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Good morning.  My name is Stephanie Gendell and I am the Associate Executive Director for 

Policy and Advocacy at Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (CCC).  CCC is a 

73-year-old, independent, multi-issue child advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring every 

New York child is healthy, housed, educated and safe.   

 

I would like to thank Chair Levin, as well as the members of the City Council General Welfare 

Committee for holding today’s oversight hearing on child abuse and how various New York City 

touchpoints can help keep children safe.  This hearing is particularly timely given the tragic 

death of Zymere Perkins and we appreciate the City Council’s interest in making New York City 

a safer place to be a child. 

 

CCC also appreciates that the City Council not only invited the Administration for Children’s 

Services (ACS) to today’s hearing, but also the Department of Homeless Services (DHS), the 

New York City Police Department (NYPD), the Department of Education (DOE), the Mayor’s 

Office to Combat Domestic Violence (MOCDV) and the Mayor’s Children’s Cabinet.  The 

saying, It takes a village to raise a child, is particularly true when it comes to child safety.  In 

fact, not only do numerous City agencies play a key role but so too do all New Yorkers.  To 

quote another saying- If you see something, say something.  It is critical that all New Yorkers, 

who suspect children are in harm’s way take steps, such as calling the police or the State Central 

Register (SCR), to bring that child’s situation to the attention of those who can help. 

 

At the same time, it is also equally critical that we do not over-react to the Perkins tragedy by 

seeking to have children removed from their homes who are not in imminent risk or who could 

remain safely in their homes with appropriate services.  As the media and elected officials focus 

on this case and the repercussions to the staff involved in the case, we must also work to ensure 

that staff do not feel too scared or risk averse to leave children in their homes when this it is safe 

to do so. 

 

Child welfare is extremely complicated.  As the first Commissioner of ACS, Nicholas Scoppetta, 

once said, “Our work is judged by our failures, not our successes.”  It is so important that elected 

officials, advocates and the media remember all of this as we take a critical look at the City’s 

efforts in the Perkins case and in their efforts to keep all of the City’s nearly 2 million children 

safe. 

 

Child protective workers have perhaps the most challenging job in New York City:  They are 

called upon to investigate families through paper histories, home visits, and interviews with 

family members and collateral contacts, and then make a decision about whether or not a child 

will be safe.  They do this 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. ACS’s child protective staff investigate 

55,000-60,000 of these cases each year. 

 

Incorrect decisions can mean a child who would be safe in his/her home suffers the trauma of 

being removed from his/her family and placed into foster care or that a child is tragically injured.  

When a case has a bad outcome and a child is either severely injured or dies, it is often easy to 

look back and see where different decisions could have potentially led to a better outcome.  

Unfortunately, that is not as easy to do in real time when the outcome is unknown- predicting the 

future is more difficult than looking back. 
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Identifying which children are safe at home and which children are in grave danger is a 

challenging job- often taking place at late hours inside families’ homes and in some of the 

neighborhoods that experience higher levels of violence. We at CCC want to use this opportunity 

at this public hearing to thank ACS and their child protective staff for the work they do each and 

every day.  Countless children are safer, and countless families strengthened, because of the 

work you do - work that is never reported publicly. 

 

We say all of this not to excuse ACS or any other City agency for errors made in the Perkins case 

or any other, but to put these decisions in their proper context.  We do not feel that a system 

should be judged solely by its fatalities- these cases are luckily not demonstrative of the child 

welfare system.  That all said, these tragic cases do shed light on the errors made and/or areas 

where the systems serving children and their families need to be strengthened.  We appreciate the 

City Council and other City officials, including the Mayor and ACS Commissioner Carrion, 

taking the time to thoroughly examine this case and others, so that we can make New York 

City’s child welfare system the best in the nation. 

 

In that spirit, we will use this opportunity to testify about ways that we think New York City can 

improve its ability to keep children safe.  It is important to know that CCC is not privy to the 

facts of the Perkins case, beyond what has been reported publicly (and may not all be accurate), 

and thus these recommendations are not focused on this case in particular. 

 

 

Recommendations to Make NYC a Safer Place to Be a Child 

 

1) Ensure ACS has the Resources It Needs 

CCC understands that ACS is currently reviewing the Perkins case specifically, as well as their 

case practices more generally, as a means to evaluate where any systemic changes need to be 

made.  We urge ACS to be as transparent as possible as they learn of any areas that need 

improvement and for the City to fund any new resources identified as needed.  CCC commits to 

partnering with ACS in this endeavor with regard to advocating for city and state resources 

needed and/or laws or regulations needing to be changed. 

