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How Connecticut Compares: Spending 
CHILD WELFARE SPENDING PER IMPOVERISHED CHILD, SFY 2006* 

 

              
  
                                   Connecticut    Nat. Avg.      Maine       Alabama       Illinois 
       $6,883         $1,977       $3,052        $1,242    $2,602 

           
*This comparison is done by non-government researchers once every two years, and there is a long lag time between 
when data are solicited and received and when these reports are released.  As a result, SFY 2006 data are the most 
recent available.  While most, if not all, states have faced budget cuts since then due to the recession, those cuts are 
not likely to have a large impact on the relative ranking of the states.  For further details on methodology see the 
complete Guide to Child Welfare Spending included with this material. 
 
Sources:  
Impoverished child population: U.S. Census Bureau. 
Spending: Kerry DeVooght et. al, Federal, State and Local Spending to Address Child Abuse and Neglect in SFY 2006.  
Washington, D.C.: Child Trends, December, 2008). Available online at http://www.Child Trends.org/Files//Child_Trends-
2009_02_17_FR_CWFinancePaper.pdf   
 
Per impoverished child calculation was done by NCCPR.  
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How Connecticut Compares: Entries into Care 
NUMBER OF CHILDREN TAKEN FROM THEIR HOMES AND PLACED IN 
 FOSTER CARE PER THOUSAND IMPOVERISHED CHILDREN, FFY 2009 

 

  
     Connecticut Nat. Avg.    Maine      Alabama    Illinois 
            26.7         18.3     18.4          12.7         10.0 

         
Sources:  
Impoverished child population: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Demographic Surve.  As 
recommended by experts on poverty statistics, NCCPR uses a three year average for this figure. 2009 data are available here: , 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032010/pov/new46_100125_03.htm To get totals for 2008 change 032010 to 
032009 in the URL above. To get totals for 2007, go here: http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032008/pov/new46_100125_03.htm  
Removals: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Foster Care FY 2002 - 
FY 2009 Entries, Exits, and  Numbers of Children In Care on the Last Day of Each Federal Fiscal Year, available online at 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/afcars/statistics/entryexit2009.htm 
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How Connecticut Compares: Institutionalization  
PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN IN GROUP HOMES AND INSTITTIONS 

 

                    
  
            Connecticut     Nat’l Average          Maine              Illinois 
                  21%                  16%                   10%                  12% 

                     
Sources:  
Connecticut: Juan F. v. Rell Exit Plan Quarterly Report January 1, 2010 - March 31, 2010, (Table, p. 32). Available online at 
http://www.ct.gov/dcf/lib/dcf/homepage/pdf/1st_qtr_2010_report.pdf 
We divided the total in this chart for May, 2010, by federal data for the number of children in foster care for the most recent date 
available, September 30, 2009. Those data are available online at: 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/afcars/statistics/entryexit2009.htm  This method may understate the 
problem in Connecticut.  In August, 2009, there were nearly 100 more children in group homes and institutions.  Had 
we compared that figure to the September, 2009 total, the percentage in group homes and institutions would have been 
23 percent. 
National Average: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, The AFCARS 
Report, Preliminary FY 2009 Estimates as of July 2010 . Available online at: 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/afcars/tar/report17.htm 
Maine: Jonathan Walters, Fixing a Broken System: Transforming Maine’s Child Welfare System, (Baltimore: Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 2009), p.11, available online at 
http://www.aecf.org/~/media/Pubs/Topics/Child%20Welfare%20Permanence/Other/FixingaBrokenSystemTransformingMainesC
hildWel/AECF_FixingABrokenSystemFinal_Final.pdf 
Illinois: Illinois Department of Children and Family Services, Executive Statistical Summary, July, 2010, available online at 
http://www.state.il.us/DCFS/docs/execstat.pdf 
 
Recent data were not available for Alabama. 
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Legacy of Failure 
WHY CONNECTICUT STAGNATES AS OTHER STATES IMPROVE  

 

Connecticut‟s children still suffer from the harm done to them by  
foster-care panics in 1995 and 2003. 
 

They deserve better in 2010 
 
 Nearly 20 years ago, three states, Al-

abama, Illinois, and Connecticut, signed 

consent decrees with organizations that were 

suing them over the failure of their child 

welfare systems.  Two of those states 

emerged as national leaders, their child wel-

fare systems, though still seriously flawed, 

widely recognized as, relatively speaking, 

models.  Alabama, the state one might have 

thought most likely to fail, was so successful 

that its turnaround was showcased on the 

front page of The New York Times.
1
 

 Other states also have made notable 

progress.  New Jersey has made significant 

improvements under a consent decree.  

