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INTRODUCTION
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effectiveness influences every citizen whether through direct experience or its indirect impact
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system should be kept under careful evaluation and critique. While no system is flawless,
there are measurable standards and goals that can, and should, be achieved.
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homes at numbers which far exceed the national average. However, research reveals that this

is the reality.

N EBRASKA 75 BACKGROUND

In Nebraska, a total of 9,623 children experienced outof-home care at some point throughout
2007. It is important to recognize that this number has been consistently declining for just over
a decade. Even so, 4,437 children were newly removed from the home in 20072 This means
that on an average day, 12 children were removed from their homes in Nebraska (usually due

to abuse or neglect)?

It might be comforting if these statistics were comparable to other states, but this is not the

case. For many years, Nebraska has been particularly noteworthy for the number of children it

removes from their homes. Child welfare reformers have accused the state of adopting the
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rate). According to a report published by the National Coalition for Child Protection Reform,

Nebraska has been removing children from the home at one of the highest rates in the nation.

Using data from the Department of Health and Human Services, the report ranks states ac-
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children. Nebraska has consistently ranked as one of the highestt if not the highest:3

Rate of Removal in
Nebraska . —I EUE UOE 3
(per 1,000
impoverished children)
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their homes stands out among the rest. Data from the National Kids Count Program reveals

the following: 4

Children Under Age 18 in Foster Care at Any
Time in the Year (rate per 1,000)
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Are high removal rates inherently harmful? Are these children taken out of harmful environ-

ments and placed into safe and nurturing ones? Research shows that the answers to these

guestions might surprise you.



EVIDENCE OF A DEFICIENT SYSTEM

The Nebraska State Foster Care Review Board, formed by the Nebraska Legislature, produces
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in the system) in order to expose flaws and provide recommendations to policy -makers to im-

xUOYIl wOIl T wUvavull O w3i 1T wi 6000pDOT WEUI wRUUOwWEwWIi I Pwoi

b Y61l 0woOi wOi 1 wel POEUI Oz Uwx OEOUwWI EEWOENT EUDPY1 UwUi
t U6 KU wOl wOT T wel POEUI Oz UWEEUI Uwkil Ul wOOUWOEODLOT w>
51.7% of children had been put in four or more different placements by the end of the year.

41.7% of children had been in foster care for at least two years of their lives®

The Board proposed possible systemic causes that account for the high number of children re-

tained in foster care. The Board highlights the following causes among many others:
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of home visitation programs was a reduction of approximately 40% in child abuse or ne-
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1 Caseworkers are responsible for too many cases and cases are too often shuffled between
caseworkers.

1 When children are removed from the home they are not always placed in an environ-
ment that addresses their needs, causing an unnecessarily high rate of instability as the

child is moved to new placements.®

The Board also recognizes certain barriers to reform such as a lack of resources and the restric-

tive bureaucratic structure of the system.
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each caseworker is responsible for, 2) addressing the insufficient number of foster care place-

ment options, and 3) minimizing the number of placement changes a child experiences.

Another report, the federal Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), reaffirms many of the
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the high number of caseloads and shortage of foster homes!

It is clear that the sheer volume of children in the system presents a serious challenge for Ne-
braska to maintain a viable foster care system. While a total of 4,183 approved or licensed
homes were available in Nebraska in December 2007, the Kids Count report indicated that the
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care homes or other placement options?

FOSTER CARE FUNDING DILEMMA

To understand this multi -faceted problem, it is necessary to examine the root of the issue. In

this case, as in almost all governmental deficiencies, financial efficiency is a key factor.

Two of the major sources of federal child welfare funding are Titles IV -E and 1V-B of the Social
Security Act. Of these two, Title IV -E is by far the dominant source of funding. Title IV -E is an
open-ended entitlement program that assists states solely in foster care costs by reimbursing a
state between 50 and 83 cents for every dollar it spends, given that the child meets certain fi-
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Federal funding for child welfare options outside of foster care is very limited. Of the current



federal funding to child welfare, at least nine times as much is spent nationally on foster care
than alternative options, such as preventative services!?2In Nebraska in 2006, the funding

available solely for foster care versus flexible funding was a ratio of $6 to $113

