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Preamble:   Focus on services to Georgia’s children.  

The creation of the Health and Human Resources Commission by Executive Order of Governor Perdue presents an outstanding opportunity to make a difference for children. This is one of a long series of actions by Governor Perdue to show his commitment to the children of Georgia.  Most recently he successfully introduced legislation creating the Children and Family Services Strengthening Act of 2008.  This legislation will restructure four agencies responsible for serving Georgia’s at-risk children and families to better serve the state’s child advocacy community.  The Children’s Trust Fund Commission (CTF) will combine with the Children and Youth Coordinating Council (CYCC) and become the Governor’s Office for Children and Families.  The Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) will assume the responsibilities of the Office of Child Fatality Review (OCFR).  We believe that this is the first step in creating a unified system for state governance of children services.  

In February, 2008 – Governor Sonny Perdue signed an executive order today creating a commission that will make recommendations on restructuring the Georgia Department of Human Resources (DHR).  The commission will make its recommendations in a report to the Governor and the General Assembly by July 2, 2008.  He said in this order, “We must ensure that we are not just getting the best possible value for our investment in DHR – but that we are also providing the best possible service for the people of Georgia, that’s why today I have signed an executive order creating a commission to make recommendations on restructuring DHR, to make sure Georgians receive the most efficient service at the least cost to taxpayers.”  The recommendation may include combining, consolidating or separating divisions within DHR as well as the Department of Community Health (DCH) and the State Personnel Administration (SPA).  We believe that this is the second step in creating a unified continuum of care for Georgia’s children.  

Reform of DHR is not new to the State.  Virtually every commission, forum, study group and committee has made some type of reform recommendation concerning DHR.  The most recent is the Governor’s Action Group for Safe Children in 2003.  The Georgia Association of Homes and Services for Children borrows heavily from these very thoughtful and innovative recommendations.  

The GAHSC in the spirit of the Governor’s Executive Order to provide “the best possible, most efficient and least cost to taxpayers” is presenting this paper for the Commission’s consideration.  The Association is a membership organization representing more than 140 children and family serving programs in Georgia.  Our members have a long history and a significant investment in the wellbeing of children and families in the State.  For this reason, our recommendations will be limited to the reform that impacts children and families within the programs of the Department of Human Resources.  

Recommendations:  

1. Create the Department of Children, Youth and Families  

This new Department purpose would be the same mission of the Department:  “To strengthen Georgia’s families – supporting their self-sufficiency and helping them protect their vulnerable children and adults by being a resource to their families.” 

This new Department would come primarily out of the agencies that currently serve children and families.  This new Department would serve primarily children who are “at-risk.”  “At-risk” as used in this paper refers to children and families who depend or may depend on the State for services.  These services may include family supports, mental health services, foster care, developmental disabilities, substance abuse treatment, juvenile detention, truancy prevention, child protection services and other services that support families with their children.  

Currently the fragmentation of children and family services prevents any meaningful prevention, intervention and treatment services.  Funding streams, statutory requirements, data systems, missions, and points of entry conspire to destroy any coordinated response to children and family needs.  The current child serving agencies include, the Department of Human Resources (DHR) – including the Divisions of Family and Children’s Services (DFCS), Mental Health, Developmental Disabilities, and Addictive Diseases (MHDDAD), and Public Health (DPH); the Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ); the Department of Community Health (DCH); and the Department of Education (DOE).
2. Create the Position of Commissioner for Georgia’s Children and Families.  - This leader could be over this new Department and the newly created Office of Children and Families and the Office of the Child Advocate. This new position will ensure that all child and family service agencies are working together, in an integrated fashion, with common outcomes, and under a common authority.  This new position will answer directly to the Governor.  

3. New Department would be driven by outcomes - Georgia needs a clear vision for children and families.  We need a clear mission and carefully delineated goals and outcomes.  These goals need to be measurable and tracked.  This vision will need an institutionalized and designated leader of this coordination. Create a system of data information sharing among public and private agencies with benchmarks for outcomes to be obtained.  Collection of data must be in a form available to all system partners who serve children.  Services must be delivered on an outcome based method. The data systems of all child serving agencies in the New Department must be integrated.  

4. Bring in elements of the present structure that focus on children and family issues.  These structures would include case management, children’s mental health services, developmental disabilities, physical health services, addictive diseases, educational partnerships, nutrition, expectant mothers, coordination of Peachcare, Title IV-E, TANF, and Medicaid Services coordination.   
· Division of Family and Children Services form core of this new Department – It would be anticipated that the Division of Family and Children Services form the core of this new Department for Children and Families.  Child protection, foster care, treatment foster care and congregate care, case management, foster child transition services, independent living programs, family supports, and out-of-home therapeutic services.  

· Children and Adolescent Services pulled out of the Division of MHDDAD - It would be anticipated that all children and adolescent mental health services would be pulled out of the DMHDDAD.  Adult services and developmental disabilities services would remain in the Division of Mental Health.  

· Department of Juvenile Justice – Pull the DJJ back into the Department of Children and Families.  This “pull back” would address the major system gaps that are evident in the incarceration of children under 13.  To quote the Governor’s Action Group for Safe Children “Of those under 13 who are incarcerated by DJJ, almost three-fourths of these children had a diagnosis of one or more mental illnesses.  About 1/3 had a psychiatric hospitalization.  Another third had some type of out patient community mental health services.  Three-fourths had Mental Health or DFCS involvement.  Until Georgia provides a comprehensive system of services and placements for mental health, developmental disabilities and addictive diseases, children will continue to disrupt their way out of placements (including their own homes) that cannot meet their mental health and other needs.  They will continue to be incarcerated in ever increasing numbers as juveniles and adults.”

· State Board of Education formalized link - It would be anticipated that a formalized link between the State Board of Education.  This structure will ensure that there will be active participation with local school systems in the assessment, treatment planning and service delivery for all at-risk children.  

5. Make the Office of Regulatory Services a separate and independent regulatory agency -  ORS should be under the Governor as a separate office to regulate both public and private providers.  Presently the Office of Regulatory services only regulates the private providers of care.  They have no authority to regulate the State in the provision of the same services that private providers provide.  This should change.  If the County Offices of DHR are providing essentially the same services of a licensed private provider, then the state provider should be under the same regulations and regulatory authority as well.  Making ORS separate and independent under the Governor’s Office would provide an essential level of oversight that is badly needed.  It also complies with Health and Human Services Regulations for child welfare services under Title IV-E.  

6. Assessment should be central to the delivery of services. – Children should receive services based upon assessed needs.  The services provided should be as intensive as indicate through current assessment and should not be more intensive than indicated through ongoing needs assessment.  Serving the child through the family should be a priority.  

7. Funding Methodologies – Study other models of care in other states that have blended funding methodologies that allow for the integration of services.  Medicaid waivers, IV-E expansion, and state funding models for children services.  
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