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Local child advocates struggle as demand for services rises and budgets plummet

BY VALERIE GIBBONS

Marilyn Barr's job has been a lot tougher since budget cuts were handed down at Child Welfare Services just as the number of abuse and neglect cases is rising.
Barr is director of the nonprofit Tulare County Court Appointed Special Advocates, which works with CWS on the front line of preventing child abuse in the county. But now that the county's operations have been cut by more than 40 percent since the beginning of the year, the burden also is falling on volunteer organizations such as hers.

"We had 50 brand-new referrals for children under 5 years old in the month of July alone. It's a new record," she said. "The support services for families are being cut, the downturn is leading families to turn to substance abuse to ease the uncertainty and the fear.
"It's the perfect storm," she added.

CASA, which trains volunteers to act as officers of the court to advocate for children who have been taken away from their parents, is currently supervising 575 children with only 143 volunteers. The nonprofit agency takes only the most severe cases because it doesn't have the staff or the budget to look after all 1,500 kids who are wards of the court in the county.
"These cuts mean it's going to make it more difficult for these agencies to provide the services they provide," she said. "Quite honestly, I don't know how they are going to do the job they have to do."

The county announced the layoff of up to 55 Child Welfare Service workers earlier this week after the state trimmed 10 percent of the budget or $2 million ›for child-abuse prevention services statewide.

While funding for the program survived the Legislature's budget process intact, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger ordered a 10 percent cut in child protective services throughout the state in a last-minute move to bridge the state's $26 billion deficit.

This is the second round of cuts for the agency, which lost 66 workers at the beginning of this year.

Phil Cox, chairman of the Tulare County Board of Supervisors, called the layoffs "unavoidable."
This time around, the burden of the cuts fell on the case aides, as the county worked to protect its social workers. The aides translate phone calls from Spanish-speaking residents, help with transportation and supervise visitation.

"Those services are vital to parents who are trying to go through alcohol and drug programs who are trying to reunite with their kids," said Karen Cooper, the director of Family Services of Tulare County, another nonprofit group that provides emergency help and counseling to families in crisis.
Family Services operates the county's domestic violence shelter and provides counseling for children and families.

"These are families who are having all of their support services cut," she said."They're going to be looking for people to help them and there won't be anybody out there to help."
