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LITTLE ROCK - An advocacy group gave state government mixed reviews in a comprehensive survey of the child welfare system.
The Division of Children and Family Services has improved employee turnover since 2004, and now has fewer vacancies in positions for case workers. The number of troubled children has increased, however, so those field workers still have case loads that are too high. The result is that it takes too long to investigate and intervene when children have been neglected or abused.

The division has more than 1,100 employees. Turnover has consistently been a problem, in large part because of high stress and high case loads. Staff turnover reached its worst level in 2004, when 23 percent of the division's authorized positions were unfilled. Since then, staff have been added and training has been enhanced. The result is that 11 percent of the division's job positions are unfilled now.
Unfortunately, more children than ever need services. The agency director said that an increase in drug abuse by parents, which also can lead to parents spending time in prison, has resulted in more children being neglected or abused.

The average case load for field workers is 31, and experts say the optimum workload should be 15 cases per employee. 
The legislature funded 75 more positions during the 2007 regular session, but to bring the average case load down to 15 would require 340 additional workers. 

The legislature also added funding for specialized services and contracts with child health experts, so that case workers have more options for helping children.
 Also, the legislature has funded more specialized training of staff.

Last year more than 6,800 Arkansas children were removed from their homes because of maltreatment by parents or caregivers. For the majority of those children the goal was to return them to their families, but a thousand were put up for adoption. Others lived in foster homes or residential facilities. More than 800 had been in a foster home for three years or longer, according to data from the Human Services Department.
Bridge Inspections

After a steel deck-truss bridge collapsed in Minneapolis on August 1, the state Highway and Transportation Department expedited inspections of all the Arkansas bridges with similar designs. The director of the Department said the six bridges in Arkansas with similar designs have all been inspected are safe.
The bridges in Arkansas as smaller and carry much less traffic than the bridge in Minneapolis that collapsed. There are 12,000 bridges in Arkansas and over the past five years the Highway Department has spent $22.2 million on maintenance of them.
West Nile Virus

An Arkansas resident has died from the West Nile virus, the state Health Department said. Health officials did not identify the victim.
The Health Department knows of three cases of West Nile in Arkansas this year. Last year, there were 29 cases that caused four deaths, and in 2005 there were 28 cases and three deaths. 
The virus is spread by mosquitoes and is most dangerous to people with health problems and the elderly. Fewer than 1 percent of the people who get infected will become seriously ill. Most will have mild flu-like symptoms for a day or two. 
