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Up to half of Los Angeles County's foster children were needlessly placed in a system that is often more dangerous than their own homes because of financial incentives in state and federal laws, a two-year Daily News investigation has found. 

The county receives nearly $30,000 a year from federal and state governments for each child placed in the system - money that goes to pay the stipends of foster parents, but also wages, benefits and overhead costs for child-welfare workers and executives. For some special-needs children, the county receives up to $150,000 annually. 


	``Called the 'perverse incentive factor,' states and counties earn more revenues by having more children in the system - whether it is opening a case to investigate a report of child abuse and neglect or placing a child in foster care,'' wrote the authors of a recent report by the state Department of Social Services Child Welfare Stakeholders Group. 

Since the early 1980s, the number of foster children in California has gone up fivefold, and doubled in the county and nation. About one in four children will come into contact with the child welfare system before turning 18, officials say. 

This has overwhelmed social workers, who often don't have time to help troubled families or monitor the care children receive in foster homes. 

The hundreds of thousands of children who have cycled through the county's system over the years are six to seven times more likely to be mistreated and three times more likely to be killed than children in the general population, government statistics reveal. 

Officials acknowledge that more than 660 children embroiled in the county's foster care system have died since 1991, including more than 160 who were homicide victims. 

Stayed at home 

``The county's foster care system makes Charles Dickens' descriptions look flattering,'' said Mark Rosenbaum, legal director at the American Civil Liberties Union of Southern California. 

David Sanders, who took over as director of the Department of Children and Family Services in March, said experts estimate up to 50 percent of the 75,000 children in the system and adoptive homes could have been left in their parents' care if appropriate services had been provided. He said DCFS comes into contact with nearly 180,000 children each year. 

``There were probably issues the kids and their families were facing, but if they had some kind of support services, the kids could have stayed home,'' Sanders said. ``At the extreme, there are clearly parents who never should have had their children. They torture their children and everyone in the community would agree that they should not have their children. 

``On the other end, you clearly have situations where families have done things, but may be under stress one day, have every intention of taking care of their children and are not dangerous, but involvement by child protective services ends up being much too intrusive.'' 

The Daily News' investigation of the child-welfare system, which is shrouded in secrecy by confidentiality laws, involved the review of tens of thousands of pages of government and confidential juvenile court documents, studies, computer databases and several hundred interviews. 

As the investigation progressed, state and county officials acknowledged that the financial incentives built into the laws encourage the needless placements of children in foster care, and officials have started taking steps to reform the system. 

Social worker Anthony Cavuoti, who has worked 14 years for the county, said DCFS employees use the most liberal of guidelines in deciding whether to remove a child from their home. Some parents have had their children removed for yelling at them, allowing them to miss or be late to school or having a dirty home. 

``The service that DCFS now provides is worse than the abuse that most abused children ever experienced. The trauma they inflict on ordinary children is unspeakable.'' 

Eager caseworkers 

Sanders said he thinks caseworkers have sometimes been too eager to remove children from their homes - a practice he is trying to change. 

``I think children should only be removed when there is an imminent risk. I've said consistently that we do have too many children who have been removed,'' he said. 

``We need to provide the kind of supports to keep these kids at home.'' 

As early as 1992, the state's Little Hoover Commission cited experts who estimated that 35 percent to 70 percent of foster children in California should never have been removed from their families and have suffered deep psychological trauma as a result. On any given day, a total of 175,000 children are now in the state child protective system. 

In recent months, parents in several states have filed class-action lawsuits and testified before Congress, alleging that thousands of their children have been wrongfully taken from their homes. 

State and county officials admitted recently that they have placed too many children in foster care, especially poor and minority children. California has 13 percent of the nation's total child population, but 20 percent of its foster children, statistics show. 

Minorities make up 85 percent of foster children in the county and 70 percent statewide. Experts say so many minorities are placed in foster care because the federal government pays for most of the costs of caring for foster children from poor families while states and counties are expected to pick up most of the tab for foster children from wealthier homes. 

``That's exactly right,'' Sanders said. ``The eligibility for foster care reimbursements is poverty driven.'' 

State and county officials say not enough has been done to help troubled families and the system has deteriorated into an ``adversarial and coercive'' one that places too much emphasis on investigating families for alleged mistreatment and removing their children. 

About 80 percent of foster children in the state and county are removed for ``neglect,'' which experts say is often a euphemism for poverty-related conditions, such as dirty or cramped homes, a lack of money to provide enough food, clothing and medical care to children or a single mother who works more than one job, can't afford child care and leaves her children unattended. 