 

2) Strengthen Court Ordered Supervision in ACS 

Court ordered supervision cases are those where after ACS investigates a family, the agency 

believes that the family needs services for the child(ren) to be safe and then gets court a court 

order that requires the family to participate in services and be supervised by ACS.  For a court to 

order this, ACS must be able to prove that that there has been abuse or neglect. 

 

Often times, these cases are supervised by ACS child protective workers who then refer families 

to needed services (like parenting skills classes or drug treatment programs.)  This does not 

enable the family to benefit from the more holistic approach of working with a community based 

preventive services program.  Alternatively, when court ordered supervision cases are referred to 

preventive programs there is often a lack of role clarity between the ACS staff and the preventive 

program staff. 
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While this does not appear to be the issue at play in the Perkins case, as it does not seem like that 

case had court involvement, CCC believes that court ordered supervision cases are some of the 

highest risk cases at ACS, yet they often receive the least amount of services.  Since 2010, when 

CCC released The Wisest Investment:  New York City’s Preventive Service System1, we have 

been urging various ACS administrations to address this issue and/or create a workgroup to look 

more closely at this issue so as to better protect these children.  CCC remains interested in 

working with ACS on this issue. 

 

3) Strengthen Preventive Services for Families 

CCC believes that the best way to prevent child abuse and neglect, as well as the trauma of foster 

care, is through a robust preventive service system.  We are proud to say that New York City 

does have one of the strongest, if not the strongest, such systems with regard to breadth, depth 

and capacity. 

 

As the City reviews its case practices and responds to media and government calls for reform, it 

is critical that the agency continue its efforts to strengthen and support families.  While it is easy 

to say after a tragedy that a child should have been previously removed, ACS and those looking 

at ACS case practice must resist the urge to recommend removing children who can remain 

safely in their homes.  For the vast majority of children, including those living with parents who 

are struggling, the best place for them to be is with their family.  It is therefore imperative that 

the City continue to strengthen its preventive service system. 

We understand that as a result of the Perkins case and some of the work ACS has been doing to 

enhance IOC (Improved Outcomes for Children) that preventive service agencies will need ACS 

approval to close a preventive service case.  Since ACS issued its last RFP for preventive 

services, and as documented in our 2010 report, CCC has been concerned about issues related to 

preventive case closure.  Specifically, due to capacity issues at the time of the RFP, ACS 

provided incentives (i.e. cut funds) to programs that did not maintain an average 12-month length 

of service and/or open 25% of their capacity each quarter.  CCC has repeatedly expressed our 

concern that it is impossible for a caseworker to implement an average length of service to their 

caseload and that the result would in essence be a “12-month rule,” whereby cases would be 

closed after 12 months of service.   

 

We once again reiterate that we strongly believe that preventive service cases should be closed 

based on the safety, risk and needs of each individual family and not based on an arbitrary 

timeline.  If adding ACS oversight of case closures will help accomplish this, we are supportive 

of this policy change.  That said, we still urge ACS to eliminate incentives to close cases at 12 

months of services. 

 

Finally, it is worth noting that the rates for preventive services were set in 2008 and have not 

been increased since. Aside from the 2.5% human services COLA last year, preventive service 

staff have not had salary increases. This means that both programs and staff have not seen 

increases to rates or salaries that are necessary to adequately fund these services in 2016.  We 

urge ACS and the administration to use the upcoming budget to increase the rates and the 

                                                 
1 Citizens’ Committee for Children.  The Wisest Investment:  NYC’s Preventive Service System.  (2010). 

http://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-

content/publications/CCCReport.WisestInvestment.PreventiveServices.April2010.pdf.  

http://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-content/publications/CCCReport.WisestInvestment.PreventiveServices.April2010.pdf
http://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-content/publications/CCCReport.WisestInvestment.PreventiveServices.April2010.pdf
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salaries so that programs are able to maintain staff and provide the high quality services the 

City’s families need and deserve. 

 

4) Eliminate or Modify DHS’s “No Visitor” Policy 

CCC was deeply disturbed by the recent October 2016 IBO report, “Not Reaching the Door:  

Homeless Students Face Many Hurdles on the Way to School.”2  The report raises many 

concerning issues about families with children in shelter including the bureaucracy and 

challenges of ensuring children attend school (regardless of whether they need to enroll in a new 

school or get transportation to their original school).  Some of these challenges, such as the lack 

of access to laundry facilities, raise issues both about school attendance and larger safety and 

well-being issues for children and families in shelter.  We urge the City Council to explore the 

numerous issues in the IBO report at another hearing in the near future. 

 

One issue, however, that is relevant to the topic of today’s hearing is that DHS shelters have a 

“no visitor” policy whereby residents cannot have guests in their units/homes.  Some shelter 

facilities have common areas where there can be guests and some do not.  Shelter residents in 

facilities without these types of common areas cannot have visitors at all.  Parents in the IBO 

focus groups spoke about the impact the “no visitor policy” created in hampering the ability of 

their children to make friends in their new school and in the parents’ ability to maintain their 

support network. 

