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Child Abuse and Poverty

It is an article of faith among "child
savers" that "child abuse crosses class lines."
They tell us that we are as likely to find
maltreatment in rich families as in poor, but the
rich can hide from authorities. But like most child
saver "truisms," this one is false. Prof. Leroy
Pelton of the University of Nevada — Las Vegas
School of Social Work, calls it "The Myth of
Classlessness."

Like the tailors in the fable of The
Emperor's New Clothes, the child savers have
invented a whole group of invisible, middle-class
child abusers only they are wise enough to see.
Of course there are some middle class child
abusers. But the evidence is overwhelming that
poverty is by far the most important cause of child
maltreatment -- and the most important reason
families end up in "the system" whether they have
maltreated their children or not.

The federal government's Fourth
National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and
Neglect (NIS-4) found that:

e Abuse is three times more common
in poor families.

e “Neglect” is seven times more
common in poor families.

That’s actually a less dramatic difference
than past NIS studies - but only because the
researchers changed their formula for
determining poverty.

Studies in which all the subjects are
equally open to public scrutiny (groups made up
entirely of welfare recipients, for example) show
that those who abuse tend to be the "poorest of
the poor."

The Myth of Classlessness doesn't just
run counter to research. It runs counter to
common sense. It is well-known that child abuse
is linked to stress. It is equally well-known that
poor families tend to be under more stress than
rich families.

The gap between rich and poor is widest
in the area of "neglect" -- which makes up by far
the largest single category of maltreatment
reports. That's because the poor are included in
our neglect laws almost by definition. What is
neglect? In Ohio, it's when a child's "condition or
environment is such as to warrant the state, in the
interests of the child, in assuming his
guardianship.” In lllinois, it's failure to provide
"the proper or necessary support ... for a child's
well-being." In Mississippi, it's when a child is
"without proper care, custody, supervision, or

support.” In South Dakota, it's when a child's
"environment is injurious to his welfare."

Such definitions make a mockery of the
oft-repeated child-saver claim that “we never
remove children because of poverty alone.”

Imagine that you are an impoverished
single mother with a four-year-old daughter and
an infant son. The infant is ill with a fever and you
need to get him medicine. But you have no car,
it's very cold, pouring rain, and it will take at least
an hour to get to and from the pharmacy. You
don't know most of your neighbors and those you
know you have good reason not to trust. What do
you do?

Go without the medicine? That’s
“medical neglect.” The child savers can take
away your children for medical neglect. Bundle
up the feverish infant in the only, threadbare coat
he’s got and take him out in the cold and rain?
That's “physical neglect.” The child savers can
take away your children for physical neglect.
Leave the four-year-old to care for the infant and
try desperately to get back home as soon as you
can? That's “lack of supervision.” The child
savers can take away your children for lack of
supervision.

And in every one of those cases, the child
savers would say, with a straight face, that they
didn’t take your children “because of poverty
alone.”

Or consider some actual cases from
around the country:

e In Houston, a family living in unsafe
housing moves to the only “gated community” it
can afford after the father loses his job:

a 12 x 25 foot storage unit. The father builds a loft
area and shelves. The unit has electricity, heat
and air conditioning. The family lives there, and
the children do well, for three years. Then
someone calls Child Protective Services. CPS
removes the children on the spot — without lifting
a finger to help to find the family housing.4

e In York, South Carolina, Janice Dowd,
a 51-year-old grandmother and the
seven-year-old grandson she’s raised since the
boy was an infant become homeless when Dowd
falls behind on rent and utilities. They live first
with a relative, then a friend. She qualifies for a
public housing apartment but can’t move in until
she can afford to switch on the utilities. When the
friend won't let her stay, she and her grandson
move into a tent in the woods. Again, CPS
removes the child on the spot — and offers no help
with the utilities. Even after Good Samaritans
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help the grandmother pay the utility bill and move
to the new apartment, CPS still won’t give the
grandchild back.”

e In Orange County, California, an
impoverished single mother can’t find someone to
watch her children while she works at night,
tending aride at a theme park. So she leaves her
eight-, six-, and four-year-old children alone in the
motel room that is the only housing they can
afford. Someone calls child protective services.
Instead of helping her with babysitting or daycare,
they take away the children on the spot.6

¢ In Akron, Ohio, a grandmother raises
her 11-year-old granddaughter despite being
confined to a wheelchair with a lung disease.
Federal budget cuts cause her to lose
housekeeping help. The house becomes filthy.
Instead of helping with the housekeeping, child
protective services takes the granddaughter away
and throws her in foster care for a month.

The child still talks about how lonely and terrified
she was — and about the time her foster parent
took her picture and put it in a photo album under
the heading: “filthy conditions.””

e In Detroit, a mother gives birth to a
severely-disabled child. Weeks later, the mother
dies of a stroke. Despite his enormous grief and
the challenges ahead, the loving father wants to
care for the child. The child welfare agency
refuses. They do not even allege maltreatment.
They say only that the father, on his own, was
unable to find anyone to care for the child 24
hours a day, and he was unable to find suitable
housing. The child welfare agency doesn't lift a
finger to help. Yet on those grounds alone, courts
agree that the child should be taken from his
father forever.®

¢ In Los Angeles, the pipes in a
grandmother’s rented house burst, flooding the
basement and making the home a health hazard.

Instead of helping the family find another place to
live, child protective workers take away the
granddaughter and place her in foster care. She

dies there, allegedly killed by her foster mother.
The child welfare agency that would spend
nothing to move the family offers $5,000 for the
funeral.’

¢ In Paterson New Jersey, parents lose
their three children to foster care solely because
they lack adequate housing. When the children
are returned, one of them shows obvious signs of
abuse — bruises and new and old burn marks -in
foster care. The parents are suing. And so is
their first caseworker. He never wanted the
children taken away. He'd even found the family
a better apartment. But that’s not what his
superiors wanted. Indeed, the caseworker says
that because he insisted on trying to help the
family, and refused to alter his reports to make
the parents look bad, he was fired.

Why were his bosses so anxious to take
away the children? There was a rich, suburban
couple ready and waiting to adopt them. And
according to the lawsuit filed by the caseworker,
a supervisor told him that “children should be
taken away from poor parents if they can be
better off elsewhere.”*

Itis NCCPR’s position that no child
should ever be removed from the child's family for
neglect alone, unless the child is suffering, or is at
imminent risk of suffering, identifiable, serious
harm that cannot be remediated by services.

Even when child savers don’t remove the
children, the “help” they offer impoverished
families can be a hindrance. For such families,
demanding that they drop everything to go to a
counselor's office or attend a parent education
class is simply adding one more burden for
people who already are overwhelmed.

Step one to ensuring they can provide a
safe environment for their children is offering help
to ameliorate the worst effects of poverty. Family
preservation programs do just that, (see Issue
Paper 10). And that is one reason they succeed

where other efforts fail.
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