The Reason Public Policy Institute, a Los Angeles think tank, released a report in 1999 that found the current child protective system undermines parental authority, wrongfully accuses hundreds of thousands of innocent families and leaves many children at risk of mistreatment. 

The study's author, Susan Orr, a former U.S. Department of Health and Human Services child-abuse researcher, said too many unfounded allegations drain the system's resources. 

She noted that nearly 50 percent of child-abuse deaths occur in families that have had some contact with children's services agencies. That statistic, say experts, shows the system is failing in its basic mission of protecting children from truly abusive parents. 

'Legal kidnapping' 

A review of more than $25 million in foster care lawsuit settlements and judgments in Los Angeles County since the early 1990s found about half involved the unnecessary removal of children and their subsequent mistreatment or wrongful deaths, according to the county's own admissions of wrongful seizures in county Claims Board documents or assertions by the families' attorneys. 

In a Daily News review of 139 claims against the county - an action that usually precedes the filing of a lawsuit against the county - 26 of the claims involved allegations of wrongful seizures of children. In two cases, parents alleged their children were seized by the county for financial gain because local governments receive revenue for every child taken into the system. 

Parents also have alleged in dozens of recent appeals to state appellate courts that their children were needlessly taken from them. 

``It's legal kidnapping to make a profit,'' said Lancaster resident John Elliott, a 54-year-old former Warner Bros. special-effects technician, who filed a claim alleging social workers made false allegations against him and placed his daughter in foster care. 

After he spent $150,000 fighting to get his daughter back, the county ultimately admitted it was mistaken in taking his daughter and returned her to him. 

``They tell lies to keep your kids in the system,'' Elliott said. ``My daughter was abused the whole time she was there. It's a multibillion-dollar business. It's all about profit.'' 

Santa Ana attorney Jack H. Anthony, who won a $1.5 million verdict in 2001 in a case involving the death of a foster child burned in scalding bathtub water, said parents often call asking him to file lawsuits over the unnecessary placement of their children in foster care. But social workers are generally immune from liability for the wrongful placement of a child in foster care, Anthony said. 

``It's very difficult to hold anybody responsible for making a negligent decision to take the children,'' Anthony said. ``In most of the cases I see, the children would have been better off had they not been taken from their parents.'' 

No clear standards 

For years, DCFS had no clear standards defining what child abuse or neglect was. The decision whether to remove a child was often left up to overworked social workers' hunches about how safe children were in their parents' homes, Sanders said. 

Bruce Rubenstein, DCFS deputy director from 1991-97, said the department intimidated social workers into removing children for little or no reason after a couple of high-profile cases where children returned from foster care to their parents were murdered. 

``The word was, 'Remove everybody. Remove all the kids.' It's pretty fundamental that the county was breaking up families that didn't need to be broken up,'' Rubenstein said. ``Only new leadership giving clear messages can free that department from this sickness.'' 

DCFS recently began training social workers in a research-based tool called ``structured decision-making,'' which Sanders hopes will help them make better decisions about when to remove a child. The method has been successful in reducing unnecessary foster care placements in other states and counties. 

The stakeholders report found the vague definition of neglect, unbridled discretion and a lack of training form a dangerous combination in the hands of social workers charged with deciding the fate of families. 

Despite a quadrupling in reporting of child mistreatment cases since 1976 due to greater awareness of the child abuse problem in the nation, the number of actual cases of abuse and neglect annually has remained flat. 

Unfortunately, experts say in explaining the large number of false accusations, the DCFS Child Abuse Hotline has become a weapon of choice for malicious neighbors and angry spouses and lovers in child custody disputes. 

``A lot of people use child protective services for revenge,'' Cavuoti said. ``About half of the cases we get are completely bogus. They are just people calling to get back at a neighbor.'' 

While about 7,500 children enter the county's foster care system each year, only a small percentage are reunified with their families. A recent study found that nationwide 76 percent of children are returned home from foster care within a year. But in Los Angeles County, only 19 percent are returned home within a year of entering foster care. 

