Office of the Family and Children’s Ombudsman
1999 inquiry and complaint profile

	
	
[image: image8.wmf]Caucasian

67%

African

American

15%

Native 

American

12%

Total Children = 386

Asian American 2%

4%

Unidentified

Ethnicity:

Non

-

Hispanic

90%

10%

Race:

Hispanic

Caucasian

67%

African

American

15%

Native 

American

12%

Total Children = 386

Asian American 2%

4%

Unidentified

Ethnicity:

Non

-

Hispanic

90%

10%

Race:

Hispanic


	

	SECTION 3
1999 Inquiry and Complaint Profile


A

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITY of the Office of the Family and Children's Ombudsman (OFCO) is to receive and address inquiries and complaints from citizens concerning the child protection and child welfare system.  OFCO therefore dedicates most of its efforts toward these activities.  These efforts are organized as follows:

Information and Referral:  OFCO responds to inquiries about OFCO’s services and the laws, policies, and procedures for providing child protection and child welfare services, and refers other inquiries to the appropriate agency.   

Complaint Review:  OFCO investigates and analyzes every complaint that it receives.  OFCO investigates complaints to determine whether the specified criteria have been met to warrant further action. 

This section provides a profile of the inquiries and complaints received by OFCO during the period from September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999.  It describes the kind of inquiries OFCO received, as well as those who filed a complaint with OFCO, children affected by an agency's action or inaction, and the nature of complaints received.  Section 4 will summarize OFCO’s complaint decisions made during the reporting period, as well as the results of its interventions and systemic investigations.  Section 5 will examine issues of concern that OFCO has identified based on analysis of the complaint data, and additional information gathered while conducting interventions and systemic investigations.

	Contacts to OFCO

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999
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	* Other includes information provided to OFCO with no request for further action.

	Office of the Family and Children's Ombudsman 
	December 1999


Inquiries

OFCO received 1,499 contacts during the reporting period.  Of these, 1,237 (82 percent of all contacts) were inquiries regarding government services and state laws.  OFCO received inquiries at an average rate of about 24 per week.  Of the total number of inquiries:

· Fifty-nine percent were requests for OFCO information and complaint forms.  OFCO provided these contacts with information about OFCO’s function, how the office might assist with their concern, and the procedures for filing a complaint.  If their complaint involved the DSHS Children’s Administration, contacts were also informed about their right to contact the administration’s Office of Constituent Relations. 
· About 21 percent were requests for information about the child protection and child welfare system.  OFCO provided these contacts with information about the laws, policies, procedures and services relating to the child protection and child welfare system, and explained their legal rights and responsibilities.
    

· About 20 percent were inquiries or requests for assistance on issues outside OFCO's jurisdiction.  After taking pertinent information from these contacts, OFCO contacted other agencies to verify their appropriateness and ability to address the issue, and then referred contacts to these agencies for assistance. 

	Complaints to OFCO

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999
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	Office of the Family and Children's Ombudsman 
	December 1999


Complaints

Complaints arrived at OFCO at an average rate of about five per week. Of the 248 complaints received by OFCO during the reporting period, 90 percent were requests to intervene in an ongoing matter to prevent or mitigate perceived harm to a child or parent resulting from government action or inaction.  One-fifth of these requests identified the matter as an emergency and sought OFCO’s immediate assistance.  Ten percent of all complaints received by OFCO were requests to conduct an administrative investigation of past agency conduct, or an investigation of a potential systemic issue. Complaints were fairly balanced with the state population as a whole; 78 percent of the state's population resides in western Washington, and 67 percent of the contacts were from western regions.

Source of Complaints

Complaints arriving at OFCO were made mostly by parents (41 percent), or by grandparents (14 percent) and other relatives (13 percent).  Foster parents accounted for 10 percent of complaints, while community professionals/service providers accounted for nine percent.  OFCO asks each complainant to identify how they heard about the office.  Complainants who identified a source most frequently identified DSHS.

	Source of Complaints

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999



	Persons Who Filed

A Complaint with OFCO

Total Complaints = 248
	How Complainants

Heard About OFCO
Total Complaints = 248
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	* Other includes family friend, public defender/defense counsel, and civil attorney.
	*  Other includes local government officials and agencies, court personnel, relatives, foster parents, and telephone directory.

** Complainant did not identify source.



	Office of the Family and Children's Ombudsman 
	December 1999


Affected Children 

Complaints received by OFCO involved 386 children.
  These children were typically young, just over half were age seven or younger.  About one child in three was from a racial minority group, and about one child in 10 was Hispanic. 

	Number of Children by Age Group

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999
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	* The ages of 3 children are unknown.

