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State Audit Not Enough

continued A from front

audit found was the workload that
case workers have makes it difficult
for them to spend the time that is
needed to help get kids home and
put their efforts into reunification,”
said Evans. “Right now, we have
about less than 70 percent of the
caseworkers we need to fully do this
job.”

Evans said the audit also proved
the need to continue and increase
efforts to keep children out of foster
care in the first place.

He said the Department of Hu-
man Services has reduced the num-
ber of kids who come into state care
by 20 percent in recent years, but
Oregon remains one of the highest
rates of foster care in the country.
“On any given day 8,500 are chil-
dren in foster care in Oregon,” he
said.

“Wedoagood job of getting kids
back home, but in Oregon, there is
more work to be done,” he said,
adding that more kids also need to
be returned home safely to their
families.

Still, he said, the audit didn’t re-
veal much that the agency didn’t
already realize.

“The audit didn’t look at issues
with families. It really just looked at
what child welfare was doing,” said
Evans. “The audit also failed to look
at how we interact with families, or
how the decisions are made,” he
said. “Tt (the audit) was only about
half the picture.”

According to Carollynn Smith,
her relationship with DHS Child
Welfare division began in the mid
80s, after her first grandchild was
born. “My daughter had nine chil-
dren, and I got the first one,” she
said. “She just kept having ba-
bies.”

When one baby was put into the
custody of the state, Smith was
determined to find a way to get the
children back into the home of a
family member instead of a foster
care.

“I almost went through foster
training,”’ said Smith, who explained
she decided against it because she
wanted toraise her family, not some-
one else’s children.

Decades later, however, Smith,
now a grandmother of 17 and a great
grandmother of 20, is still fighting
for the right to keep her family to-
gether.

Inside her house in north Port-
land where she has lived for more
than 40-years, images of children
decorate the walls and top the book-
shelves in the living room. While
small, the home, equipped with a full
furnished kitchen and four rooms, is
filled with toys, games, a TV, and
even a barber’s chair.

Although a busy woman, Smith

said she enjoys taking care of the
people she loves, including her five
grandchildren who currently live in
herhome. “I don’tlike DHS because
of what they have done to me. They
took my two babies, and won’t give
them back,” she said.

Smith said she is as determined
as ever to gain custody of her two
grandchildren, now 11 and 8-years
old, who were taken from their
mother’s home in 2007.

“They (DHS) gave me six of them,
but they won’t give me two of them
back,” she said. “I know they’re just
doin’ what they think is right, but I
don’t get it. I don’t understand why
they can’t stay with me.”

Her grandson Taz, a student at
Jefferson High School, said he
misses his baby brother and sister,
who he merely sees staring back at
him through rarely received pic-
tures. “Thaven’t seen themin along
time,” he said. “I don’t think it is
right. They are living with arandom
family when they could be living

with their granny.”

While Smith said she knows
there’s a state caseworker assigned
for the children in her custody, she
doesn’t get much interaction.

“They aint calling me, and they
don’t tell you nothing when you
need to know something. I have
teenagers. I don’t get it,” she said.
“They are playing this game, and as
they go along, they are changing
the rules. They have changed a lot
of stuff, but Ikeep asking themif [ am
going to get my babies back, and
they keep saying no.”

According to Evans, he hopes
the state will consider more funding
for the agency. He added better
communication is also extremely
important.

*“The more contact, the more abil-
ity to bond with the child. That is
one of those findings we agree with,”

‘said Evans. “We need to find a way

and a place to have those parent
child meetings more regularly and
frequent.”

An increase in parent and family
contact with the caseworkers is also
important, so they can gain more
understanding and information to
make good decisions, and so chil-
drencan be reunified with their loved
ones faster, he said.

“I think what Salem can do is make
sure that we set the expectation and
continue to reinforce that message to
caseworkers that getting children safely
back home is a priority.”

We need to do more, he said.
“We certainly have work lefttodo.”
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Hon’ie Gown People,
- Home Grown. Food

New Seasons Market—a place to connect
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with local fo‘:)'d farmers ranchers,
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1 A place where ex.pert help from your
nezghborhood butcher baker, chef
; and ﬂorzst is Just a sm;le away.

"N

BT R

¥

_" o

*Stop in and have a bite with us—
we can’t wait to feed you!

EASY & FUN TO SHOP « SENSIBLY PRICED » LOCALLY OWNED & OPERATED

ARBOR LODGE * 5034674777
Interstate Ave & Portland Blvd

CONCORDIA - 503.288.3838
NE 33rd & Killingsworth

www.newseasonsmarket.com
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