Maine, a state that, less than a decade ago, 

was as bad or worse than Connecticut, has 

undergone a transformation so successful it 

was recognized by Harvard‟s Kennedy 

School of Government.  Even Florida, once 

the national symbol of child welfare failure, 

has made a turnaround dramatic enough to 

attract the attention of the Times.
2
 

 But the third state to settle a lawsuit 

in 1991 remains mired in mediocrity, or 

worse.  That state is spending on child wel-

fare at one of the highest rates in the nation 

– higher than all those success story states - 

yet its vulnerable children, and its taxpayers, 

get nothing but continued failure in return. 

 That third state, of course, is Con-

necticut. 

 Part of the difference in outcomes 

has to do with who sued each of the three 

states.  But part of it has to do with the fact 

that Connecticut is a state with no learning 

curve, a state in which not only the Depart-

ment of Children and Families, but also 

elected officials keep making the same mis-

takes over and over.   

 Connecticut‟s children continue to 

pay the price for these mistakes.  That price 

will only escalate if the current DCF leader-

ship and lawmakers allow the state to des-

cend into still another “foster care panic” – 

at least the third in 15 years. 

 Going back at least to 1995, DCF 

and politicians have confused child removal 

with child safety.  They have reacted to 

high-profile horror stories by demanding an 

approach to child welfare that can be boiled 

down to a single sentence: Take the child 

and run.  Over and over, DCF and politi-

cians have set off foster-care panics, huge 

spikes in removals of children from their 

homes. And over and over this has done 

enormous harm to the state‟s vulnerable 

children. 

 Meanwhile, Alabama and Illinois 

moved in the opposite direction, making 

their children safer by rebuilding their sys-

tems to emphasize family preservation. In-

deed, all of the relatively successful states 

take away children at a lower rate than Con-

necticut. 

 ● When entries into care are com-

pared to the number of impoverished child-

ren in each state, Connecticut tears apart 

families at a rate 40 percent above the na-

tional average and more than double the 

rates in Alabama and Illinois. (See How 

Connecticut Compares). 

 ● Connecticut uses the best form of 

substitute care, placement with a relative 
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instead of a stranger, at a rate below the na-

tional average and far below the rate in bet-

ter systems. 

 ● In contrast, Connecticut uses what 

is, by far, the worst form of “care” – group 

homes and institutions, at a rate 30 percent 

above the national average. 

 

 

One time, a DCF 
spokesman explained that a 
caseworker was not punished 
for submitting an affidavit that 
misled a judge because, at 
the time, DCF had no policy 
barring its caseworkers from 
misleading judges. 
 

 

● Three times since 1995, twice in 

rulings from the bench, three different 

judges have blasted DCF for deliberately 

misleading them about cases.  One time, a 

DCF spokesman explained that a casework-

er was not punished for submitting an affi-

davit that misled a judge because, at the 

time, DCF had no policy barring its case-

workers from misleading judges.  But three 

years later, DCF did it again.  On that occa-

sion, the judge called reports from a DCF 

caseworker “disingenuous,” “misleading” 

and “intellectually dishonest.” (See Forgot-

ten Outrages.) 

 ● Connecticut spends on child wel-

fare at a rate vastly higher than the national 

average, and vastly higher than either Ala-

bama or Illinois – but the money is largely 

wasted on all that needless foster care and 

institutionalization. (See How Connecticut 

Compares). 

 Now, there is an excellent chance 

Connecticut will repeat its mistakes once 

again.  Blind outrage over a case in Torring-

ton threatens to terrify caseworkers into tear-

ing apart even more families needlessly. 

That would be a disaster for many reasons, 

but the most important is simply this: Fos-

ter-care panics make all children less safe.   

 Indeed, while it is extremely hard to 

detect patterns in child abuse fatalities, and 

it is impossible in a state the size of Con-

necticut, we know this much from what‟s 

happened in much larger systems: Over and 

over again, foster-care panics have been fol-

lowed by increases in child abuse deaths. 

(See The Price of Panic).  

 We propose an alternative course for 

Connecticut.  NCCPR offers recommenda-

tions to break the state‟s cycle of child wel-

fare failure, recommendations that have the 

potential to make the state another national 

leader. 

 

The most dangerous phrase  

in the child welfare lexicon 

 

 No one was better at fomenting fos-

ter care panic than Connecticut‟s former 

Governor, John Rowland.   Once at the very 

beginning of his tenure and once about a 

year before resigning to avoid impeachment, 

Rowland exploited tragedy to make himself 

appear to be the great crusader against child 

abuse.  He blasted DCF for not taking away 

enough children.  And he used one or anoth-

er version of the most dangerous phrase in 

the child welfare lexicon, demanding that 

workers “err on the side of caution” (1995) 

or “err on the side of safety” (2003).   