Troy Anderson, (213) 974-8985
troy.anderson(at)dailynews.com 

MORE KIDS IN THE SYSTEM
Since the 1980s, the number of children in the child-protective system has sharply increased, government figures show:
-- Nationwide, the number of children in foster care doubled from 273,500 in 1986 to 540,000 in 2003.
-- In California, the number of children increased more than 400%, from 32,288 in 1983 to 175,000 in 2003.
-- In Los Angeles County, the number increased from 42,894 in 1986 to approximately 75,000 in 2003.
SOURCE: Daily News research 
Caption: Photo:
(1) Isabella Rovegno Lamb, her daughter Lillian and son Lucas hold a photo of Anthony Michael Rovegno, Isabella's 8-year-old son who died in 2001 while in the county foster care system.
(2) Isabella Rovegno Lamb believes her son Anthony Michael Rovegno, who was 8 years old when he died in 2001, would still be alive if the county had returned him to her.
Hans Gutknecht/Staff Photographer
Box:
(1) MORE KIDS IN THE SYSTEM (see text)
(2) CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE
SOURCES: U.S. Census Bureau; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; National Coalition for Child Protection Reform
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Since 1998, county auditors have found more than $9 million in unallowable or questionable expenses by the private foster-care agencies that have contracts with Los Angeles County. 

The audits revealed taxpayer funds were used to pay off Las Vegas gambling debts, call psychic hotlines and pay for jewelry, parties, lottery tickets, alcohol, vacations, antiques, artwork and even a cremation. 


	``They have abused both children and taxpayers,'' said Jon Coupal, president of the Howard Jarvis Taxpayers Association. ``Particularly in these tough economic times, the fact that money is being misspent this way is absolutely appalling. Local governments are screaming for more revenues, yet they are grossly misspending these funds, frittering away this money without any accountability at all.'' 

Supervisor Michael D. Antonovich said the county should be reimbursed for those misappropriated funds. 

``There is no excuse for using money intended for foster children to cremate one's father-in-law or to use those funds at Victoria's Secret,'' he said. 

Some of the executives of the private foster care agencies that oversee the children receive up to $310,000 a year in salaries and benefits, enjoy extravagant lifestyles and drive luxury cars provided to them at public expense, the county audits reveal. 

Some directors of foster-family agencies and group homes drive around in head-turning vehicles - Jaguars, a Land Rover, a Cadillac Escalade SUV, Mercedes and Lexus - provided to them at public expense, according to the audits. 

One official billed the taxpayers more than $12,000 for membership dues and a banquet party at the Beverly Hills Country Club. 

``I think it suggests Los Angeles County is a national scandal,'' said Richard Wexler, an author, former university professor and executive director of the National Coalition For Child Protection Reform in Alexandria, Va. ``There are lots of troubled foster care systems in the United States. But Los Angeles County is always on people's lists.'' 

Department of Children and Family Services Director David Sanders, who earns $175,000 a year and is among the nation's highest-paid public child welfare agency directors, said taxpayer dollars should be spent ensuring the safety of children. 

``When we have that kind of credibility issue, it's little wonder people can raise questions about our ability to get the work done,'' said Sanders, who took over the department in March. Since 1985, the four previous DCFS directors have resigned under pressure from top county officials. 

As private foster care agencies made millions of dollars off the children under their care, critics say the Board of Supervisors looked the other way. From 1995 to 2002, foster family agencies, group homes and others spent more than $262,000 lobbying and making campaign contributions to the supervisors, including more than $67,000 in campaign contributions. 

``I think it's clear that foster care has become an industry in some parts of Los Angeles County,'' said child advocate Nancy Daly Riordan, founder of United Friends of Children and wife of former Los Angeles Mayor Richard Riordan. ``There is definitely a financial incentive to keep kids in foster homes way beyond what is necessary.'' 