	Office of the Family and Children’s Ombudsman
December 1999


	Race, Ethnicity of Children
September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999
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	Office of the Family and Children’s Ombudsman
December 1999


Issues Identified by Complainants  

The most frequently identified issue reported by complainants during this period regarded unnecessary family separation and failure to reunify; the next most frequent complaint issue involved the safety, health, and well being of children in the state’s custody, followed by child protection and permanency issues.

Most Frequently Identified Issues in Complaints to OFCO
September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999

(Number of Complaints*)

	Family Separation and

 Reunification

(69)
	Dependent Child Safety, Health,

 and Well-Being

(56)
	Child in Need of State 

Protection

(45)
	Permanency 

And

Adoption
(21)

	· Inappropriate removal of child from parent (18)

· Failure to make reasonable efforts to reunify family (17)

· Failure to place child with relative (11)

· Failure to provide appropriate contact between family and child (10)

· Other family separation and reunification issues (13)
	· Inappropriate change of dependent child’s placement (24)

· Safety concerns relating to dependent child’s foster placement (11)

· Inappropriate or inadequate services for dependent child (11) 

· Safety concerns relating to dependent child’s contact/reunification with family (8)

· Other dependent child safety, health and well being issues (2)
	· Failure to protect child from physical abuse (13)

· Failure to protect child from neglect (12)

· Failure to assist parent incapable of providing appropriate care for child with special needs and/or severe behavioral issues (7)

· Failure to protect child from sexual abuse (6)

· Other child protection issues (7)
	· Inappropriate delay or opposition to adoption by relative or foster parent (9)

· Untimely, inadequate, or inappropriate permanency plan for child (7)

· Other permanency and adoption issues (5) 



	* Some complaints raised more than one issue.

	Office of the Family and Children’s Ombudsman
December 1999


Where Complaints Were Directed

The DSHS Children’s Administration was the subject of 91 percent of complaints received by OFCO.  Of these, the vast majority, 96 percent, were directed at the Division of Children and Family Services (DCFS, which includes Child Protective Services, Child Welfare Services, and Adoption Services), while four percent were directed at the Division of Licensed Resources (DLR, which licenses and/or investigates foster homes, state institutions, and other residential facilities for children).  The information on the next page shows the distribution of complaints across the state.
	Where Complaints Were Directed

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999
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	*Other agency includes Attorney General’s Office, juvenile or family court, schools, tribal or other governmental service agencies. 

**Other DSHS includes Economic Services Administration, Health and Rehabilitative Services Administration, Medical Assistance Administration.
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Children’s Administration Complaints by Region, Office

September 1, 1998 to August 31, 1999

	
	DCFS*
	
	DLR*
	
	
	DCFS
	
	DLR

	Region 1
	33
	
	2
	
	Region 4
	47
	
	0

	Regional Office-Spokane
	14
	
	1
	
	Seattle South
	16
	
	

	Wenatchee
	7
	
	
	
	Regional Office-Seattle
	11
	
	

	Colville
	4
	
	
	
	Kent/King South
	10
	
	

	Republic
	3
	
	
	
	Seattle North
	5
	
	

	Moses Lake
	3
	
	
	
	Seattle Central
	4
	
	

	Newport
	2
	
	
	
	Bellevue/King Eastside
	1
	
	

	Omak
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Region 5
	27
	
	1

	Region 2
	29
	
	1
	
	Regional Office-Tacoma
	15
	
	1

	Richland/Tri-Cities
	17
	
	
	
	Bremerton/Kitsap
	12
	
	

	Clarkston
	4
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Yakima
	4
	
	
	
	Region 6
	34
	
	3

	Ellensburg
	2
	
	
	
	Centralia
	8
	
	

	Toppenish
	1
	
	1
	
	Vancouver
	6
	
	3

	Walla Walla
	1
	
	
	
	Tumwater
	4
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Kelso
	3
	
	

	Region 3
	48
	
	1
	
	Port Angeles
	3
	
	

	Arlington/Smokey Point
	13
	
	
	
	Regional Office-Lacy/Olympia
	3
	
	

	Everett 
	8
	
	
	
	Shelton
	2
	
	

	Alderwood/Lynnwood 
	7
	
	
	
	Aberdeen
	2
	
	

	Bellingham
	5
	
	
	
	Port Townsend
	2
	
	

	Oak Harbor
	4
	
	
	
	Long Beach
	1
	
	

	Regional Office-Everett
	4
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Monroe/Sky Valley
	4
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mount Vernon
	3
	
	
	
	Total Complaints
	218
	
	8


* DCFS = Division of Children and Family Services 

  DLR = Division of Licensed Resources

	Office of the Family and Children's Ombudsman 
	December 1999 


� However, OFCO does not provide legal advice. 


� The 248 complaints received by OFCO in the reporting period were filed by 230 individuals.  Eleven of these individuals had also filed complaints with OFCO in a previous reporting period.


� Although some children are named in more than one complaint, for reporting purposes no child is counted more than once.
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