 In fact there is nothing cautious and 

there is nothing safe about tearing apart a 

family without being sure it‟s necessary.  On 

the contrary, it is profoundly reckless and 

profoundly dangerous.  

 When a child is needlessly thrown 

into foster care, he loses not only mom and 

dad but often brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, 

grandparents, teachers, friends and class-

mates.  For a young enough child it can be 

an experience akin to a kidnapping.  Other 

children feel they must have done something 
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You’re only damned if you don’t 
DCF caseworkers are not jack-booted thugs who relish destroying families.  By and 

large they are dedicated, idealistic people who want to do what’s best for vulnerable children.  
They also typically are undertrained for the enormous responsibilities they face.  They are 
probably inexperienced, because turnover in these jobs tends to be high.  And sometimes, 
especially during foster care panics, they have excessive caseloads.  All of this makes it al-
most impossible for even the best worker to make good decisions.  They wind up making bad 
decisions in all directions, leaving some children in dangerous homes even as they take oth-
ers from homes that are safe or could be made safe with the right kinds of help. 

But in terms of what will happen to the caseworker personally, all wrong decisions are 
not created equal.  The common argument from caseworkers that they are “damned if we do 
and damned if we don’t” is disingenuous. 

We are aware of no child protective services caseworker anywhere in the country who 
ever has been criminally prosecuted, fired, demoted, suspended, or even slapped on the 
wrist for taking away too many children.  All of these things have happened to workers who 
left one child in a dangerous home where something went wrong. 

Similarly, agencies themselves sometimes try to duck scrutiny by applying what can 
best be called the Goldilocks and the Three Bears defense: “If some people say we take too 
many children while others say we take away too few, then we must be just right.” 

But the logic of fairytales doesn’t apply to the real world of child welfare.  No child 
welfare agency comes under months of intense critical scrutiny for taking away too many 
children.  No heads roll over it.  It is only the highly-publicized deaths of children “known to 
the system” that get top agency administrators into trouble. 

When it comes to taking children from their parents, DCF and its workers are not 
damned if they do and damned if they don’t.  They’re only damned if they don’t. 

 

terribly wrong and now they are being pu-

nished.  One recent study of foster care 

“alumni” found they had twice the rate of 

post-traumatic stress disorder of Gulf War 

veterans and only 20 percent could be said 

to be “doing well.”
3
 How can throwing 

children into a system which churns out 

walking wounded four times out of five be 

“erring on the side of the caution” 

Two more studies, of 15,000 cases, 

are even more devastating.  Those studies 

found that even maltreated children left in 

their own homes with little or no help fared 

better, on average, than comparably-

maltreated children placed in foster care.
4
 

So whenever anyone tells you that rushing 

to tear children from their parents is “erring 

on the side of the safety” please remember 

the 15,000 children who would gladly tell 

you otherwise if they could. 

As former Connecticut Juvenile 

Court Judge Frederica Brenneman has said: 

"Removing children because it is better to be 

„safe than sorry,‟ a slogan that I believe has 

no place in child protection, may be a good 

way to avoid black headlines. It is also a 

good way to traumatize a child for life."
5
 

 All that harm can occur even when 

the foster home is a good one. The majority 

are.  But the rate of abuse in foster care is far 

higher than generally realized and far higher 

than revealed by official statistics, which 

involve agencies like DCF investigating 

themselves.  

That same alumni study found that 

one-third of foster children said they‟d been 

abused by a foster parent or another adult in 

a foster home.  (The study didn‟t even ask 

about one of the most common forms of 

abuse in foster care, foster children abusing 

each other).  The record of institutions is 

even worse – and that‟s particularly disturb-

ing in Connecticut, with its overreliance on 

institutionalizing children.  
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Furthermore, the more a foster care 

system is overwhelmed with children who 

don‟t need to be there, the less safe it be-

comes, as agencies are tempted to over-

crowd foster homes and lower standards for 

foster parents.  If a child is taken from a per-

fectly safe home only to be beaten, raped or 

killed in foster care, how is that “erring on 

the side of safety”?   

 

 

There is nothing cautious 
and there is nothing safe 
about tearing apart a family 
without being sure it‟s  
necessary.  On the contrary, it 
is profoundly reckless and 
profoundly dangerous. 
 

 
 But even that isn‟t the worst of it.  

Caseworkers often make bad decisions in all 

directions – leaving some children in dan-

gerous homes, even as more children are 

taken from homes that are safe or could be 

made safe with the right kinds of services.  

The more that workers are overwhelmed 

with children who don‟t need to be in foster 

care, the less time they have to find children 

in real danger.  So they make even more 

mistakes in all directions.  That is almost 

always the real explanation for the horror-

story cases that make headlines.   

