
Alexa Talamo 
Enterprise Story: Revised again 
1/4/2015 
 
New Department of Child Safety Fails to Protect Arizona’s Children 
 
PHOENIX.  State child welfare agents monitored more than half of the 92 Arizona children who 
died from abuse last year. 

An additional 6,000 uninvestigated reports of child abuse and neglect caused Gov. Jan 
Brewer to disband Child Protective Services. While CPS functioned previously within the 
Department of Economic Security, the new Department of Child Safety is its own department, 
for added oversight on child welfare issues. 
 While lawmakers have added more than $100 million to the budget, the new 
department is falling back to the broken patterns that plagued Child Protective Services.  That 
means more children being overlooked and traumatized, child welfare experts and investigators 
say.  
 According to recent reports by the Children’s Action Alliance, the backlog of child 
welfare cases continues to pile up,  case workers  aren’t meeting response times to emergency  
situations, and hundreds of children  are living in dangerous or congregate care settings. 
 
What is the Department of Child Safety Doing? 

Concerned individuals who suspect child abuse or neglect can call the Child Abuse 
Hotline at 1-888- SOS-CHILD (1-888-767-2445). Hotline workers then rank the calls as Priority 1 
to Priority 4, depending on the alleged severity of the case. Federal requirements dictate the 
amount of response time child welfare workers then have to investigate the case. 

Cases left inactive for 60 days or more are considered “backlogged” by child protective 
services. Arizona’s child welfare agency closed 3,426 backlogged cases by November, leaving 
10,000 open, Public Information Officer Bryan Pahia said. 

More than a thousand of the open cases rank as “Priority 1.” These cases involve the 
most dangerous conditions for children, such as “death, injury, malnourishment, a child in a 
meth lab, or abandonment” according to the Children’s Action Alliance.  

“Children were being left in situations where they should have been removed,” 
employees within the Department of Child Safety told CBS 5 reporters. 

Even when case workers did respond, they were often late. A report by the Children’s 
Action Alliance corroborated that child welfare workers investigated only 85 percent of these 
life-or-death level cases within the 2-hour federal standard. 

Response time worsened for the 9,874 cases ranked Priorities 2 through 4 . Less than 
half the time, agents responded to the lowest priority cases within the 7-day standard.  

A lot can happen to a child within a week. 
“Any time you have an open case, clearly something is going on that is not creating a 

healthy space for that child,” said Meghan Arrigo, a Children’s Action Alliance advocate. 
Arrigo added that the more a child is exposed to, the more at risk that child becomes for 

having emotional and behavioral challenges later on in life. 
 



 
 
Removal and Reunification 

 
When investigators arrive on the scene of suspected abuse, they remove the children 

from their homes about half the time. Despite the abuse they endured, most children who are 
removed say they want to  go back to living with their families. 

“Family is going to be the last thing they want to give up,” said Michelle Harrington, a 
licensing foster care worker for the Arizona Children’s Association. “And that’s the first thing, 
the main thing, that children lose.” 

Harrington added that reunification with the biological family is almost always the first 
goal when a child is brought into the child welfare system. 

 “If the state has to remove the child, they would like to return the child to its family,” 
Harrington said. 

As of March 2013, a total of 2,485 children had reunified with their parents, according 
to a Children’s Action Alliance report. But being returned to a biological home often re-exposes 
the children to high-risk environments. Nearly seven in eight of the children who died in 2013 
were killed by a biological mother, father, or the mother’s partner, according to a report from 
the Arizona Child Fatality Review Program.  

The cases in 2013 of Za’Naya Flores, Vanessa Martinez, and Patrick Smith prove that 
early reunification can have deadly consequences. All three children died within months of 
being returned to their families.  All three children were less than three years old.  

The same report concluded that three in eight of all total child deaths could have been 
prevented. The federal government requires monthly visits by Department of Child Safety 
workers to monitor the well-being of children in potentially abusive situations. Yet reports from 
the Children’s Action Alliance show that in 2013, only 52 percent of parents received consistent 
monthly visits. 

Harrington said that recent budget cuts in Arizona have also affected the child care 
agencies. 

“We’re trying to save kids rather than prevent the crises that families get into at the 
front end,” Harrington said. “Parents don’t have the resources and fewer and fewer families are 
able to get child care for their children.” 
 
Who is Looking Out for Arizona’s Children? 
 Arizona’s child welfare workers are overloaded, according to Pahia. Arizona’s caseloads 
are 22 percent higher than the national standard, Pahia said, which can be overwhelming for 
individual caseworkers and lead to burn out and high turn-over rates. 