This lack of flexibility causes perverse incentives. The current system creates an incentive to
shuffle a child into foster care, not because it is the best option for the child, but because in
many cases funding is sure to follow. On the other hand, alternatives that actually cost less and
are more effective are not taken into serious consideration4 Furthermore, there is evidence
that this federal funding mechanism does not provide incentives to increase the proportion of

children who achieve timely permanency. 15
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the incentive structure must undergo reform. Numerous reports by researchers and experi-

enced practitioners have advocated the need for a shift in incentives from foster care to more
I1TTTEUDYI wEOUI UOEUDYI UBWSEET wOl wUT T wol awxOEal UUWE
a private organization, must be provided with financial incentives for finding safe and perma-

nent homes for children. 16.17

A PROMISING SOLUTION FROM THE SUNSHINE STATE

An innovative restructuring was recently implemented in Florida. On October 1 of 2006, Flor-
ida implemented a Title IV -E waiver (the only state to do so on a statewide level) after detailed
plans were approved by the federal government. Over the course of five years, this waiver al-
lows Florida to demonstrate how the use of flexible federal funds will result in better services

and outcomes for those affected by the child welfare system, especially those previously re-

stricted by the standard foster care funding mechanism.18

As suggested by reformers, this waiver allows for a dramatic shift in incentives. Funding is
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children who remain in expensive out -of-home care and increase the number of children who



can remain at home through the use of a wide array of services.An expected consequence of
reducing the number of children in out -of-home care is a savings in funding that can be redi-
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and allow children to remain safely with their families. Front -end services consist of intensive
early intervention, family reunification and family preservation services such as:
1 Parenting classes.
In patient treatment.
Legal assistance.
Transportation to and from services.
Home nurse visitations.

Needs assessment practices.
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Flexible funds used for any one-time need that may arise (i.e. daycare and housing as-

sistance)??
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M AJOR COMPONENTS OF THE TITLE IV -E WAIVER

Flexible Funding w3 1 I w? EDT wb E | -EwaiudD is flekibilel fundng. Tt Iwaiversallows
for the state to use federal Title IV-E foster care funds at its own discretion. Rather than solely
out-of-home care, the funds may be used for alternative services assisting in reunification and

permanency.

Capped Title IVE Allocations Under the waiver, Florida receives a capped allocation based on
previous Title IV -E rules. A serious disadvantage to the state is that this amount is fixed and
cannot be increased depending on how many children it is serving. Thus, the state must

choose to allocate additional funds for child welfare or, regrettably, cut back on services.



Improved array of communitpased service§tate units, local government entities, and private
and non-profit agencies are expected to expand the preventative and family-support services,
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FLORIDA S REVOLUTIONARY SUCCESS

Since implementation in 2006, independent researchers have written detailed evaluations
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latest evaluation, published in April 2009, revealed significant quantifiable improvements:
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care agencies) expanded their prevention and diversion service array.
1 Foster Care PreventioMhere are fewer children both in out-of-home care and receiving
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tem decreased significantly following the implementation of the IV -E Waiver. The aver-
age number of children served in out-of-hnome care each year was reduced by approxi-
mately 6,500.
1 Increase permanency ratdsvery indicator of permanency significantly improved from
SFY 0304 (before the waiver) to SFY 0708 (following implementation). Permanency
factors include the proportion of children reunited with their original caregivers within
12 months of their removal, the proportion of children adopted within 24 months of
removal from the home, and placement stability which is measured as fewer than three
placements in the first 12 months of removal.
1 Improved SafetyOf highest importance is a decrease since 2002 in percent of children who
experienced maltreatment after (within six months) their cases were closed. Comparing
specific safety data between prewaiver and post-waiver years is difficult to determine
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reduction in the number of cases are convincing indicators of child safety.



T Out-ofhome care costs decrease, whileime services costs increake expected, by lessening
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dramatically decreased. On the other hand, the costs of inrhome services have increasec®

Average Number of Children Served in In -Home and Out -of-Home Care
on the Last Day of Each Month by Fiscal Year 2t
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# of children served

*Change in shading = data does not include entire fiscal year. Year-to-date through
January 2009 only.

WHAT 5 BEST FOR THE CHILD = MOST COST EFFECTIVE

It is widely assumed that the more a service costs, the better the result. This is not always the
case, as the results in Florida would suggest. An emphasis on state budget frugality is not nec-

essarily at odds with instituting a more cost -effective foster care program in the state.

%O O U b E-waiverand pdst -waiver expenditures might seem to contradict this principle at
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creased to $729,631,438 after implementation in 0°08. However, the number of children served
between these years was cut from approximately 88,317 to 71,605 allowing more money to be

allocated to each child in need. Consequentially, more than $2,000 was spent on each



ET DOEwi 0000pDOT wlOT 1 wkEdordingtp theuofide Oép&riméntd OHn-O O
dren and Families, the increase in expenditures is not solely tied to direct services for the child.

The increase is largely due to much needed pay raises, to support the recent growth in adop-

While at this early stage in implementation it is difficult to demonstrate how the more cost ef-
fective front-l OEwUIl UYDPET Uwi EYT wOOUI wiii PEPI OUOawUUI EwUET

from the reports of longer -running programs apart from the current reform in Florida.