None of this means no child ever 

should be taken from her or his parents.  Ra-

ther, it means that foster care is an extremely 

toxic intervention that must be used sparing-

ly and in small doses.  But for decades, 

Connecticut‟s child welfare system has pre-

scribed mega-doses of foster care – and 

every time there‟s a high profile case, politi-

cians rush to demand that DCF up the dose 

still further. 

 

Why family preservation works  

 

 The reason the only states that have 

succeeded at reforming their child welfare 

systems are states that do more to keep fami-

lies together is that contrary to the common 

stereotype, most parents who lose their 

children to foster care are neither brutally 

abusive nor hopelessly addicted.  Far more 

common are cases in which a family‟s po-

verty has been confused with child “neg-

lect.”   

Several studies have found that 30 

percent of America‟s foster children could 

be home right now if their parents just had 

decent housing.
6
 And single parents, despe-

rate to keep their low-wage jobs when the 

sitter doesn‟t show, may have to choose be-

tween staying home and getting fired, or 

going to work and having their children tak-

en on “lack of supervision” charges. 

In Connecticut, funds intended to 

help low-income families afford child care 

in these cases actually have been diverted to 

fund child abuse investigations and foster 

care (See page 8.) 

Other cases fall on a broad conti-

nuum between the extremes, the parents nei-

ther all victim nor all villain.  What these 

cases have in common is the fact that there 

are a wide variety of proven programs that 

can keep these children in their own homes, 

and do it with a far better track record for 

safety than foster care. (Where the Torring-

ton case fits on this continuum is discussed 

at the end of this report.) 

 

Hiding behind confidentiality 

 

Compounding the problem are “con-

fidentiality” laws that do nothing to protect 

children and everything to protect both DCF 

and politicians.  That‟s the real reason such 

laws are so hard to change.  

DCF uses confidentiality to hide its 

mistakes – in all directions.   The problem 
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isn‟t just that DCF can refuse to share in-

formation about high-profile cases like the 

recent case in Torrington.  DCF also can use 

confidentiality to scare reporters away from 

telling the stories of families who say their 

children were taken needlessly.  DCF and 

agencies like it around the country can be 

counted on to say: “Oh, there‟s really so 

much more to the case, and we wish we 

could tell you, really we do; but we just 

can‟t, confidentiality, you know.” 

 

 

"Removing children  
because it is better to be „safe 
than sorry,‟ a slogan that I  
believe has no place in child 
protection, may be a good 
way to avoid black headlines. 
It is also a good way to  
traumatize a child for life." 

--Frederica Brenneman, former 
Connecticut Juvenile Court Judge 
 

 
 But confidentiality also serves the 

interest of politicians.  Legislators can blast 

the agency for “letting children die” or 

“leaving children in danger” knowing that 

the agency is prohibited, by laws those same 

legislators enacted, from telling its side of 

the story.  In August, Connecticut legislators 

blasted DCF for not discussing the Torring-

ton case publicly when, in fact, Connecticut 

law – a law the state‟s lawmakers can 

change at any time – does, indeed, restrict 

what DCF can say.
7
 

 Real accountability can be achieved 

only when agencies can talk about every 

case, not just the horror stories, and when all 

court hearings in these cases, and most 

records, are available to the press and the 

public. 

 

Too little kinship care 

 

 When children really must be taken 

from their parents, multiple studies have 

found that placing them with relatives – kin-

ship care - is more stable, better for child-

ren‟s well-being and, most important, safer 

than what should properly be called stranger 

care.
8
  Nationwide, an average of 24 percent 

of children are placed in foster care with rel-

atives.
9
  Progressive systems place at least 

one-third of children with relatives.  In Illi-

nois, for example, 40 percent of foster child-

ren are with relatives.
10

 

 In Connecticut, it is likely that no 

more than 18 percent of foster children are 

placed with relatives, and the figure may be 

even lower.
11

 

  

Too much institutionalization  

 

 All of the problems have been com-

pounded by Connecticut‟s penchant for in-

stitutionalizing children.   

 But institutionalization is, by far, the 

worst option for children.  The harm is so 

great, and the research so clear that it takes 

three single-spaced pages just to list the cita-

tions for the studies.  (We‟ve included these 

pages with this report).   

And while many latter-day orpha-

nages have rebranded themselves as “resi-

dential treatment centers” there is over-

whelming evidence that residential treatment 

does no good and often is harmful.  (For full 

details and citations see Residential Treat-

ment: What the Research Tells Us on our 

website at http://bit.ly/cZUHzI.)   

