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Convene national debate on problem of child abuse

Fractured nature of system results in barriers to care

By KATHLEEN REARDON and AMY HARFELD

Dec. 12, 2008, 8:56PM

Abused and neglected children don't vote, they don't contribute to political campaigns, and they don't employ lobbyists. They have no voice and no clout. Often they have no hope either.

It is nearly impossible for these children to be heard in Washington. Their fears and needs are overshadowed by wars abroad and economic crises at home. But if Americans fully understood the devastating circumstances abused and neglected children face each day and the personal and social consequences when these children become adults, they would insist on immediate and profound changes. President-elect Barack Obama and the new Congress have an opportunity to focus attention on this issue by convening a national discussion early in the New Year about legal and social service policies that better protect children.

Periodically, horrific stories of child abuse and neglect grab headlines. We shake our heads in disgust and disbelief, and then return to our lives, preferring not to dwell on the details. That is surely not the America Obama intends to lead. It is not, to borrow from Newark Mayor Cory Booker, the destiny to which we now have the chance to rise.

In 2006, nearly 1 million children were victims of abuse or neglect, according to government statistics. More than 1,500 children died — 78 percent of them were under the age of 3 and 44 percent were less than a year old. In addition to the loss of innocent lives, child abuse carries societal and economic costs estimated at more than $100 billion annually.

The child protection system in the United States is a case study in broken bureaucracy. There are 2,200 individual jurisdictions in the U.S. with inconsistent rules and procedures. The fractured nature of the system creates barriers that prevent children from accessing effective judicial remedies and safe home environments.

A 2008 study by First Star, a national child advocacy organization, found that state confidentiality policies regarding child fatalities and near-fatalities often protect agencies and perpetrators better than children. A separate First Star study found that most states do not provide abused and neglected children with adequate legal representation, leaving their voices muffled while decisions are made about their futures.

During his days as an activist in the South Side of Chicago, Obama surely gained an understanding of the terror that abused and neglected children face.

He can now apply a strong hand in shaping both federal and state policies to ensure that a child protected well in one state not be endangered simply by moving to a neighboring state where protection is woefully inadequate.

As a first step, the new president could press for the reauthorization and full funding of CAPTA, the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, currently pending in Congress.

Initiating special certification programs for all those involved in protecting children, including judges and attorneys, would go a long way to improve the lives of children at risk. The National Association of Counsel for Children offers an excellent model.

Obama could launch a Caseworker Education and Training Corps, which would recruit, train and financially support college students in return for a pledge to work in the field helping to protect America's children.

He and First Lady Michelle Obama could parlay their familiarity with academia and community issues to encourage support of on-campus foster care programs where university space, facilities, faculty, students and culture are conjoined to help children who have experienced abuse and neglect live better, safer lives.

Stronger laws are needed to ensure that abused and neglected children have skilled and effective advocates by their sides. In addition, information related to how abuse and neglect cases are handled by state agencies needs to be more accessible to the public and the media to promote and enforce agency accountability. Although the identity of child victims would still be protected, repetitive bureaucratic error would not be.

There are some promising signs. Congress recently passed a law designed to keep siblings in foster care together and provide additional services to young adults who age out of the foster care system, 53 percent of whom are unemployed after a year of living on their own. Several states have also begun to overhaul their systems.

But we need to go much further. Each day the toll in lives lost and futures squandered is a tragedy we all share. Obama offered hope for America's future and the country believed him. America's children living in fear pray that he extends this hope to them.

Dr. Reardon is co-author with Christopher Noblet of "Childhood Denied: Ending the Nightmare of Child Abuse and Neglect and a blogger at www.huffingtonpost.com; Harfeld is Executive Director of First Star, a non-profit organization working to strengthen the rights and improve the lives of America's abused and neglected children. 
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