Troy Anderson, (213) 974-8985
troy.anderson(at)dailynews.com 

MISUSED FUNDS 

The group homes and foster family agencies that care for most of Los Angeles County's foster children have misused more than $9 million in taxpayer funds since 1998, paying off debts at Las Vegas casinos, buying lingerie and even paying for the cremation of an executive's father-in-law, county audits reveal.
Based on the audits, the Department of Children and Family Services reviewed $6 million of the unallowable and questionable costs from March 1998 to May 2001 and required the agencies to pay back $1.5 million. So far, the department has received about $600,000.
Here are examples of the disallowed spending:
-- Group home directors paid $4,500 in debts at two Las Vegas casinos and spent $54,472 on lease payments for a luxury home.
-- Foster family agency directors bought $1,814 worth of lingerie and racked up $6,113 on 116 restaurant meals, even sticking taxpayers with the tab for their alcoholic beverages.
-- An agency director spent $774 to cremate his father-in-law.
-- Officials spent $12,247 for a membership at the Beverly Hills Country Club and a $6,013 banquet party for 150 employees.
-- Agency officials spent $57,379 on legal fees and to settle sexual harassment lawsuits by three former employees.
-- Directors purchased or leased two Jaguars, a Range Rover, Mercedes, Lexus, Ford Expedition, GMC Suburban SUV and a Cadillac Escalade SUV, which cost $1,083 a month to lease.
-- An official made $4,715 in credit card charges for various unidentified items during trips to the Czech Republic, Great Britain and Panama, and $989 in purchases made in Las Vegas at the MGM Grand Hotel, Luxor and Rio hotels.
-- Auditors found agency executives purchased $3,800 worth of pantyhose, razors, suits, shoes, pet supplies and jewelry and beauty supplies in Las Vegas.
-- Officials billed the county $2,950 a month for a child who had left the facility four years before, collecting a total of $35,400.
-- Payments for a president's 1998 Land Rover and credit card charges for trips to London and New Orleans.
-- The audits showed the agencies seemingly missed no opportunity to bill the taxpayers for personal items, no matter how trifling. One audit noted $152 was spent on cigarettes, liquor, pet food and a church donation. 
Caption: Box:
MISUSED FUNDS (see text)
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Following years of scandals and heartbreak in the nation's largest child-protective system, Los Angeles County officials and child advocates hope a new director and innovative ideas will dramatically improve the lives of local foster children. 

``We spend $1.4 billion annually on foster care in Los Angeles County,'' said Andrew Bridge, managing director of child welfare reform programs at the private Broad Foundation in Los Angeles. 


	``We are not getting what we should for that $1.4 billion. And for the first time, Los Angeles County is beginning a constructive conversation to change that.'' 

The proposed reforms by the county and state are set to begin next year. Congress plans to take up legislation in the summer that could radically change the way the child welfare system is funded. 

President George W. Bush has proposed a $5 billion-a-year flexible block grant that could be used to help keep families together - rather than placing their children in foster care. Most of the funds are now used to pay for the care of children in foster care. 

``It's not going to cure everything,'' said Wade F. Horn, assistant secretary of the U.S. Administration for Children and Families. ``States could still choose to spend the money on things that don't matter. 

``But for a state with innovative leadership that wants to invest in services that have proven effective in preventing child abuse and neglect, this would give them the flexibility to do that and reduce the need for costly (foster care) intervention later on.'' 

Critics are skeptical about whether officials will follow through with their plans, citing innumerable failed attempts to reform the system in the past. 

Critics also expect heavy opposition from what they call the private ``child-abuse industry,'' which has grown wealthy and powerful over the years off the $20 billion-a-year child welfare system, a two-year investigation by the Daily News found. 

A recent state Department of Social Services report found the indirect costs of child mistreatment and foster care, such as juvenile delinquency, adult criminality and lost productivity to society, total $95 billion annually. 

At the heart of the system's failures, state officials admit in documents, are ``perverse financial incentives'' in federal and state laws that encourage local governments to earn money by placing and keeping too many children unnecessarily in foster care. 

``Financial incentives, inherent in the state and federal government structure, are encouraging the retention of children in foster care until they reach adulthood,'' researcher Julia K. Sells wrote in a report on child welfare privatization for the San Francisco-based Pacific Research Institute think tank. ``States are actually profiting from keeping children in the system because they continue to receive federal funds.'' 

David Sanders, director of the county Department of Children and Family Services, said experts estimate that as many as half of the county's foster children could have been left in their parents' care if the appropriate services had been provided to the families. 

This year, the county settled a class-action lawsuit with the American Civil Liberties Union of Southern California that called for improvements in the mental-health treatment foster children receive. It also led to the closure of the long-distressed MacLaren's Children Center in El Monte - the site of numerous horror stories of abuse, neglect and even death over the years. 

``Throughout this case, there is a stream of tales of sadness, desperation and despair,'' U.S. District Judge A. Howard Matz said when he approved the settlement. ``There is no doubt, there are almost no instances where someone said the system has worked well. 

``But this settlement is a start. It's a very admirable change and innovative. The foster care system has proven to be totally inadequate and disgraceful so far.'' 

The investigation also found widespread misuse of taxpayer funds and some of the highest salaries in the nation among the nonprofit foster family agencies and group homes responsible for most of the 30,000 children in foster homes. 

The $1.4 billion DCFS budget, which has swelled from $103 million in 1985 when the department was created, pays to support a total of 75,000 children in the system and adoptive homes. 