The younger the child, the greater 

the harm. That‟s why the federal govern-

ment judges child welfare agencies, in part, 

on their ability to keep children under age 12 

out of such places.
12

 

And there is no need to institutional-

ize children.  There is nothing a “residential 

treatment center” does that can‟t be done 



 

 

LEGACY OF FAILURE/6 

better, and at less cost, through programs 

like Wraparound, which bring everything a 

troubled child and family may need right 

into a home or a foster home. 

 But, while nationwide, 16 percent of 

foster children are in “congregate care” on 

any given day, in Connecticut it‟s at least 21 

percent. (See How Connecticut Compares.)  

 Just last month, Connecticut Voices 

for Children singled out this obscene rate of 

institutionalization as one of the most impor-

tant problems in Connecticut child welfare, 

noting that “Historically, Connecticut has 

had one of the highest rates of use of con-

gregate care for young children in the na-

tion.”
13

 

A classic example of the Connecticut 

“institutionalize-your-troubles-away” mind-

set are its mini-orphanages which carry the 

Orwellian name “Safe Homes.”  

The brainchild of former DCF 

Commissioner Kristine Ragaglia, they were 

based on all the myths promoted by what we 

have come to call the foster care-industrial 

complex, the network of private providers 

that lives off of a steady supply of foster 

children.  The “Safe Homes” supposedly 

would allow children to be “stabilized” and 

“assessed” so they‟d wind up in better 

placements and be more likely to remain 

with their siblings. 

 And, just as advocates of family pre-

servation predicted at the time, none of that 

happened.  Instead they turned out to be, in 

the words of the Hartford Courant, “a costly 

failure.” 

But that wasn‟t the Courant‟s con-

clusion. It was the conclusion of a compre-

hensive study of “Safe Homes” commis-

sioned by DCF itself.  The study found that 

outcomes for children parked in “Safe 

Homes” actually were worse than for child-

ren who missed out on the “stability” and 

“assessment” and went straight into foster 

homes.
14

  The study found that the one thing 

“Safe Homes” are good at is wasting money 

– they cost a fortune.  

When the Courant revealed the re-

sults of the study, DCF took immediate ac-

tion: The agency removed the study from its 

website. 

  
 

The study found that the 
one thing “Safe Homes” are 
good at is wasting money – 
they cost a fortune. 

 

 
 But perhaps the apotheosis of Con-

necticut‟s obsession with institutionalization 

is Riverview, a state-run psychiatric hospital 

for children.  Riverview became mired in 

scandal over the use of physical “restraints” 

– a polite term for anything from grabbing 

an unruly child to tying him down to a bed 

with leather or Velcro straps to administer-

ing “fast acting medication.”   

A report from the Child Advocate 

found that even as other institutions around 

the country are trying to reduce the use of 

restraints, at Riverview, their use has 

doubled in the past 18 months.   

And how much does it cost to ware-

house children, dope „em up, and tie „em 

down in the name of helping them?  A mere 

$860,000 per child per year.  But why stop 

there?
18

 Hold a child at Riverview for 14 

months, and the cost will top $1 million.  

That‟s got to be some sort of record. 

If all this were actually helping the 

children it would be worth every penny.  But 

there‟s no evidence that Riverview is doing 

the children any good.   The children would 

get far more help, at less cost, by using 

Wraparound programs to bring all the help 

the children need right into their own homes 

or foster homes.   

In fact, for $860,000-per-year-per-

child, a psychiatrist and support team could 

move right in and live with the family. 
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Still waiting for a magic wand 

 

 DCF‟s response to any criticism over 

its obscene rate of institutionalization re-

veals the agency‟s lack of vision and cou-

rage.  DCF frames the issue solely as the 

ultimate lose-lose proposition: foster homes 

vs. institutions. 

  

 

DCF‟s response to 
any criticism over its 
obscene rate of  
institutionalization reveals 
the agency‟s lack of vision 
and courage. 
 

 

So, when the Courant revealed that 

DCF still was using “Safe Homes” years 

after the agency knew they were a costly 

failure, Longtime DCF spokesman Gary 

Kleblatt said: 

"Safe Homes have fulfilled a need in 

the present system.  We can't just wave a 

magic wand and call up 200 new foster 

homes."
19

 

Four years later, when asked about 

the Connecticut Voices for Children report, 

Kleeblatt still hadn‟t found his magic wand: 

"We are doing our darndest to find 

[foster parents],” Kleeblatt told the Ct. Mir-

ror website. “but no one has shown us or 

given us that magic wand to find them.”
20

 

 But other states have proven that it 

doesn‟t take magic to curb institutionaliza-

tion and reform a child welfare system.  It 

takes vision, imagination and the courage to 

face up to the fact that taking away too 

many children drives all the other problems 

in the system. 

