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Court-appointed Monitors Note Progress 

by DeKalb and Fulton County DFCS in the last half of 2006

ATLANTA (GA) – In their second report on the State’s efforts to meet the terms of a federal lawsuit settlement, two court-appointed monitors announced Monday that considerable progress was being made, although challenges remain.   The report covers the period June 1 – December 31, 2006 and was compiled from extensive case record reviews as well as county and State supplied information.  

According to Accountability Agents James T. Dimas and Sarah A. Morrison, “The progress made during the last half of 2006 provides the State and counties with a foundation for continued forward momentum. Continuation of the efforts the State and counties are making to develop and strengthen their own foster care accountability mechanisms can help sustain this momentum.” They also noted that the effect of Fulton County’s recent transitions on this momentum remains to be seen.

According to Dimas and Morrison, two of the State’s accomplishments for the period under review stood out.  First, according to two measures of child safety calculated for the report, children in foster care appeared to be safe.  Less than one percent of children in foster care were victims of maltreatment between July 1 and December 31, 2006, and no foster parents appeared to use corporal punishment with the children in their care.

(more)

Second, nearly 1900 children left foster care for permanent living arrangements during the last six months of 2006.  About half these children had been in state custody for more than two years at the time of their discharge.   The vast majority of the children (81%) were reunified with their birth families or placed in the custody of their extended families.  In addition, nearly 90 percent of those who remained in DFCS custody were in substitute care placements that were close to the homes from which they were removed. Ninety percent also appeared to be experiencing relatively stable placements with two or fewer placement moves in 2006 or the 12 months preceding their discharge.   Finally, a smaller proportion of children were returning to foster care within a year of experiencing a previous foster care episode than was observed at the end of June 2006.
In all, the report provides an assessment of performance for 23 outcomes specified in the lawsuit settlement, and numerous other requirements.  DFCS performance appeared to have surpassed the thresholds for nine of the 23 outcomes, primarily concerning the safety of foster children and their achievement of permanent living arrangements.  In the remaining areas, DFCS progress was evident despite falling short of the established thresholds to varying degrees.  

However, Dimas and Morrison noted that important challenges remain. Among the most difficult of these will be meeting the lawsuit settlement’s rigorous visitation requirements.  These requirements relate to visitation between case managers and children, case managers and foster parents, and between siblings that are not placed in the same foster care setting.  For nearly all children in foster care, none of the twice-monthly visits between children and caseworkers, monthly visits between siblings, or monthly visits between caseworkers and foster parents can be missed for the previous 12 months in order to meet the law suit settlement’s visitation requirements. The proportion of children whose visitation patterns met these standards during the review period was very low and Dimas and Morrison recommended this should remain a priority for the State’s attention.  
Other areas for further State improvement are also noted in the report.  These include strengthening DFCS partnership with the courts to ensure that children in the State’s custody have timely case reviews and all appropriate legal documentation; and strengthening coordination and oversight of Atlanta area counties so they meet the lawsuit settlement’s investigative standards and collaborate seamlessly in the investigation of maltreatment allegations concerning DeKalb and Fulton children that are in foster care placements in their jurisdictions.
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