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Pursuant to Connecticut General Statute §46a-13q(a), the Office of the Child Advocate Advisory Committee shall provide an annual evaluation of the effectiveness of the Office of the Child Advocate (OCA).  We herewith submit our report, covering the rating period July 1, 2008 through June 30, 2009.

The Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) was established in 1995 after the tragic death of an infant in state care.  The child’s death made clear that an independent agency with the power to investigate and issue public reports was necessary to ensure the well-being of children and provide transparency to government services otherwise shielded from public view by confidentiality laws intended to protect children and families.
The statutory authority of the office is broad.  The OCA is mandated to:

· evaluate the delivery of services to children through state agencies or state-funded entities;

· periodically review the procedures of state agencies and recommend revisions;

· review and investigate complaints regarding services provided by state agencies or state-funded entities;

· advocate on behalf of a child and take all possible action necessary to secure the legal, civil, and special rights of children, including legislative advocacy, making policy recommendations, and legal action;

· periodically review facilities and procedures of facilities in which juveniles are placed and make recommendations for changes in policies and procedures; and
· periodically review the needs of children with special health care needs in foster care or permanent care facilities and make recommendation for changes in policies and procedures.
The Child Fatality Review Panel (CFRP), created within the same statutory framework in 1995, is mandated to review the circumstances of the death of a child placed in out-of-home care whose death was due to unexpected or unexplained causes to facilitate the development of prevention strategies to address identified trends and patterns of risk and to improve coordination of services for children and families in the state.  In addition, the panel has the authority to conduct in-depth investigations and issue reports with recommendations.  Those reports are provided to the Governor, the General Assembly, and the Commissioner of any state agency cited in the report, and is available to the general public.
Once again, over the course of the last fiscal year, Jeanne Milstein and her staff continue to do an outstanding job as the vocal and forceful advocates for Connecticut's most vulnerable children.
During the last year, the OCA has focused public attention on many disturbing practices at Riverview Hospital, including the use of seclusion and dangerous restraints on children and the use of pepper spray.  In addition, OCA initiated an investigation of a residential treatment facility where they immediately identified the inadequate treatment of children. Shortly after writing to the Commissioner of the Department of Children and Families (DCF) about the harmful practices, two of the three children’s units were closed.
In addition, the Child Advocate was a witness in investigative hearings of the Department of Children and Families conducted by the Connecticut General Assembly’s Select Committee of Children and the Human Services Committee.  Ms. Milstein called for an independent and thorough review of the DCF’s leadership, structure and management.  The recommendations were made after years of exhaustive and in-depth investigations of DCF practices and service delivery which showed repeated systemic failures.  The result was the passage of legislation that would hold DCF more accountable by requiring them to adhere to more stringent reporting requirements.

The OCA also continued to respond to citizen concerns or complaints regarding the provision of state or state-funded services to children.  In addition, OCA conducted reviews of the cases of individual children in congregate care settings and institutions to intervene on behalf of individual children and to enhance its systemic oversight and monitoring efforts.  OCA also reviewed every significant event and critical incident reported through the DCF to identify areas and facilities needing attention and highlighting troubling systemic trends for further evaluation and investigation.  Because of the OCA’s broad authority regarding access to information, including subpoena authority, OCA is often the only entity with access to such comprehensive information.  The Child Advocate has used this knowledge and authority to inform and assist other oversight entities including the Governor, Legislature, and the judicial Branch.
The OCA has made diligent efforts on behalf of children with complex medical conditions and developmental disabilities.  As a result of their work during the past year, diligent efforts were made to try to ensure better protection for our most vulnerable children and towards creating more supports and services.  The OCA’s advocacy for children placed in out-of-state facilities also remained vigorous.
The OCA also continued to commit extensive staff resources to examine the pathways and conditions of confinement of youth in or at-risk for entering the adult justice system.  The OCA completed a three-year investigation and data analysis of girls involved with DCF who are placed at the York Correctional Institution.  This culminated in a report released in July, 2008 that represents the first and only comprehensive review of Connecticut's child welfare to adult prison pipelines.
All of these accomplishments (and more) were achieved by the efforts of a small number of staff. OCA has highly specialized and expert multidisciplinary staff.  The staff includes master’s level nurses with expertise in maternal and child health and the care of children with special health care needs; master’s level social workers with expertise in child development, child fatality investigation, and treatment of children with disabilities; attorneys experienced with child welfare, child health, and juvenile justice; and experts in facility oversight.  Their experience in dealing with major problems-including those that routinely occur in state run or state funded entities-is critical.
The Child Advocate and her staff have played an essential role in Connecticut by overseeing the care and protection of our children.  They have provided invaluable oversight and accountability at a time when our children and families need them more than ever.  The children in our state need effective and efficient delivery of services more than ever before.  The OCA is the only entity by law that is an independent authority with specialized expertise that can ensure that tax dollars are used effectively and responsibly to protect the rights of Connecticut’s children.

The other work of the OCA is almost limitless.  During the last year they continued work on bullying initiatives, child suicide and teen dating violence prevention.  They issued, with the Department of Children and Families, the Executive Summary of the fatality investigation of Michael B.  The work of the CFRP is a model for the country.
Since 1995, the OCA has been an effective watchdog of over $4 billion of state funds and state funded entities. They have identified ineffective and sometimes harmful state expenditures for facilities, programs and services to Connecticut’s children.  During the last year, they continued to evaluate and uncover places where children languish in unnecessarily high levels of very costly care and advocated for the discharge of those children to more appropriate and often, more cost effective programs.

Jeanne Milstein, Connecticut’s Child Advocate, at the invitation of Roberto Deriu, the President of the Province of Nuoro, Sardinia, Italy and the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, represented the U.S. at the first “Ombuds-8” event in Sardinia, Italy on June 23-27, 2009.  Ms. Milstein’s attendance at the event was funded by the Province of Nuoro.  The Summit brought together Ombudspersons and Advocates or similar independent human rights institutions from Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States.  The Summit focused on solving global issues with G-8 leaders.

The OCA continued during the last year to provide high quality, cost-effective services to the state. They have been vigilant in taking action to hold state government accountable for their state funded services to children.
We, the members of the OCA Advisory Committee, could not be more pleased with the accomplishments of the OCA and the people who staff it—especially Child Advocate Jeanne Milstein.  We are proud of their outstanding service, laudable commitment, tenacious, diligent, and dedicated efforts on behalf of our most vulnerable children.  Ms. Milstein continued to provide exemplary leadership.  We extend our profound thanks and appreciation.
As always, the OCA Advisory Committee looks forward to assisting the Child Advocate and her distinguished staff in improving the quality of life of Connecticut’s children.
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