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America’s Children in Foster Care 
Casey Family Programs mission is to provide and improve and ultimately to prevent the need for foster care.  Established by United Parcel Service founder Jim Casey, the Seattle-based national operating foundation has served children, youth and families in the child welfare system since 1966.  Casey Family Programs 2020 Vision calls for comprehensive change in the child welfare system.  The primary goal of that vision is to ensure that every child in America has a safe, permanent family. 

Preventing Abuse and Improving the Response
Every day public agency workers make life-changing decisions:  Can a child be safely cared for in his or her own home, with services and supports provided to the family?  Or, should the child be removed from the home in order to ensure safety?  The decision must be made with the knowledge that separating a child from his or her family is a highly traumatic event, but failing to remove a child from a dangerous situation can have dire consequences for the child.  The term foster care describes out-of-home care for a child in the custody of a jurisdiction’s child protection system.   Studies show that children and youth who have been in foster care do not fare as well as their peers.  Thus, custody by the child protection system should be temporary.   Public involvement is required if every community is to assure that child safety, well-being and permanent connections to a family are the first priorities.  Preventing child abuse and improving response to it are both needed if outcomes for vulnerable children are to be improved.
 
National Foster Care Trends
There are approximately 500,000 children in foster care in the United States.  If nothing changes from now until 2020, nearly 14 million children will be confirmed as victims of abuse or neglect; 9 million more children will experience foster care; and, 300,000 children will age out of foster care, most with inadequate support to build successful adult lives.

Nevada’s Trends in Out of Home Care: to FY06 AFCARS data
(NOTE: prior to recent system reform efforts at the state and in the counties)
Nevada’s total foster care population is 4,670.  The number of children in care and the rate of placement into care has increased making Nevada’s out of home placement rate slightly higher than the national average.  Nevada is 17th in the nation.  Clark County accounts for approximately 50% of Nevada’s child maltreatment reports and over 70% of total foster care placements in the state.  

Common Child Welfare Stories Over the past 10 years
Nevada, Clark County in particular, shares a common story with New York, New York, Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, Los Angeles County California and the state of Illinois.  At some point over the past 10 years these jurisdictions saw high profile child deaths or other perceived failures of child protection.  Large and rapid increases in out-of-home care populations were seen.  Public condemnation and chronic tensions with stakeholder groups were common.   The workforce had large and unmanageable caseloads.  The media and community at large were demanding major improvements in the child welfare system.

Altered profiles
A variety of factors contribute to improvement initiatives widely regarded as successful in improving child welfare systems and outcomes for children and families.  Among them are the following:  child safety remains a priority; values-based leadership builds public will; upfront investment in prevention/family supports; reduced workloads for CPS investigators and foster care workers; making long-term foster care an unacceptable case plan; financing improvements in foster care and alternatives to foster care; reinvestment in a wide array of strategies and goals; sustaining reforms through leadership changes.  Using these initiatives among others between 1996 and 2001, Allegheny County Pennsylvania’s foster care population (on any one day) safely declined from 3,300 to 2,400 and has remained relatively stable since then.  The State of Illinois” out-of-home care population has declined from almost 52,000 in 1997 to about 16,000 in 2008.  Los Angeles County California’s foster care population has declined from 51,000 in the mid to late 1990s to less than 20,000.  New York City, New York’s out- of- home care population has declined from 49,000 in 1991 to a little more than 17,000.  Successful practice methods used to help manage foster care population size appear to have also been successful in maintaining and improving child safety, wellbeing and permanency.   

Promising Practices and Policy in Nevada
The State has implemented statewide Differential Response – a more flexible service-oriented response to child maltreatment reports that are not required by state statute or policy to have a traditional CPS investigation.  The State also uses structured safety and risk assessment tools.  Clark County has undertaken a comprehensive redesign of all of its child welfare policies and procedures and retrained staff.  Clark County has made changes to removal, intake and placement processes to improve the timeliness of placements.  Through creation of its CPS Emergency Response Team the removal rate in Clark County has dropped by 50%.  Clark County has also initiated a comprehensive campaign for the recruitment and retention of adoptive and foster homes.  The adoption process has been streamlined and more have been finalized.  Washoe County uses “paired” teams whereby investigations and permanency workers are combined into one unit.  Washoe has also created voluntary services units that provide voluntary services to families that only rise to a certain level of risk in order to prevent further referral or removal.  The legislature has revised its statute to help ensure that children are not unnecessarily placed into foster care and is considering addressing the assessment of  disproportionality of children of color in the child welfare system.
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