting back to their normal routine as a family, When families are stressed risk
increases and it is important to ensure the family adjusts without safety concerns. This
same process has been implemented in other states and is successful.

» FSFN (Florida Safe Families Network) should be updated to refiect the changes in this
proposal. '

15. Concern: Florida has a reunification rate of 47% compared to the national average of
51%. In many counties, case managers and foster parents supervise the visits between
children and their parents which has been proven to create tension, decreasing parental
visitation engagement.

Recommendations:

e |t is recommended that children should have at least two visits per week for two hours
with their parent or guardian as supervised visitation is proven to increase the rates of
successful reunification.

» |t is recommended that supervision should be conducted by a third party, not the case
manager as studies have shown when case managers supervise family visits parents are
less likely to engage due to the tension/negative relationship between the case manager
and parent.

« It is recommended that infants should engage in visitation with their parents more
frequently because infancy is has been identified as a crucial time for parent/child bond
development.

SUMMARY

When children are subjected to child abuse or neglect, they have experienced trauma. Traumatic
experiences more often than not lead to negative emotional, behavioral, medical, and
psychological outcomes. When children suffer from the above-mentioned, they are at an
increased risk of being involved in the criminal justice system, being addicted to substances, and
an increased risk of medical and mental health concerns. In addition, they are at higher risk of
being a perpetrator of child abuse/neglect, and domestic violence.

Studies show, that trauma accounts for 45% of mental health disorders starting in childhood, 32%
in early adulthood, and 26% in mid-later adulthood. In fact, in one study, 70% of psychiatric
inpatients are reported to have experienced some form of childhood T estat oW
tt cor ationt ween childhood! 1ma andincreasedc in the I thsys ich
costs every community an astronomical amount of money each year.

Childhood trauma is also found to be associated with an increased risk of being arrested or
incarcerated. Dependent upon which study is reviewed, it has been found that children with a
history of maltreatment are two to six times more likely to develop criminal behavior in young
adulthood when compared to non-maltreated children. Decreasing the impacts of childhood
trauma through early intervention and adequate mental health services will decrease crime in our
communities, saving tax payers money.
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