In the private foster care agencies that oversee most of the children, some executives receive up to $310,000 a year in salaries and benefits and spend millions of taxpayer dollars for posh offices, expensive furniture and luxury cars, according to tax returns and county audits. 

County officials and child advocates acknowledge that reforms are needed to overhaul the way the county contracts with group homes and the foster family agencies that recruit foster parents and oversee children's care. 

Another key reform, according to child advocates and county officials, began in November when the Board of Supervisors voted to negotiate with the federal government for a waiver that would allow DCFS to use $250 million of its $1.4 billion budget on services to help keep children with their families, instead of placing them in foster care. 

Using a similar federal waiver and a program known as ``performance- based contracting,'' Illinois was able in the late 1990s to reduce its foster care population by half and prevent many needless foster care placements. 

DCFS recently renegotiated contracts with foster-family agencies and is in the process of negotiating a new contract with its group homes. The new contracts are expected to hold the agencies accountable for providing safe homes and good education for foster children. 

Under the current ``buck-a-head'' payment structure, the private agencies lose revenue when children are reunified with their families or put up for adoption, child advocates say. 

``There are a lot of twisted incentives,'' said Benjamin Wolf, associate legal director at the American Civil Liberties Union in Chicago, which sued Illinois in the late 1990s and forced the state to use performance-based contracting. The innovative form of contracting improved children's lives and forced about half of the agencies to close because they couldn't meet the new standards. 

Los Angeles County Chief Administrative Officer David Janssen said the county should have only 12,000 to 15,000 children in foster homes. 

``We have way too many kids in our system,'' said Janssen, who was one of the first county officials to support reforms now under way. 

DCFS officials expect a tough lobbying campaign to get the federal waiver and don't expect a decision until March. 

``We really think this offers an opportunity to start to fix the system,'' said Sanders, who took over as head of DCFS last March after the Board of Supervisors called for the resignation of the previous director. ``It's not the silver bullet, but at least it's an opportunity to start the kind of major reforms we need to have in place.'' 

Like many of the reforms the state and county have agreed to, critics are skeptical about whether the proposed reforms will help much, noting that the child welfare system has long abused its power to break up families for its own financial gain. 

``It's a money-changing game,'' said Beverly Hills attorney Debra Opri, who won a $75,000 settlement earlier this year from the county on behalf of a Pasadena man whose distraught wife pushed their two children off a courthouse roof, killing them, and then jumped to her death. She had just learned her children would be returned to foster care. 

DCFS had made a series of errors in the case that the father claimed led to his children's deaths. 

``Instead of selling sprockets and gidgets, the children are getting sold,'' the lawyer said. 

Manhattan Beach attorney Sanford Jossen, who filed a class-action lawsuit in 2000 alleging staff at MacLaren Children's Center manhandled children and broke their bones, wrote in a court objection to the ACLU settlement that it seduces the public into believing reforms are on the way, but in reality does little more than create a six-member advisory panel to make recommendations with no timeline for implementation. 

``In this respect, history continues to repeat itself,'' Jossen wrote. ``Studies are done. Recommendations are made. Implementation does not occur. More delays result. The proposed settlement agreement creates the illusion of promise, but on closer inspections provides for nothing.'' 

Troy Anderson, (213) 974-8985
troy.anderson(at)dailynews.com 

A GROWTH INDUSTRY
Budget growth shows the expansion of the child-welfare system at all levels of government.
LOS ANGELES COUNTY:
The budget* has grown from $103 million in 1985 to $1.4 billion in 2003.
STATE OF CALIFORNIA:
The budget** has grown from $642 million in 1986-87 to $4 billion in 2003.
NATIONWIDE:
The budget*** has grown from $673 million in 1988 to $7.6 billion in 2003.
*County Department of Children and Family Services
**State Department of Social Services
***U.S. Administration for Children and Families
SOURCE: Daily News research 
Caption: Photo:
Debbie Hagnes, center rear, husband David, daughters Kerri Tervort, center, and Lisa Matthews, far left, and Tervort's children Cameron, Cassandra and Christopher participated in Family Group Decision Making, a program to work out problems with a pastor and social worker. Tervort of Lancaster came to the attention of the county Department of Children and Family Services during a child custody dispute with the father of her children, who alleged she had spanked the kids.
Hans Gutknecht/Staff Photographer
Box:
A GROWTH INDUSTRY (see text)
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Bonuses that Los Angeles County and other government agencies get from the federal government for each foster child placed in an adoptive home act like bounties on the heads of children, critics say. 

