'to any of the facts

to Judge DCF

_ he death of Dezwae
| Sheldon is a tragedy.
My heart goes

out to those who loved
and cared for her and

" advocated for her removal

from her mother’s care.
Investlgatmg why and how
it happened is completely
appropriate.

But looking to lynch the
Department for Chﬂdren
and Families . -
(DCF) is notal
constructive.. s

T'am not privy

in Dezirae’s case,
but I am very
familiar with the
child-protection
system. DCF is

under-resourced. ; ; court is required
There are Michael ; first to consider
many dedicateéd- KAINEN sending the
DCF social Commentary child back to
_workers who the custodial

have made it their life’s
work to help disadvan-
taged children. But due to
crushing caseloads, they
don’t have the time to
address cases the way they
would like to. This leads
to burnout and a very
high turtiover rate in most
district offices. Supervisors
are ever needing to train
new social workers. '
The.state and federal
government have both
been pushing DCF to avoid
custody of children.In
order to maintain'federal

‘subsidies, DCF is required

to show that it made
reasonable efforts to keep
the child in the home,
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before seekmg 1emoval At -

what is called a temporary ;
care hearing, the child goes |
back to the custodial parent -

unless the state can prove

that such return “could i

resultin a substantxal dan-

ger to the physical health,

mental health, welfare or

safety of the child.”

. The state can also prove |

that the child was physically

or sexually

- abused by the
parent, which
‘would have

- been provable
in Dezirae's

M. .case. Howvever,

' | ‘even if the state

meets its initial

burden, the

,parent under a conditional
v\czufe order (which might
‘say: no-use of corporal
'pumshment don’t use
‘Teroin, make the offending

stepparent leave the home.)

‘Only if the court finds
the child would still not be
protected, may the court
place the child with a
noncustodial parent, other
relative, or DCF. The stat-
ute says the child should
go back unless there is a .
substantlal risk.

That means that if there
is only some risk to the
child, the Chlld is supposed
to go back to the custodial

L’

‘Seg DCF, Page B10

Ahove, child

. advocates march

through downtown
Rutland to protest
the Department for
ledren and Fami-
lies” handlmg of
2- year-old Dezirae
Sheldon, who was
killed by her step-
father, according
1o police. At right,

Dezirae’s mother,

Sandra Eastman is
restramed as she
tries to charge the
accused killer, her
husband Dennis
Duby, in Hutland
criminal court.

Sundéy,dMard'i 2,201
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DCF

Continued from F_’agé B7

A parent. That puts DCF in »

the position of assummg
the risk when the risk is
not great.

I believe the clrug
epidemic has resulted in
an explosion of abuse and
neglect cases. In the past
couple of months there
have been inquiries about
why there are so many
kids in custody. The 2008
Juvenile Proceedings Act
was drafted with the idea
of reducing the number of
kids taken into custodyand
providing services to par-
ents in order to advance
their prompt return.

Until something bad
happens, the pressure is
on the department not to
take kids into custody. In
between tragedies, DCF
is regularly accused of
violating parents’ rights

_ because the department is .

taking too many children
into custody.

It is not uncommon for
DCF to receive anony-
mous reports that a parent
is abusing a child, or using
drugs and neglecting a

. child. DCF investigates.

There may be a half dozen

* people who claim they
- have heard that the child

is-abused or neglected;

but when I say to DCF that

Ineed a live body who has
seen:the parent abuse the

«child, or deal the heroin

in front of the child, or
has direct evidence of

neglect; we can't find

« someone who will testify.

Innuendo, strong suspi-
cion, and 10 anonymous

- reports of the saine thing

are not'proof. It may seem
to the public that “everyone
knows” a child is abused or

- neglected. But “everyone

knows” is not enough to

. take a child into custody.

The legal _ﬁamework
encourages return of the
child to the custodial par-
ent. DCF must follow the
law. Against that backdrop
you have a department
which has seen an explo-
sion of cases that I believe
are related to drugs.

We are lucky to have a
number of hardworking
and.dedicated social work-
ers, but they are under- .
resourced and working in
a framework that encour-
ages reunification with the
custodial parent.

I am very certain that
there are social workers

. in the Rutland office who

are agonizing over what
they could have done
differently to save that
littlé girl. Dezirae’s death
was a horrible tragedy.

But rushing to blame
dedicated sqcml workers
who are overworked and
underresourced is hardly
constructive.

Michael Kainen is the
Waindsor County state’s attor-
ney. Previously, he represented
parents in juvenile cases and
was a foster parent. He is a

former member of the Vermont
House and served on the
Justice for Children Task Force.

Continued from P4

of where they wotk or,
what they earn, mll'h
comprehensive heal
coverage they can afE ¢
and riever have to won
about losing. -
Too often, Tand myv
fellow members see whi
happens to children !g
whose families are stiu
gling at low-wage job
substandard housing ar
in providing enough foq.
to eat. Too often, we see|
familiés who don’t ha\'e !
adequate health insur \
ance, and fve see clnld" 3

} "
in those families worned;

about parents and rela- |
tives who are sick and lac
health care. Too often; i!
these children are strug— il
gling to keep up and leaq‘
along with their peers. r‘ll
Vermont-NEA is. proucll

to support Vermont %\

Fundmg

Continued from Page'| B7

D ol

- personnel. And in an

u.—.ﬁ?mrﬁ

Education districts
would be responsible for
all ED services, purchas-
ing, uanspértation and

effort to provxde more
and better opportunities,
students would have the
option to attend any
elementary or secondary
school within their ED,

Education

Continued from Page B7

the world. Our graduation
rate is number one in the
U.S., and we're number two
in social health indicators.
Our achievement gap is
smaller than the nation’s,
butit's still a problem. Com-
munity involvement is high,

1t looks like education is
running well. If my race
car is running real well, T
don’t mess with it. But if
she starts swapping ends
in the corners, Idon’t
tear out the engine and
the transmission; I go fix
the suspension and the
balance. You solve the
problem you got, not the
one you don't.”

He was warming to the
subiert

don’t see how eliminating
supervisory unions will fix
that. The solution doesn’t
fit the problem. In my
garage, I have all kinds of
trouble-shooting gizinos.
The first thing I do is fig-
ure out the real problem.
Then I know what I have
to fix. Do they know what
they're trying to fix?

“Then, there’s all this
talle akm- o

- |

L
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