New Jersey's Division of Youth and Fanmily Services is one
of the nobst expensive state agencies to operate. |Its current budget
surpasses $330 million a year, including a $25 nillion increase
targeted for new hirings and other reforminitiatives authorized in
2003.

Governor Janes E. McGreevey is now proposing a $141 mllion boost in
direct progranms as his response to a spate nationally publicized

i ncidents of abuse, neglect, and death involving children who had been
pl aced under DYFS care. The Governor's plan al so woul d address
concerns raised in a lawsuit nounted by child advocacy groups that are
seeki ng sweepi ng changes in the state's child protection agency.

The proposal is bold and well -intentioned. There are, after all, few
government responsibilities as inportant as protecting the lives of

i nnocent children. But for all of its nerits, there is no escaping the
fact that Governor's plan is alarmngly expensive and perhaps fraught
with the sanme liabilities as the litany of previously unsuc cessful DYFS
reform plans of the past two decades. The Legislature should ask tough
guestions about this newly proposed reformfundi ng plan before giving
its approval

DYFS i s a nodern-day D ckensian bureaucratic nightrmare. Children --

i ncluding babies -- are beaten, starved and tortured right under the
nose of the state agency that has received billions of dollars as a

refuge for children of broken honmes, bad parents, and negl ect.

The root problemis not the agency's enpl oyees, who - with the
exception of a few -- have performed heroically in a systemthat is
wired for failure. Nor is it the CGovernor, who inherited a crisis that
had been treated with lip-service reformefforts for decades. Nor is

t he probl em New Jersey taxpayers, who have generously spent billions of
dollars to protect these children and are angry and frustrated with the
barrage of nedia stories about dead and abused chil dren who "fel

t hrough the safety net."

The problemis the system DYFS is a shredded safety net, a

bur eaucracy-| aden operation that is rife with chaos, waste,
inefficiency and failure. Wth managers on top of nanagers, it's a
system that chews up taxpayer noney by mllions of dollars only to
still leave children in the lurch

Bef ore the state undertakes yet another noney-centered reformeffort,
pol i cymakers needs to overhaul DYFS s operational structure and nmake a
full accounting of all the other child-protection services that exist
in other state departnents, such as education and | aw and public
safety.

Blindly appropriating nore noney for DYFS is not the answer
for the state's child protection systems failures. W can't ask
t axpayers to spend nore or expect the DYFS workers to succeed if we
simply reshuffle the deck and do the same thing, the same way and cal
it reform



The way we protect these nost fragile children and support their
dysfunctional famlies is through radical change, and that is going to
requi re new thi nking.

For starters, we can pass a Children's Rights and Parents
Responsibility Act that articulates our commtnent to child safety,
stability and well being and al so i npresses upon irresponsible parents
of the swift and dire consequences for child abuse. Then we need to
follow up the "tal k" with performance assessnents that are empl oyed in
t he busi ness sector

Conmuni ties and churches al so need to get involved and be enpl oyed as
part of the state's child-protection system A famly is part of a
conmuni ty and we nust involve the community - whether it is faith-based
or secul ar child advocacy groups. The best place to hear a child' s cry
is being in the neighborhood, not in Trenton

W& need to create and deploy | ocal "Rapid Response Teans," organized
into community networks conprised of |ocal organizations that woul d be
trained by and well -supervi sed by DFYS social workers. The teans would
multiply the professional outreach of the social workers at ground
zero. These teans will be responsible for crimnal and civi

i nvestigations, safety, risk and need assessnments. They nust be
enpowered to nove rapidly and decisively.

To that end, we should consider creating the Child-Parent Planning and
Advi sory Council in every county, consisting of community | eaders,
parents, clergy and care providers, which would coordinate, integrate
and repl ace the many fragnented and aut ononous bodi es that ermanate from
state and federal agenci es.

CGovernor MG eevey shoul d be appl auded for putting forward a plan that

far exceeds the band-aid approaches of prior governors. If given an
opportunity to have input and ensure the accountability of this
enor nous taxpayer investment, | would hope that there would be an

opportunity to provide ny own vote of support.

The goal here is not to spend nore noney for the sake of purchasing a
sense of acconplishnent on a nettlesone issue. The bottomline is
creating a systemthat actually saves children's lives.