The 1997 Adoptions and Safe Families Act gave counties a $4,000 bonus for each child placed in an adoptive home and an additional $2,000 for a ``special needs'' child. On Dec. 2, President George W. Bush signed legislation increasing the bonus by $4,000 for children adopted at age 9 or older. 


	Since the program was implemented in 1997, the federal government has paid $445 million in adoption bonuses. 

Critics say the law places a premium on putting children in foster care and accelerates the time frame for severing parental rights. 

``I think it's black-market baby marketing,'' said Encino resident Diane Lynne Ellison, 59, who has served as a foster parent for more than a decade. ``If they see a baby, they swoop in on it.'' 

For foster children who cannot safely be returned to their families, county Supervisor Michael D. Antonovich said, adoption is the best way to provide them with a loving, stable family. 

``If they don't have this love and support, the consequences of them being left in the world are staggering,'' he said. ``More than two-thirds of them will end up in cemeteries or penal institutions. That is unacceptable.'' 

David Sanders, the new head of the Department of Children and Family Services, agreed that children who can't safely be returned home need to be placed in adoptive homes, but he has his concerns. 

``What you have now is an incentive to initially remove the child and an incentive to adopt them out,'' Sanders said. ``I think when you put these two together, there is a problem.'' 

A former DCFS child abuse investigator, who requested anonymity, said adoptions of children are ``pushed through at all costs'' even before adequate background checks are made of prospective adoptive parents, because DCFS officials want to get the federal adoption incentive. 

Since 1997, when 530,000 children were in foster homes nationwide, more than 230,000 have been adopted. But more children have taken their place, and 540,000 are in foster homes now. 

California has seen adoptions of nearly 20,000 children since 1999 - a 140 percent increase over the levels in the preceding several years - and received $18 million in federal Adoptions Incentive funds, the most of any state in the nation. It received $4.4 million this year. 

Los Angeles County has placed more than 11,000 children in adoptive homes since 1998, and collected $3 million in adoption bonuses in 2001-02, the most of any county in the state. 

Some critics say the adoption incentives have only served to fuel the needless removal of children from their parents, pointing to a nearly threefold increase in adoptions in the county in the first few years after ASFA passed, although the number of adoptions has dropped from 2,900 in 2001 to 2,121 last year. 

Adoptive parents receive $424-$1,337 per child a month, depending on whether the child has special needs. About 75 percent of children in foster care are now labeled as ``special needs,'' qualifying their caretakers for the higher payments, experts say. 

Adoptive parents can receive even higher payments - $1,800-$5,000 a month - for disabled children. 

The average amount of time it takes to adopt a child in Los Angeles County is one of the longest in the nation at 5.2 years compared to 3.9 years in New York City. The state of Illinois averages 11 months from the time parental rights are terminated. 
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Los Angeles County's child protective system is one of the most violent and dangerous in the nation, and its foster children are up to 10 times more likely to die from abuse or neglect than elsewhere in the country, a two-year investigation by the Daily News has found. 

In 2001 in the United States, 1.5 percent of the 1,225 children who died from abuse and neglect were in foster care, but in the county 14.3 percent of the 35 children who died of mistreatment that year were in foster care, government statistics show. The percentage in the county from 1991 to 2001 averaged 4.23 percent. 


	The taxpayer-funded county and state systems are so overwhelmed with false allegations - four out of every five mistreatment reports are ruled unfounded or inconclusive - and filled with so many children who shouldn't even be in the system, experts say, that social workers are failing in their basic mission to protect youngsters. Nationally, two out of three reports of mistreatment are false. 

Since 1991, the county Coroner's Office has referred more than 2,300 child deaths to the county's child death review team - and more than 660 of those dead children were involved in the child protective system, including nearly 160 who were homicide victims. 

In many of these deaths, county Children's Services Inspector General Michael Watrobski made recommendations to the Department of Children and Family Services to conduct in-house investigations to determine if disciplinary action was warranted against those workers involved in the cases. 

Of 191 child deaths Watrobski investigated since 2001, he made a total of 63 recommendations to address systemic problems to improve the way the system works in an effort to reduce the number of child deaths. 

Despite spending more than $36 million on foster care lawsuit settlements, judgments and legal expenses since 1990, DCFS disciplined less than a third of the social workers responsible for the lawsuits, most of which involved families who alleged social workers' negligence contributed to the deaths and mistreatment of their children in foster care. 

``That's pathetic,'' county Supervisor Michael D. Antonovich said. ``When you have a department that is responsible for the health and safety of children there is no excuse to have a dismal record of accountability like this.'' 