 

CCC is deeply disturbed by the impact of this rule because we feel it is manufacturing social 

isolation for parents and their children, which is a well-documented risk factor for child abuse 

and neglect.3  One well known researcher wrote, “Of course, most poor people do not neglect nor 

otherwise maltreat their children, but poverty, when combined with other risk factors such as 

substance abuse, social isolation, financial uncertainty, continued family chaos, or a lack of 

available transportation and affordable child care can put a child at greater risk of child abuse or 

neglect.”4 

 

When DHS moves a family from their community of origin to another community, which due to 

the census is now a common practice, the family is being moved away from their existing social 

network.  By instituting a “no visitor” policy, families are unable to create a new social network 

in their new community/home and are unable to have their family and friends visit their new 

home.  Combined with the curfew, it is nearly impossible for adults and children in shelter to 

maintain connections to their social supports and networks.  Furthermore, the current average 

length of stay in shelter for families with children is 431 days.5  This is a very significant amount 

of time to be cut off from a social support system. 

                                                 
2 New York City Independent Budget Office.  http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-

students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf  
3 There is a great deal of literature about social isolation as a risk factor for child abuse and neglect.  For example:  

DePanfilis, D., United States Department of Health and Human Services, Child Neglect:  A Guide for Prevention, 

Assessment and Intervention. 2006. https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/neglect.pdf. American Psychological 

Association.  http://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/understanding-child-abuse.aspx.  
4 DePanfilis, D., United States Department of Health and Human Services, Child Neglect:  A Guide for Prevention, 

Assessment and Intervention. 2006, pp 29-32. https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/neglect.pdf.   
5 Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal Year 2016.  Department of Homeless Services, at 197.  

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2016/dhs.pdf.  

http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/neglect.pdf
http://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/understanding-child-abuse.aspx
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/neglect.pdf
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2016/dhs.pdf
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The removal of social networks of support is the exact opposite of what we want for families 

struggling with the trauma and stress of homelessness.  We know that the histories of many child 

fatalities, including the Perkins case, include bouts of homelessness.   

 

CCC strongly urges the City to reconsider the “no visitor” policy.  We appreciate that this policy 

is likely in effect to help ensure safety to the residents in shelter, but we urge the City to re-think 

how to both protect shelter residents and ensure that homeless families are not isolated from their 

communities of support by a system that is supposed to be helping them.  Options could include 

requiring common areas for guests; establishing reasonable hours when guests can be in shelter 

units using a system where guests sign in and out; and/or eliminating the policy completely.   

 

5) Better Coordinate Child Welfare Services with Other City Services 

Coordinating City services seems to always be a challenge regardless of what city agencies are 

involved and/or what systemic issue we are discussing.  That said, regardless of these challenges, 

when children’s lives are literally at stake, it is imperative that we do the best we can to make the 

coordination as seamless and effective as possible.  We suggest that the Mayor’s Office create 

interagency task forces, that include outside providers and advocates, to address the agency 

coordination issues identified through the Perkins case and other recent tragedies. 

 

6) Take Steps to Increase Staff Morale 

There is no more challenging time for a child welfare agency and its staff than after a highly 

publicized fatality.  The ongoing negative press attention and the known sanctions taken against 

staff members have a tremendous impact on staff- many of whom are hardworking, caring 

individuals who come to work every day seeking to help children and their families.  

In addition to the direct impact negative publicity can have on staff, caseloads also tend to 

increase after cases with a lot of media attention.  Historical data documents trends showing that 

reports of child abuse and neglect increase after well-reported cases, which then translates into 

more investigations and often times more removals.  History has also shown that staff attrition 

increases following these types of incidents, further exacerbating higher caseloads. It is therefore 

critical that ACS, the Mayor’s Office and other city agencies anticipate these trends now and 

focus on supporting existing staff, recruiting and hiring more staff, and also recruiting more high 

quality foster homes.   

 

In addition, as advocates and responsible New Yorkers we believe that we all have a 

responsibility not to demonize the child welfare workforce; instead, we must use every 

opportunity we can to shed light on the very complex, challenging and meaningful work child 

welfare staff perform every day.  And we must commit to ensuring ACS and its partner agencies 

have the resources they need to protect children and strengthen families.   

 

We hope CCC’s testimony today reflects these beliefs.  We look forward to partnering with 

ACS, DHS, DOE, the City Council, the Public Advocate, preventive service and foster care 

providers, child welfare advocates, families and youth to strengthen the City’s child welfare 

agency in a way that protects both the safety and well-being of New York City’s children and 

their families. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  


