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LITTLE ROCK - State agencies that help troubled children are getting new leadership and new policy guidelines.
The governor has appointed a former legislator to be deputy director at the Department of Health and Human Services. He is Steve Jones of Marion, in eastern Arkansas. He served three terms in the House of Representatives.
The deputy director oversees the divisions of Children and Family Services, which operates the state's child welfare system. He also will oversee the Youth Services Division, which treats troubled adolescents and houses juvenile offenders. Early Childhood Education, Services for the Blind and Volunteerism are also under the deputy director.

Neglect and substance abuse by parents are the most prevalent reasons for the Division of Children and Family Services to take children into foster care. In the most recent three-month period, more than 1,000 Arkansas children entered foster care and 883 left the system. 

The prevalent reason for children to leave the system was that a relative had been found to take care of them. That was the reason for 43 percent leaving foster care. Another 26 percent left the system to be reunified with their parents. Some were adopted and some became more than 18 years old. At the end of the quarter, a total of 3,672 children were in foster care.
The division tries to recruit 80 new foster families a quarter, but last quarter was able to recruit only 41. According to officials, that was due to high caseloads of employees responsible for recruiting foster homes. In all, there were 1,313 foster homes in Arkansas last quarter.
At the end of the quarter, 418 children were available for adoption. Of those, 62 percent were white and 23 percent were African-American. Of those children up for adoption, only 6 percent were less than a year old, 22 percent were between two and five years old and 35 percent were between six and 11 years old. The remaining 36 percent were 12 years or older.
Other divisions of the Health and Human Services Department offer treatment and counseling to children with mental illness and emotional problems. During the recent legislative session, the governor supported passage of Act 1593, which could significantly change the procedures most commonly used in Arkansas for helping young people with mental health problems.
The cost of providing mental health services to young people in Arkansas has doubled in the past four years to $240 million a year. That is more than Ohio pays, although the number of children is four times greater in Ohio than in Arkansas.
Act 1593 creates a commission that will recommend changes to the system, so that emotionally troubled children receive care that is appropriate and cost effective. Also, under the act, their care should be provided in the least restrictive settings, with as much participation from their families as possible.

The governor has said that Arkansas relies too much on placing children in residential institutions, and should explore the possibility of alternatives, such as community-based programs.