Meanwhile, in the various facilities that make up the county's foster care system, between 6 percent and 28 percent of the children are abused or neglected - figures comparable to the rate in New Jersey, which many experts have long called the state with the most dangerous child welfare system in the nation. 

In the general population, only 1 percent of children suffer such mistreatment. 

``When I stepped into this job, I said that too many kids are hurt in foster care,'' said DCFS Director David Sanders, who started in March after the forced resignations of the previous four directors. ``That is absolutely glaring and the fact this department has never been willing to say that is a huge problem. 

``It is clear when you compare us to other systems, we have more kids being hurt in our care than in other systems. That is absolutely inexcusable. I can't say that more strongly. If is a reflection of a system that isn't working.'' 

Despite the staggering number of child deaths and mistreatment of thousands of children, Sanders said the department's efforts have saved the lives of hundreds of children over the years. He also noted that the vast majority of foster parents don't mistreat children. 

And child advocates say for the first time in the county's history the DCFS director is taking unprecedented steps to reduce the number of deaths and percentage of foster children who are mistreated. 

``In the past, the system has failed to protect children in its care,'' said Andrew Bridge, managing director of child welfare reform programs at the private Broad Foundation. ``The new leadership at the department has been left with that legacy and is taking aggressive steps to fix it and protect children.'' 

DCFS statistics show the percentage of foster children abused and neglected averages about 6 percent, but in the foster homes supervised by private foster family agencies, an average of 10 percent of children are mistreated. However, the rates range up to 28 percent in some homes, Sanders said. 

Statewide, the rate averages close to 1 percent. 

In New Jersey, the foster care mistreatment rate ranges from 7 percent to 28 percent in different parts of the state, said Marcia Lowry, executive director of the New York City-based Children's Rights advocacy organization. 

Of 20 states surveyed in 1999, the percentage of children mistreated by foster parents averaged a half percent. The rate of abuse ranged from one-tenth of a percent in Arizona, Delaware and Wyoming to 1.6 percent in Illinois to 2.3 percent in Rhode Island, according to federal statistics. 

Susan Lambiase, associate director of Children's Rights, was surprised to learn of the percentage in Los Angeles County, calling it ``absolutely horrendous.'' 

``(Los Angeles County is) a child welfare system in crisis because the children are getting pulled from their homes to keep them safe and the system cannot assure that they are being kept safe,'' said Lambiase, whose organization has filed about 10 class-action lawsuits to place state child welfare systems under federal consent decrees and is considering what action it might take in Los Angeles County. 

``It's unacceptable,'' she said. ``This is a malfunctioning foster care system given that its role in society is to protect children from abuse and neglect.'' 

Critics say social workers are so busy filling out paperwork and investigating false reports that they are overlooking the warning signs of many children in the community in real danger and are not able to properly ensure the safety of children in foster care. 

``When you overload your system with children who don't need to be in foster care, workers have less time to find the children in real danger,'' said Richard Wexler, executive director of the National Coalition for Child Protection Reform in Alexandria, Va. 

The Daily News investigation found that up to half of the 75,000 children in the system and adoptive homes were needlessly placed in a system that is often more dangerous than their own homes because of financial incentives in state and federal laws. These laws, according to state documents, encourage counties and their private contractors to earn money by placing and keeping children in foster care. The county receives $30,000 to $150,000 in state and federal revenues annually for each child placed. 

Some examples of settled cases involving the deaths of foster children include: 

--Long Beach resident Jacquelyn Bishop, whose twins were taken away because she hadn't gotten her son an immunization. Kameron Demery, 2, was later beaten to death by his foster mother. 

The foster mother was convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to prison. In 2000, the county settled a wrongful death case with Bishop for $200,000. 

--Gardena resident Debra Reid was awarded a $1 million settlement last year for the death of her 9-year-old son Jonathan Reid, who had been in foster homes in El Monte and Pomona. He died of an asthma attack in 1997 after social workers didn't notify the foster mother of his severe asthma and diabetes conditions - a tragic irony, because the boy was placed in foster care after county social workers alleged Reid was neglecting her son by not providing appropriate medical care for his diabetes and asthma. 

Reid's other son, 10-year-old Debvin Mitchell, who received $100,000 as part of the settlement after he was wrongfully detained, said his foster parents were ``brutal'' to him during his one-and-a-half years in multiple foster homes. 

