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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 testimony 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 at risk and their families.

First consideration of any proposal is does it pass the “does it make sense” test.  

These proposals make sense:
Creating the Department of Human Services with a focus on children and families.    Creating a department with its own leadership at the Department level provides the focus and leadership that children and families at risk needs.  

Putting the Division of Public Health under the Department of Health – Health care needs should be under a Department that is concerned about health.   

These proposals do not make sense:

Putting developmental disabilities under the Department of Human Services.  When research indicates that between 30 and 60 percent of all developmentally disabled adults have a co-occurring mental illness or addictive disease, it makes more sense to put the developmentally disabled with the Department of Behavioral Health.  Clients with DD have special needs that would be better addressed in the Department of Behavioral Health.  Historically, DD has been within DMHDDAD and has functioned very well within it.  DD children particularly have benefited when these structures have been together.

Creation of a two coordination councils.   Without strong leadership to mandate the coordination of agencies with one another, this plan is destined to fail.  A national leader once defined collaboration as having enough people to blame when things fail.  We need to do better than this.  We need a leader who will be responsible directly to the Governor for the success of the Department.  The creation of coordinating councils begs the question, “Why are we breaking up DHR with its centralized leadership?” It appears that we are destroying bureaucracy to create more bureaucracy.   These coordinating councils can be created now with the Governor’s Executive Order.  

More Sense would be in making these proposals:

Make the Office of Regulatory Services a separate and independent regulatory agency.  ORS should be under the Office of 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.  

An alternative plan would be to place the Office of Regulatory Services Child Welfare Agency section under the Governor’s Office of Children and Families. 

Develop strong outcome measures reportable and accountable to the legislature.    We in Georgia are long on planning, talking, and strategizing.  We are short on delivering results that require long term planning, commitment to funding, and capacity building.  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 through legislation.  An agency designated to track compliance to goals and outcomes. We need to create a system of data information sharing among public and private agencies with benchmarks for outcomes to be obtained.  Services must be delivered on an outcome based method. The data systems of all agencies serving human needs must be integrated.  Without this, Georgia will continue to be blind to its progress or lack of progress in serving its many human needs.  

Pull the DJJ back into the Department of Children and Families.   In 1992 the Division of Children and Youth was pulled out of DHR to make DJJ.  This was a mistake and created two departments essentially responsible for the same children and families.  DJJ needs to be put back with the DHS. This “pull back” would address the major system gaps that are evident in the incarceration of children under 13.  Until Georgia provides a comprehensive system of services, 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.”

Closing Thoughts – One of the problems faced by state government is continuity of leadership and progress.  Virtually every division within DHR has faced some reorganization over the pass two decades.  Continuous reorganizations, reformulations and leadership changes have rendered the Department and Divisions in a constant state of chaos.  Real progress has been elusive because of this. 

Because change has been the constant, less change will be more effective.  We should do no harm in what changes we do recommend and implement.  Less will be more in this situation.  

Thank you for this opportunity to share our recommendations about changes to the Department of Human Services. 

Normer Adams