For example, the 2008 report by the New York State Citizen Review Panels for Child Protective
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tion services are more costeffective strategies that generate better overall outcomes for chil-
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per child is $6,500, while the average cost of foster care per child is $45,000 and $90,000 for a

child in residential placements. While the exact nhumbers may not be applicable to our state

with a lower cost -of-living, the remarkable ratio of in -home versus out-of-home care costs are

comparable to Nebraska. The Review Panels also provide specific evidence of just how future

costs of foster care may be reduced through the use of early preventive programs and inrhome

services. For instance, for each $1 spent on a nurséamily partnership program (a home visit-

ing program which provides education, guidance, and support), there is a $5.70 return on in-

vestment.2?

CONCLUSION : IMITATING A SUCCESSFUL REFORM IN NEBRASKA

Those most aware of the current foster care crisis are the individuals who are daily forced to
work within its restraints, reformers who are faithfully struggling to improve it, and most im-
portantly, the children and families personally affected by its serious deficiencies. Further-
more, every taxpaying citizen is also affected by fiscal inefficiencies of this system. An exten-
sive system which spent $184,015,695 on child welfare services in 2006 should not be ignored
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during times such as these when it is critical to avoid any waste of funding. 24 In addition to the

direct costs of child welfare, additional issues stress the need for alternative services to prevent

tragedies before they occur. As noted by the Nebraska Foster Care Review Board, abuse and
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they are more likely to enter prison, abuse drugs and alcohol, require special education, and

become abusers themselves in future yearss Therefore, to combat the current crisis, the fol-

lowing are recommendations for serious consideration:

Lobby for the Title IV -E Wavier: Unfortunately for Nebraska, the Title IV -E Waiver is not cur-
rently an option offered by the government as a result of the switch in administrations. Such a
revolutionary system, though, should quickly resurface as a front running option for states
pursuing better child welfare systems. As a pioneer in government programs that work for the

government to accelerate its return.

Implement flexible funding and alternative child welfare options . In the meantime, Ne-
braska must work towards achieving a more efficient funding structure and making better use

of alternative solutions (outside of foster care) to the greatest extent possible. The main ideas
behind the waiver, such as flexible funding and the use of front -end services, are relevant re-
sponses to the assessments of the current state of our system in Nebraska. For instance, the
Foster Care Review Board highlighted the need for an increase in permanency, a decrease in
caseloads, and a greater number of prevention programs. Not surprisingly, these specific goals
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children in the meantime could include funding reform of a different nature. As outlined in

Title IV -E funds that it could be receiving. In fact, in 2004, Nebraska ranked second to lowest

among all states in regards to the percentage of children who were eligible for Title IV -E funds.
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The report suggests certain actions be taken to claim more funds including training staff to re-

view files for Title IV -E eligibility and encouraging judges and attorneys take the proper steps
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federal funding to allow state funding to be used with more flexibility, and ultimately, to bet-

ter the services provided to the children in the system.26

Current child welfare deficiencies are neither a new issue nor unique to Nebraska. For years,
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strict funding policies. The inadequacies of the system are not the fault of caseworkers nor one

specific legislator or politician; instead, the spotlight should focus on a bureaucratic system

and its funding structure. Nebraska citizens and lawmakers cannot ignore an innovative fund-
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Leading the Way: Platte Institute Board of Directors

Pete Ricketts:
Director and President
of Platte Institute. He

is the founder of
Drakon, LLC, an asset
management company
in Omaha, Nebraska.
He is also a member of
the TD Ameritrade
Board of Directors.

Gail Werner-
Robertson:
Director and
prominent Omaha
businesswoman and
philanthropist.

10050 Regency Circle, Suite 120
Omaha, NE 68114
402.452.3737

www.platteinstitute.org

A non -profit foundation, the
Platte Institute relies on the
resources and innovative
thinking of individuals who
share a commitment to liberty
and the best possible quality
of life for Nebraskans.

Warren Arganbright:
Director and noted
north central Nebraska
lawyer and water
resources activist. He
has practiced through-
out Nebraska and
South Dakota and has
represented the
Niobrara Council since
its creation.

Michael Groene:
Director and farm
equipment sales
representative. He is
co-founder of the
Western Nebraska
Taxpayers Association.

Jay Vavricek:
Director and former
Mayor of Grand
Island. He is the owner
of Gl Family Radio/
Home Town Family
Radio and 15 radio
stations serving Grand
Island-Hastings-
Kearney, North Platte/
Ogallala, McCook/
Imperial and
Scottsbluff/Gering.

Platte Institute Executive Director

Our Mission

John S. McCaollister:
He recently capped a 35
year career with
McCollister & Co. and
served five terms on the
publically elected
Metropolitan Utilities

District Board of Directors.

Platte Institute Editor

Berk Brown:
His journalistic work
earned him awards from

both the Nebraska Press

Association and the
Minnesota Newspaper
Association prior to

joining the Platte Institute .

Advance public policy alternatives that foster limited government, personal responsibility and free
enterprise in Nebraska. By conducting vital research and publishing timely reports,

briefings, and other material, the Platte Institute will assist policy makers,
the media and the general public in gaining insight to time -proven free market ideas.




