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LITTLE ROCK – The governor has ordered a thorough review of the state's foster care system, to make sure adequate precautions are in place to protect children who have been taken from their families and placed in foster homes.
Several high profile incidents have fueled the publicity. This year four children in foster care have died. Two died in May and two died in June. Officials suspect possible maltreatment in two of the deaths, but in the other two deaths they do not.

Another case that has garnered attention occurred in Bella Vista, in Benton County in northwest Arkansas, where a man has pleaded guilty to sexually assaulting two boys in his care as a foster parent. Over a two-year period in which he was a foster parent he took in 30 boys.

Law enforcement authorities have complained about the difficulties in pursuing the case against the Bella Vista man. The Children and Family Services Division of the state Department of Human Services (DHS) did not maintain orderly files and failed to notice red flags about the Bella Vista man when they interviewed him, according to the complaints.
Legislative committees were briefed on the problems at a meeting last week. Lawmakers were introduced to new officials at DHS who have been put in charge of foster care. One response by the agency has been to reduce the number of administrative jobs in its central office in order to increase the number of case workers in the field.
An ongoing problem in the Arkansas child welfare system has been a lack of manpower, at a time when the number of cases has been increasing. 
For example, the number of child abuse and neglect cases in Arkansas has gone up from 18,657 in 1999 to 26,817 in 2007. Not all of those cases require putting the child in a foster home. 
Over the same time period, the number of children placed in foster homes increased from 5,129 to 7,194. About 120 case files are now under scrutiny to make sure employees have followed the proper procedures.

The DHS official in charge of the foster care program told legislators that employees in her office had an average caseload of 28, which is much too high. She said that ideally the average caseload should be about 15 for each employee.

When the legislature convenes in regular session in January, the Children and Family Services Division likely will request additional funding for more case workers and to compensate for a cut in federal aid. Also, lawmakers likely will consider tighter accountability measures for caseworkers.
Care for Senior Citizens

The legislature also will consider requests for increased funding of in-home care for the elderly. Most of the 14,500 senior citizens who now receive in-home care are in the Medicaid program because they have low incomes.

 Home care aides take meals to senior citizens, and also help with cleaning and washing. Often, in-home care allows the elderly to maintain a relatively independent life style so they don't have to move into an institution. Rising gas prices have driven up the cost of visits to the homes of senior citizens.

Legislative budget hearings begin in October. State agencies are making final preparations on their budget requests for the next two fiscal years. 