In New Jersey, a consent decree bans 

the placement of young children in group 

homes or institutions – and the state has 

been remarkably successful.  Today, of all 

foster children under age 10, only three per-

cent are in any form of congregate care.
21

 

The same settlement bans parking any child 

under age 13 in a so-called “shelter” – like 

Connecticut‟s “Safe Homes” and the state 

has been remarkably successful there as 

well.  Between July 1 and December 31, 

2009, one child under age 13 was placed in a 

shelter.  Not one percent – one child.
 22

 

In contrast, as of March, 2010, 235 

children under age 13 were trapped in some 

form of institution in Connecticut.
23

 

Connecticut Voices for Children also 

singled out the huge problem of placing 

children out of state, far from everyone they 

know and love.  In Connecticut, 278 child-

ren are institutionalized out of state. New 

Jersey, with two-and-a-half times the child 

population of Connecticut has only 44 child-

ren placed out-of-state.
24

  Illinois, with near-

ly four times the child population of Con-

necticut has only 58 children placed with 

strangers out of state, and only 24 of them 

are in group homes or institutions.  And in 

those few cases, the placement across a state 

line is actually is closer to a child‟s home 

than one in Illinois.
25

 

Another state that refused to wait 

around for magic is Maine.   

Less than a decade ago the Maine 

child welfare system was at least as bad as 

Connecticut‟s.  The proportion of children 

trapped in foster care was among the highest 

in the nation.  By 2009, the transformation 

in Maine was so dramatic that the system 

was a finalist for Harvard‟s prestigious In-

novations in American Government awards. 

The transformation has been stun-

ning. 

By 2009, Maine was taking away 30 

percent fewer children than it did in 2001.
26

 

The number of children trapped in foster 

care on any given day has been cut nearly in 

half. And the rate of child removal in Maine 
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now is 30 percent below the rate in Connect-

icut.  And, since 2003: 

● Maine, a state which once was 

among the most hostile in the nation to kin-

ship care, now has nearly tripled the propor-

tion of children placed with relatives; Maine 

now exceeds the national average. 

● Most remarkable: The proportion 

of Maine foster children who are institutio-

nalized has been cut by at least 73 percent. 

In November, 2003, Maine had 28 

percent of its foster children in group homes 

and institutions – a figure even worse than 

Connecticut - and only ten percent with rela-

tives. By April, 2009, that had reversed – 27 

to 30 percent were with relatives and only 

ten percent were in so-called “congregate 

care.”
27

 

 It didn‟t take magic.  All it took was 

a governor willing to send the mediocrities 

who‟d been running the Maine system pack-

ing and replace them with reformers dedi-

cated to rebuilding the system around safe, 

proven ways to keep families together. 

Even the author of the Harry Potter 

books knows you can‟t solve these problems 

by waiting around for a magic wand. J.K. 

Rowling founded an organization known as 

Lumos.  It‟s mission – through hard work, 

not magic - is to “end the systematic institu-

tionalization of children across Europe.”
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The cost to taxpayers 
 

 The highest price for all this failure 

is paid, of course, by the children; both those 

needlessly torn from everyone they know 

and love and those in real danger who are 

overlooked by workers overwhelmed with 

false allegations and trivial cases. 

 But taxpayers also suffer when 

they‟re suckered into throwing away money 

on failed approaches, instead of making the 

best possible use of every penny. 

 At NCCPR, we‟re tax-and-spend lib-

erals and proud of it.  We can think of no 

more important problem at which to “throw 

money” than child welfare.  But it is a crime 

against children to take funding they despe-

rately need and throw it away.   

 The great paradox of child welfare is 

that the worse the option, the more it costs: 

Foster homes cost more than safe, proven 

alternatives to foster care.  Group homes 

cost more than foster homes.  And institu-

tions cost more than group homes. 

 

 

The great paradox of 
child welfare is that the worse 
the option, the more it costs. 

 

 

 Connecticut‟s obsession with institu-

tionalizing children helps explain why it 

spends on child welfare at one of the highest 

rates in the nation – a rate more than triple 

the national average.  For all the good it‟s 

doing, a lot of that money could be piled up 

on the steps of the State Capitol and burned 

– at least then it might keep a homeless fam-

ily warm. 

 This incredible waste of funds on 

institutionalization makes even more shame-

ful the fact that Connecticut actually has 

taken money intended to help poor people 

become self-sufficient and diverted it into 

foster care and child abuse investigations. 

The money is from the federal Tem-

porary Assistance for Needy Families pro-

gram, which replaced “welfare as we knew 

it” in 1996. Surpluses from cutting the wel-

fare rolls are supposed to help impoverished 

families with things like job training and 

child care.  Instead, in a move that is no less 

appalling for its being legal, $129 million in 

TANF surplus money was diverted in 2006 

to fund foster care and child abuse investiga-

tions – contributing to a severe shortage of 

day care for low income families.
29

 

This means money that could go to 

helping a family find child care and avoid 
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being charged with “lack of supervision” for 

leaving children home alone in order to 

work, instead goes to fund the investigation 

into that family, the removal of the children, 

and payments to the strangers taking care of 

them while they‟re in foster care. 

