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/Emergency children’s shelter struggling

State sends fewer
youths to Home
of the Innocents

By DEBORAH YETTER
The Courier-Journal

Home of the Innocents’
emergency shelter for abused
and neglected children is strug-
gling financially and could be
closed because the state has cut
in half the number of Jefferson

County children sent there,
home officials say.

Though its other programs
remain stronﬁ, officials of the
nonprofit  children’s center
headquartered at 485 E. Gray
St. in Louisville say they are
concerned that the crisis care
services, also known as the
emergency shelter, may not
survive a new policy aimed at
bypassing it, President Gordon
S. Brown said.

“I'm really concerned about
the long-term effect,” Brown
said.

Officials with the state Cabi-
net for Families and Children
said they are following a new
policy aimed at placing chil-
dren with relatives or in foster
homes faster and eliminating, if
possible, a temporary emergen-
cy shelter stay.

“The bottom line is that if
you're focused on providing
safer, quicker permanent solu-
tions for kids, then the reality
is you're not going to have as
much of a need for an emer-
gency shelter,” said Sandra
Wilson, the cabinet's supervisor

in Jefferson County.

Home of the Innocents offi-
cials complain that they were
not consulted in advance about
the change and question wheth-
er it’s best for children already
traumatized by abruptly leaving
their home.

The 40-bed shelter has run at
about half its capacity since the
Cabinet for Families and Chil-
dren reduced the number of
Jefferson County children sent
there over the past 18 to 24
months. At capacity, the shelter
cared for about 1,000 children a

year, with an average stay of
about two-and-a-half weeks.
The state pays the shelter $100
per child per day.

Brown said the 24-hour shel-
ter provides a secure and stable
place, with professionals to
care for children usually upset
and frightened — and some-
times dirty, hungry and un-
healthy.

“We're quite frustrated,” said
Don Nix, a Louisville accoun-
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A boy walched television in
Home of the Innocents’

emergency shelter recently.
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tant who is chairman of the Home of
thé Innocents board. “We have a
wealth of experience with children,
in what does work and what does not
work."” . R

rBrown and Nix said they have
pressed state officials, including cabi-
net Secretary Viola Miller, for an ex-
glanation of the new policy, but they

elieve their concerns have been
brushed off. . . .

»'I still don’t think the cabinet un-
derstands what all we do for chil-
d'r_en," Nix said.

TMILLER DISPUTES claims the
cabinet has not responded to the con-

#“There is no way we could have
been more responsive,” said Miller,
who said she attended several meet-

ings with Home.of the Innocents offi- .

- cials or board members.
*Cabinet spokesman Michael Jen-
nings said cabinet officials have tried

cerns. ) .
*“We don’t think it’s true we failed

- to keep Home of the Innocents ap-

prised of their role with us,” Jen-
nings said. “Home of the Innocents
has received the same information,
the same opportunities, the same

treatment as every other private .

child-care provider with whom we do
business.” ] . .
The controversy comes as Home of
the Innocents is constructing a $25
million complex on the site of the old
Bourbon Stock Yard, financed in part

with $7 million in state money. The -

complex for seriously ill, abused or
neglected children will include emer-
ency shelter quarters, as well as a

6-bed center for children with se-
vere developmental or physical dis-

abilities and other children’s services.
»The controversy also comes as the
state prepares to launch its “Family
to~ Family” . program in Jefferson
County funded through the Annie E.
Casey Foundation. The program is
aimed at Elacing more children di-
rectly with foster families in their

-own neighborhoods or with relatives"

— a move that Home ¢f the Inno-
cents officials say may not be best
for all children and could further cut
the numbers of children in its emer-

gency shelter. -

- OTHERS NOT involved with the
Home of the Innocents also question
the policy of bypassing the shelter.
 “I'm not so sure this is a great
idea,” said David Richart, a longtime
youth advocate and professor at
Spalding University. He said that by-
passing the shelter could. force it to
cut back beds or close, leaving the
state without a valuable service.

“If we're going to dismantle our
current system of services, we should
think very carefully,” Richart said.
~Wilson said the cabinet’s goal un-
der the Casey Foundation’s $300,000-

g

" a-year, three-year

-knowledged the state Will

 the federal law.

i .with foster families ar relatives
to address all questions and con- i

Tectively shut do sh
- cause Home of the Innocents| can't

" Nix, of Home of the Inn

- to assess their neefls |and ‘st

‘foster parents, and wh

b
g

po

X

) nt is to gt chil-
-dren more quickly int9 a stab]¢ fam-
ily and avoid multiple placements,

Congress passed the 2
Families Act of 1997, :

which have been d schurz:je
. As part of that e;

ort,
cruit more foster families, In

son County, the state Has'abgut 450
foster homes. About 600

year are removed f
Children who

ter homes, with relatives, at other fa-
cilities or are adopted. Wilsqn said
the cabinet -has ' signifi in-
creased adoptions; bal of

‘WILSON SAID

try, is in keeping with the
cabinet adopted over|the pag
years to place more|children directly

> d

Wilson said the state will cqatinue
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children in situatigns where |their
quick assessment anhd, quick |place-
ment is not going to work,” Nix|said.

Others wonder if such a plan will
work in a system chfonically short of
ether the state
is finding the cheapegst — ratheg than
the best — place for al child. Hoster

|

" we have a

. “JENNINGS,
- spokesman, said cabinet officials met

wer,’

parents are paid about $700 per
month per child — about $23 a day
<+ compared with Home of the Inno-
cents’ $100-a-day fee.

“I'm just worried about where
they're going to,” said Lea Fisch-
bach, a volunteer who serves on the.
Jefferson County foster-care review
board and is also a hember of the

executive committee of the state fos- | :

ter-care review board. “If it's not
good and the people aren’t skilled or
trained to deal with children removed
from their homes, obviously we’re
going to make sicker puppies.”

CHARLIE BAKER, president of

ices, including private foster care,

said he’s concerned that the cabinet’s |:

main goal is to save money. Though
foster homés are cheaper, they’re not

_necessarily the best place to put se-

verely disturbed children or children

. still adjusting to the emotional trau-

ma of being removed from their
homvs, he said. 4 "
-“We're trying to do everythin
with foster care, and I don’{yltmo»%
that foster care can do everything,”
he said. ) -

Richart questioned whether the

-.state was overawed by the prospect

of a grant from the Casey Foundation

‘— a_well-known child-advocacy

group based in Baltimore.

" “It’s next to impossibleé to tell them
they might be wrong,” he said of the
Casey Foundation. “They are the
800-pound gorilla in the children’s
field.”

John Mattingly, a senior associate
with the Casey Foundation, said the
goal of Family to Family isn’t to force

a single plan on a community. Rath- |:
er, it’s to encourage communities to |

recruit and train foster parents so [
that more children can be placed di- |
rectly with families, preferably in |:-

their own ngighborhoods.

“We dmi\l

problems,” Mattingly said.

with Home of the Innocents staff and

board members to explain what the |...

state was doing. :

But Home of the Innocents officials
said they were shut out by the state
for months, after they first began
asking about two years ago why few-
er children were being sent to the
center. ‘

Nix said state officials should |
bring Home of the Innocents into dis- |
.cussions about where to place chil- |:

dren. .

“My perception of the cabinet is |'
that the cabinet says, ‘Here’s what |.
we've decided. You guys do it or get

out of the way,".” Nix said.

‘Buckhorn Children’s Center, which |
operates children’s residential centers | ¥
* in Eastern Kentucky and other serv- |
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