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Arizona Sees Significant Rise in Number of Children in Foster Care 
 

PHOENIX.  Arizona is one of two states that has seen an increase in the number of children entering 

foster care in the past decade.   

 Since 2002, over 7,296 children have entered the system.  That totals to 15,751 children 

currently  in foster care, per an annual report from the Children’s Bureau. Arizona officials and child care 

providers are concerned over whether Arizona is prepared to effectively handle the influx. 

 Michelle Harrington, Senior Resource Family Specialist and in charge of foster care and adoption 

through the Arizona Children’s Association, attributed the increased intake to budget cuts. Organizations 

have had to focus on saving children rather than preventing crises, which has left struggling parents 

without needed resources and more cases of children being removed from homes due to subsequent 

“neglect,” according to Harrington. 

  Harrington also stated that Arizona foster care providers face unique challenges.  

 “Child poverty is very bad in this state,” Harrington said. “We also have a large migrant 

population, and people can’t find legal work.” 

 Organizations like Arizona Children’s Association are doing what they can to offset the problem.  

In 2013, the organization found foster homes for close to 2,000 children; helped over 3,000 who 

had experienced sexual assault; and provided life skills training, behavior coaching, and counseling to 

another thousand.  

But some individuals, like Bill Richardson, have seen children traumatized by a lack of empathy 

and response from Arizona’s Child Protective Services. 

Richardson, who was a Mesa police officer for over 16 years, cited the 6,000 reported cases of 

potential child abuse and neglect left uninvestigated by Child Protective Services last year.  

He also recounted his disturbing first experience with a young man in the care of the state.  

According to Richardson, he had been on duty late at night when he apprehended a teen boy who had 

run away from a group home. Richardson said that the boy had confided to him and shown evidence of 

being raped by the other boys in the home. Richardson called CPS immediately. 

“They didn’t care,” Richardson said.  “It was strange to me.” 

In another experience, Richardson investigated the case of a six-year-old girl who, upon 

examination by a trained physician, was found to be bleeding vaginally and to have sperm in her urine. 



Richardson said that CPS gave him 48 hours to make a case for the child or they said they would return 

the child to the home.  

 But studies show that the physical abuse suffered by children who survive these types of 

situations is only the beginning of the total trauma they endure. 

Statistics in general show that children in foster care are less likely to graduate high school by 

age 19 (58 percent) and are more likely to have emotional or mental difficulties (30-40 percent) and 

have encounters with the court system, according to a report by the Children’s Action Alliance.  

 Danielle P, who wished to remain anonymous so she could speak freely, said she has been in 

foster care for most of her life and that Child Protective Services has made her life “100 percent worse.”  

 “They do not understand what the child is going through,” she said. “They don’t even try to talk 

to the parents about the situation. They paint the parents as bad people. In my case, my parents were 

going through a struggle.”  

Terri Lindenmeier, who has 25 years of experience in social work and spent six years working for 

CPS, said that agencies struggle to find placements for the children already in the system.   

 

She said that an average of 32 children currently enter the foster care system every day and 

that, at times, children have ended up sleeping in advocacy centers or CPS offices because there were 

not enough beds in accredited shelters to provide for them. 

 

 She also said that any time a child is removed from home is less than ideal. 

 “That’s all they knew,” Lindenmeier said. “They love their parents. When the police come, all 

they see is that they’re being taken away.” 

With Arizona’s foster care system in crisis, Gov. Jan Brewer dismantled Child Protective Services 

and created the new Department of Child Safety in July 

CBS 5 recently reported that since the inception of the Department of Child Safety, director 

Charles Flanagan has overseen investigations in 6,596 cases. However, according to the same report, 

over 13,000 cases were ‘backlogged,’ or remained inactive for 60 days or more. 

Harrington has worked with both Child Protective Services and the new Department of Child 

Safety. When asked to comment about whether she has noticed an improvement because of the 

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

But people like Richardson question whether the creation of DCS is the solution to the problem 

or a misappropriation of funds. 

“It seemed political and very misguided,” Richardson said. “Why take $65 million to $70 million 

away from CPS to create a new police department that’s not needed?”   



Richardson said that the Mesa police already had a multidisciplinary approach that worked, 

where officers collaborated with trained hospital staff, Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) and 

Child Protective Services. He said that the new department that Brewer created has caused unnecessary 

layers of bureaucracy and has also caused confusion over responsibility.  

But Richardson added that Arizona’s attitude of refusing to take ownership of the situation has 

compounded the problem. 

 “We’ve become disengaged,” Richardson said. “The mentality is, ‘It’s not my kid, it’s not my 

problem.’”   

 The Arizona Children’s Association believes that one solution to the problem is recruiting more 

foster families. Reports from the Children’s Action Alliance show that children who stay in the system as 

opposed to dropping out or “aging out” are 50 percent more likely to stay enrolled in school, be 

employed, have enough to eat and have a place to stay.  

 Finding homes that can appropriately meet their unique physical and mental needs of foster 

children has always been difficult, according to Harrington. 

“Foster care is ‘courtship in reverse,’” Harrington said. “You’re committed to a person before 

you even meet them.”  

 

But Harrington, who is a foster parent herself, added that fostering children has brought a 

whole new level of meaning into her life. Lindenmeier also said that if people can’t foster, there are a 

number of alternative ways they can help children, from volunteering to donating to mentoring youth 

and children in foster care. 

 

“If anybody has a heart for these kids,” she said, “we need them.” 

 

 

 