 

 

Just like DCF, the group 
that calls itself “Children‟s 
Rights” ignores the elephant 
in the room.   

 

 

Connecticut does not need to spend 

more on child welfare – but it desperately 

needs to spend smarter. 

 

The limits of the consent decree 

 

 One reason Alabama and Illinois 

made so much progress while Connecticut 

did not is partly beyond Connecticut‟s con-

trol. 

 Alabama was sued by the Bazelon 

Center for Mental Health Law, which care-

fully studied why previous suits had failed, 

and crafted a suit based on rebuilding the 

system to keep families together.  (The Ba-

zelon Center‟s Legal Director is a member 

of the NCCPR Board of Directors.) 

 Illinois was sued by the American 

Civil Liberties Union of Illinois.  When their 

original approach didn‟t work, they reo-

pened the consent decree and took a similar 

approach to Alabama. 

 Connecticut, in contrast, was sued by 

a group that calls itself “Children‟s Rights” 

(CR).   

 But just like DCF, CR ignores the 

elephant in the room.  The McLawsuits it 

files in state after state routinely ignore the 

issue of wrongful removal.  In some cases 

CR has moved to stop states from curbing 

the needless removal of children, and in 

Connecticut, CR‟s executive director ap-

plauded the actions that set off the foster-

care panic in 1995. (See Forgotten Outrag-

es.)  (The exceptions occur when other or-

ganizations help CR craft better settlements 

than it would come up with on its own, as 

happened in New Jersey.)
30

 

 So with no pressure from either 

plaintiffs or defendants to take on the issue, 

the lawsuit, like many others filed by CR, 

drags on forever, with little real change.
31

 

 But as we note in our recommenda-

tions for reform, DCF can change that. 

 

Cases like Torrington 

 

 Most of the time, the cases that set 

off foster-care panics are clear-cut. Typical-

ly, they involve a child who was murdered 

by parents in cases where the file reveals 

more “red flags” than a Soviet May Day pa-

rade.  Almost always, in such cases, those 

red flags are missed because workers are too 

busy chasing down false allegations, trivial 

cases or cases in which family poverty is 

confused with neglect. 

 But the Torrington case is different.  

There were lots of flags, but they were yel-

low, not red.  They called for intensive in-

tervention, but not necessarily removal of 

the children from the home. 

So while there is no question the be-

havior of DCF in the Torrington case was 

idiotic, it wasn‟t idiotic for the reasons some 

politicians believe. 

Here was a case where DCF claimed 

in May that there was so much danger to the 

children that they had to be taken away – but 

DCF could wait two months between the 

time they reached this conclusion and the 

time they actually did it. 

One can argue about whether they 

were wrong to wait or wrong to conclude 

removal was necessary, but one way or 

another, they were wrong. 

Part of the problem is the tacit as-

sumption that there are only two options in 
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such cases, options that boil down to “all” or 

“nothing”: Either take-the-child-and-run or 

close the door and go away.  But in cases 

like this one, cases where the flags were yel-

low instead of red, there should have been 

other choices. 

In a case like the one in Torrington, a 

good child welfare agency would have tried 

providing the family with a program like 

Intensive Family Preservation Services. 

Under this program, caseworkers 

with caseloads no larger than three families 

may spend several hours a day in a home for 

six weeks, providing not just “counseling” 

and “parent education” but also concrete 

help.  The counseling may take place while 

the parent and the worker are, together, 

cleaning up the home.   

After six weeks at this level of inten-

sity the worker makes a recommendation – 

either 1) link the family to less intensive 

help, or 2) this family really is hopeless and 

the children should be removed.  Had this 

been tried in the Torrington case in May, 

chances are excellent that either the family 

now would be able to care for the children 

or the children would have been removed – 

before the incident that triggered the current 

firestorm ever took place.  Details about 

these programs are in the Issue Papers on 

our website. (http://nccpr.info/issue-papers/) 

 

Toward the “least detrimental alternative” 

 

 But that still leaves one fundamental 

question unanswered: Why bother trying to 

help a family like the one in Torrington stay 

together?  Why leave children with parents 

who ever allowed things to get that bad? 

 The reason to bother is not for the 

sake of the parents, but for the children.  The 

trauma of removal from the home (not to 

mention the risk of abuse in foster care) is so 

great that, in a situation where there may be 

no good options, trying to keep this family 

together almost certainly would have been 

the least bad. 