Out-of-home caseworkers monitor an average of 28 cases each month,  and in-home 
workers can expect up to 54 cases a month. Each case might involve multiple children. 
 The Department of Child Safety increased its staffing to ameliorate the situation and 
employs 1,408 child specialist workers. But not all of the active workers are fully trained. 
 In a monthly staffing report, the Department of Child Safety stated that 320 of its active 
employees still had to complete training. Department employees also stated to CBS 5 News 
that they had been thrown into the field with “little or no training.” 



 The inexperience of so many child welfare workers who are expected to handle heavy 
caseloads in difficult situations has child advocates like Arrigo concerned. 

 “You sometimes have supervisors who don’t have as many years of experience as the 
staff they’re working with,” Arrigo said.  “And when you have high turnover, there’s not a lot of 
continuity in how policies are practiced in the field. And that can cause problems.” 
 When problems arise, caseworkers have the option of calling in law enforcement agents 
for support. But while law enforcement helps with almost half of all cases, according to Pahia, 
CBS 5 News also uncovered that most of the Department of Child Safety employees with law 
enforcement credentials had quit. 
 Bill Richardson, a retired Mesa police officer, said that the child welfare system has 
never worked. In his sixteen years of service, he had several run-ins with at-risk youth and was 
shocked by how child protective services responded. 
 He recounted one case where a young woman who had been sexually assaulted was 
returned to her family, even though all evidence pointed toward the father being the 
perpetrator. Richardson tried to intervene through Child Protective Services but without 
success. 
 “I said, would you please go to the juvenile court and tell them that you need an 
emergency warrant to keep custody of this child?” Richardson said. “Their response to me was 
‘no.’  It’s the system, the rules.” 
 
Where Are the Children Now? 
 Arizona ranks 46th in the nation for the overall well-being of its approaching 16,000 
children in care.  With about 9,000 placement sites available and an average of 32 children 
entering the system every day, hundreds of children aren’t being placed immediately with 
families, said Harrington. 
 Instead, they’re being placed in group homes, shelters, or residential treatment 
facilities. Harrington said these settings disadvantage social skill development for the children. 
 “You’re not learning skills that are going to be helpful in relationships or healthful in 
having a family in the future or helpful in you having a successful life,” Harrington said. “It’s 
more Lord of the Flies.” 

Of the more than 800 children currently in Arizona congregate care, only about 59 
percent are expected to earn a high school diploma by age 19. They are also at higher risk for 
substance abuse, emotional disturbances, and problems with the court system. 

“I know we cite the statistics and much higher likelihood of homelessness and jail time 
for just being in foster care,” said Harrington. “But those numbers skyrocket if they’ve left 
foster care.” 

Every year dozens of children run away from these group homes to escape what some 
call “little more than a prison.”  In 2013, 46 young adults ran away from the system. The 
average age was 17.5 years, with an average of close to 21 months in care, according to a 
Children’s Action Alliance child welfare report.  The average “runaway” had experienced close 
to four separate placement sites.  

Those who “run” from the system are 50 percent more likely to be unemployed and not 
enrolled in school, according to a Children’s Action Alliance report.  They are also 14 percent 
more likely to be homeless and 15 percent more likely to be hungry. 



One example is a sixteen-year-old young woman who wished to remain anonymous for 
personal safety concerns.  When her mother died, the young woman knew she had the option 
of entering a group home. Instead she took to the streets and started living in a shed. While she 
holds a job at a local Walgreens, she dropped out of school and has cut ties with many of her 
friends for fear of being reported to child protective services. 

“Those kids are all with hope,” Arrigo said. “Every single one of them can have the 
opportunity to not be that statistic with the right support and with the right services.” 

But many youth like the young woman described above choose not to seek out the 
services that organizations like Tumbleweed, Arizona Children’s Association, and the Children’s 
Action Alliance can provide. When asked why they avoid resource centers, youth said that nsdrf 
on personal experiences, they don’t think anyone will listen to them. 

Or be able to help them. 
 
Looking Forward 
 Arizona faces some unique challenges as a state: dramatic poverty levels, a large 
migrant population and budget cuts to welfare programs, according to Harrington and Arrigo. 
 Arrigo remained optimistic that the Department of Child Safety would improve the 
situation for foster children in the upcoming years.  What the department has—or hasn’t—
accomplished in its five months needs to be evaluated in terms of the fact that Child Protective 
Services had been a system “that was really, really in trouble,” Arrigo said. 
 Harrington agreed. 

 “I don’t know that we’ve yet seen the improvements,” she said. “I think those are still 
coming.” 
  

 
 
 
 

 