``I thought that it was cruel and unusual for being beaten like that for no reason,'' said Mitchell. ``When I came home, I had bruises everywhere. I feel good to be back with my family where I don't get beaten for silly things for no reason and most of all I'm glad to be back with my mom.'' 

Anthony Cavuoti, who has worked as a DCFS social worker for 14 years, said the department does a poor job of protecting children. 

``The nominal goal is to protect children, but the real goal is to make money,'' he said. ``A caseworker used to have 80 to 100 cases. Now we have 30, but we have to file five times as much paperwork. If the workers put kids before paperwork and administration, they are going to be forced out or harassed. With such a mentality, children are always in danger.'' 

In a historic step to address the problem at the root of the system's failures, Juvenile Court Presiding Judge Michael Nash recently called for a historic reevaluation of half of the 30,000 cases of children in foster homes to determine who could be safely returned to their families or relatives. 

If properly done by providing the services families need, experts say this step combined with the DCFS request for a federal waiver to use $250 million of its $1.4 billion budget on services to help keep families together could ultimately reduce the number of children in foster care and social workers' large caseloads, giving them more time to help protect children in truly dangerous situations. 

``The court system itself should only be for those cases that reflect serious cases of abuse and neglect,'' Nash said. ``We have to have more of a talk first, shoot later mentality rather than a shoot first, talk later mentality. We can do a much better job.'' 

Sanders said more than 25 percent of those children will probably be able to return home. Concerned that two-thirds of his 6,500-employees are working behind desks, Sanders said he plans to move 1,000 staff promoted to office jobs by previous directors back to the streets as social workers, which will reduce caseloads and give workers more time to spend with families, a critical element to assure the safety of children. 
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An analysis of 2,148 child deaths in Los Angeles County from 1991 to 2001 revealed that the number of homicides has dropped to historic lows, but the age of children committing suicide has also dropped to an all-time low of 9 years old. 

Of the deaths referred to the county's child death review team by the coroner from 1991-2001, a total of 497 children were killed by parents, relatives and foster parents in the county, including 158, or 32 percent, that the child protective system had open or closed cases on. 


	In that time period, 324 children died from undetermined causes, including 63 with open or closed cases with the county Department of Children and Family Services. Officials suspect that many of these cases were homicides. 

The analysis of child deaths was performed for the Daily News by the county's Inter-Agency Council on Child Abuse and Neglect in El Monte. The deaths included homicides at the hands of parents or caregivers, drownings and suicides for children 17 and under and accidents and undetermined deaths for children 14 and under. 

DCFS officials said many of the children who died came into the system with very serious health problems that led to their deaths, including severe asthma, mental retardation and physical deformities, AIDS and cerebral palsy. 

About 1,500 children die each year in the county, mostly involving the deaths of premature babies. Of those, the coroner investigates the deaths of about 800 children a year. ICAN reviews 350 to 400 of those deaths and performs a comprehensive review on about 100 of them. 

ICAN executive director Deanne Tilton Durfee said the large number of deaths in the county is a very sad and tragic reality. 

``The only good news is that homicides by parents and caretakers is the lowest it's been since we started collecting data,'' she said. 

The number of homicides in 2000 and 2001 - 35 each year - was the lowest since ICAN began tracking the deaths in 1989. In 1991, the number of homicides hit a high of 61. In 2001, a record of five foster children were homicide victims. 

From 1991-2001, 280 children in the county committed suicide, including 68 whose families had open or closed cases with the DCFS. 

In 2001, there was a substantial increase in the number of suicides committed by those under age 13, including five victims under 13. One, 9-year-old Kerry Brooks, hanged himself with a shoelace from the closet door at his Compton foster home, becoming the youngest child suicide in county history. 

From 1991-2001, 1,047 children died in the county from accidental deaths. Of these, 215 had open or closed cases with the DCFS. For the third year in a row, the leading cause was auto-pedestrian accidents in 2001, including children backed over in driveways, hit by vehicles while walking, riding bicycles or riding scooters. 

Nationally, between 1,100 and 2,000 children die each year as a result of child abuse and neglect. Of the 1,236 deaths in 2000, 85 percent of the children were under age 6. In most cases, children die at the hands of their parents, according to a report by the New York City-based Children's Rights. 

In 1.2 percent of cases, the perpetrator was a foster parent, in 4.1 percent a day care provider and in 3.5 percent a relative. 

In 9 percent of the 1,225 deaths in 2001, the children's families had received family preservation services in the five-year period prior to the child's death. Less than 1 percent of the child fatality victims had been returned from foster care to their families prior to their deaths. 
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