 The Torrington case is a reminder of 

the urgent need to heed the warnings of the 

late Yale child welfare scholars Joseph 

Goldstein and Albert J. Solnit, and their col-

league, the late Anna Freud.  They unders-

tood the inherent harm of state intervention 

into a family is so great that an entire new 

term is needed to guide the thinking of deci-

sion-makers. 

 They argued that decisions should be 

made based on the least detrimental alterna-

tive. 

 That was good advice when these 

scholars first suggested it, nearly 30 years 

ago, and it is good advice today.
32
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  The Price of Panic  
OTHER STATES LEARN THAT FOSTER-CARE PANICS MAKE CHILDREN LESS SAFE 
 

 In April, 1993, three-year-old Joseph 

Wallace was killed by his mother.  Joseph was 

"known to the system."  For months, the story 

was on the front page of the Chicago Tribune. 

Politicians rushed to demand that the state tear 

apart more families. 

 As a result, workers and judges became 

terrified to leave or return any child home for fear 

of becoming the next target of politicians and the 

Chicago media.  Almost all efforts to keep 

families together effectively were abandoned 

amid false claims that such efforts contradict 

"child protection."   

 By 1996, a child was more likely to be 

trapped in foster care in Illinois than in any 

other state.  But instead of saving lives, child 

abuse deaths went up.  They rose from 78 

before the panic to 82 the first year after, to 

91 a year later.
1
    

 That's not surprising.  The foster-care 

panic overwhelmed the system to the point that it 

created a backlog of more than 5,000 

uncompleted investigations.
2
  In the first two 

years after the panic, the Illinois foster care 

population soared by 44 percent.  Child abuse 

deaths in foster care in Illinois went from zero in 

the year before the foster-care panic to five in 

the first year afterwards -- an all-time record.
3
 

 The pattern showed itself in a new 

way in fiscal 1998, when the Illinois foster-

care panic finally began to abate.  That year, 

the number of child abuse deaths finally fell 

below the number before the panic began.  

And that year also was the first year since 

the panic in which the total number of Illinois 

children in foster care actually declined.
4
  

The decline has continued. Illinois reversed 

course, embraced family preservation and cut its 

foster care population dramatically. And at the 

same time, safety outcomes have improved.
5
 

 But during the Years of Panic in Illinois, 

there were other tragedies as well: 

  Having supposedly "put children first," 

Illinois officials soon found they had no place to  

put children at all.  So they were jammed into a 

hideous shelter, then overflowed into offices.  

Streetwise teens were thrown together with 

vulnerable younger children; infants were 

jammed into urine-soaked cribs.  An 11-year-old 

got hold of a gun and fired it.
6
 

  Children were jammed into any foster 

home with a bed, with little screening of foster 

parents or foster children.  As a result, according 

to Benjamin Wolf of the Illinois Affiliate of the 

American Civil Liberties Union, the Illinois foster 

care system became "like a laboratory 

experiment to produce the sexual abuse of 

children." 

  A study by the Child Welfare Institute 

found that at least one third of the children taken 

from their parents at the height of the foster-care 

panic could safely have been returned to their 

own homes.
7
   

 The foster-care panic took a bad system 

and made it, in Wolf's words, "unquestionably 

worse."
8
  

 

Other Foster-care panics 
 

 Nearly three years later, it was New York 

City’s turn.  Again, this time in late 1995, a child 

“known to the system” died.  Again politicians 

demanded that the child welfare agency take 

away more children – even though deaths of 

children previously known to the child welfare 

system had declined by more than 40 percent 

since 1991.
9
 Once again, they set off a foster-

care panic, overwhelming the system.   

 The result: Thousands of children were 

forced to sleep, often on chairs and floors, in a 

violence-plagued, makeshift shelter created from 

city offices,
10

 a four-year-old foster child was 

beaten and starved to death in a foster home 

opened by one private agency, apparently 

desperate for beds, after another had closed it 

down,
11

 and the decline in child abuse deaths 

ended. 

 Between 1996 and 1998, deaths of 

children previously “known to the system” 

increased by 50 percent.  Just as in Illinois, the 

death toll among children known to the system 

fell below the pre-panic level only in 1999 – by 

which time the panic had  abated and the city 

was taking away fewer children. Like Illinois, 

New York City learned from its mistakes, 

reversed course and embraced efforts to keep 

families together.  They had significant success 

– until the death of Nixzmary Brown in 2006 led 

to backsliding, and another increase in deaths.
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 And then came Florida.  The death of a  

child “known to the system” and the appointment 

of a state child welfare agency chief staunchly 

opposed to keeping families together combined 

to set off a foster-care panic in 1999.  Again, the 

foster care population soared.  And again, 

deaths of children “known to the system”  

    (over) 
      


