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Maine Child Welfare Services Ombudsman

WHAT ARE THE MOST FREQUENTLY IDENTIFIED COMPLAINTS?

During the reporting period, 129 cases were opened with a total of 214 complaints. Each case typically
involved more than one complaint. There were 107 complaints regarding Child Protective Services Units,
107 complaints regarding Children’s Services Units, 1 complaint regarding Other/Policy and 0 complaints concerned Adoption Services.
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HOW MANY CASES WERE CLOSED & HOW WERE THEY RESOLVED?

During the reporting period, the Ombudsman Program closed 129 cases that had been opened for review.
These cases included 166 complaints and those are summarized in the table below.
VALID/RESOLVED complaints are those complaints that the Ombudsman has determined have merit, and
changes have been or are being made by the Department in the best interests of the child or children involved.
VALID/NOT RESOLVED complaints are those complaints that the Ombudsman has determined have
merit, but they have not been resolved for the following reasons:

1. ACTION CANNOT BE UNDONE: The issue could not be resolved because it involved an event
that had already occurred.
2. DEPARTMENT DISAGREES WITH OMBUDSMAN: The Department disagreed with the
Ombudsman’s recommendations and would not make changes.
3. CHANGE NOT IN THE CHILD’S BEST INTEREST: Making a change to correct a policy or practice
violation is not in the child’s best interest.
4. LACK OF RESOURCES: The Department agreed with the Ombudsman’s recommendations
but could not make a change because no resource was available.
NOT VALID complaints are those that the Ombudsman has reviewed and has determined that the

Department was or is following policies and procedures in the best interests of the child or children.
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PERFORMANCE SUMMARY
and Policy Recommendations
As usual, we have a good response from the Office of Child and Family Services to our policy recommendation. Our recommendations are both carry-over issues from 2012 and new issues highlighted in 2013.
In 2012 we made recommendations concerning:
1. Training for caseworkers to help them address the epidemic of prescription drug abuse;
2. More consistent application of policy regarding safety planning; and
3. Educational placement for children placed through DHHS but not in DHHS custody.
We remain concerned about all three (3) areas.
Substance abuse treatment for parents in the child welfare system was financed primarily in the
MaineCare program. Parent eligibility for MaineCare was dramatically reduced. These same parents
cannot afford private health insurance or direct pay for treatment. As a result treatment to prevent state
custody or to support reunification is significantly less available.
Safety planning remains an important element of Maine’s efforts to keep children safe without having to
enter state custody. Unfortunately, two problems persist:
1. Safety plans are supposed to be very short-term. We often find plans stretching for several
months.
2. Safety plans require the voluntary commitment of parents. We find that parents often do not
agree with or support the plan, but feel they have no choice.
Educational placement for children voluntarily placed with relatives outside the school system in which
their parents live remains a problem. These placements, made with DHHS support, should never be
refused by the superintendent of the school system in which the relative lives. Unfortunately, they still
have the ability to refuse to accept these children.
In 2013, we made recommendations regarding supervised visits, communication and educational neglect.
Our recommendations are summarized as follows:
1. Supervised visits are almost routinely required. We found that often there is no reason to think
that the parent(s) present a danger while visiting. Unnecessary supervised visits cost money that
might be better spent on more pressing needs.
2. Our callers, and frequently, their providers, report communication problems with their caseworker. We suggest that the problem is not as simple as caseworkers just not returning calls.
We suggest more extensive analysis of the problem.
3. Educational neglect was added to the definition of abuse and neglect several years ago. The
Departments of Education and Health and Human Services need to better coordinate the
responsibility for truancy held by DOE and the DHHS responsibility for educational neglect.
We found cases of clear educational neglect that were found inappropriate at intake in DHHS or
a finding of mild neglect was made even though the child had 29 unexcused absences in a half
year. In one case the Superintendent knew the youth was not in school but did not act because
the youth was not registered.

8

11th Annual Report

•

2013

LOOKING FORWARD: 2014
The areas of focus we look forward to in the coming year are not new subjects for the collaboration
between the Ombudsman’s office and the Office of Child and Family Services. But all are areas that
need continued refinement to best serve vulnerable children and families in Maine.
Family Team Meetings are a process used to help families identify both family supports and community
supports. These supports should help families both in the short term to alleviate any possible jeopardy to
the children and in the long term to make sure the children are safe and secure once child welfare services
is no longer involved. Many social workers throughout the state are effectively using these meetings to
help children and families. However, more work is needed to refine the process and make sure it is
consistently used in a supportive manner.
Similarly, children and families would benefit from more specific, measurable goals in parents’
reunification plans. Many parents follow their plans easily and goals are clear, but in some cases parents
are unable to determine what they must demonstrate in order to reunify with their children. Clear and
measurable goals within reunification plans would also enable child welfare social workers to determine
more quickly if it is not likely that a parent will be able to meet a child’s needs in a timely manner,
ensuring a quicker path to permanency for the child.
Safety planning can be a very important tool for social workers in ensuring the safety of children without
exposing them to the trauma of removal from their homes and families. Safety plans can be very effective,
but more guidance is needed on when their use is appropriate and when the case should move in a
different direction.
Effective communication between caseworkers, families and providers is a complex process. An analysis of
the barriers to effective communication is a necessary part of the improvement process. Frustration
among participants should become the sense of cooperation intended.
We hope to see the Legislature’s intent in its addition of educational neglect become an accepted part of
the community’s expectation of the child welfare system. Effective collaboration between the
Departments of Education and Health and Human Services will be necessary for the child welfare system
to effectively respond to the challenge of educational neglect.
Lastly, the Ombudsman’s office would like to acknowledge the demanding, relentless job that child
welfare services social workers have. They must make high stakes decisions on a daily basis about the
safety of children. The satisfaction that social workers gain from helping children and families is sometimes not enough to balance the difficulties of their days. The Office of Child and Family Services is
taking steps to address ways to help support social workers and reduce turnover and the Ombudsman’s
office would like to fully support these efforts in any way we can.
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