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TO:  The Honorable Joy A. San Buenaventura, Chair 
  Senate Committee on Human Services 
 
FROM:  Cathy Betts, Director 
 
SUBJECT:   SCR 102/ SR 90- REQUESTING THE OFFICE OF THE AUDITOR TO CONDUCT A 

PERFORMANCE AUDIT OF THE CHILD WELFARE SERVICES BRANCH OF THE 
DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES. 

 
  Hearing: Tuesday, March 29, 2022, 3:00 p.m. 
    State Capitol Conference Room 329 and  

Via videoconference 
 

DEPARTMENT'S POSITION:  The Department of Human Services (DHS) Human Services 

(DHS) appreciates the intent but opposes the resolution. 

PURPOSE:  The purpose of the resolution is for the Office of the Auditor to conduct a 

performance audit of the Child Welfare Services Branch (CWSB) of the Department of Human 

Services (DHS). 

The Department would like to clarify the statements in the resolution, Page 1, Lines 13-

19,  regarding the Administration for Children and Families' (ACF) periodic Child and Family 

Services Review (CFSR).  These federal reviews are designed to challenge states to improve their 

practice in various performance areas, regardless of their evaluated level of performance.  

Hawaii has improved its practice and outcomes in partnership with ACF for each of the three 

CFSRs (2003, 2009, and 2017). 
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The Department is committed to quality improvement and will continuously examine its 

procedures and practices and use the data from these examinations to ameliorate CWS and the 

outcomes for children and families.     

The Department opposes the resolution because it duplicates other audit and review 

efforts.  In 2013 the Office of the Auditor yielded responded to House Concurrent Resolution 

No. 165 of the 2010 legislative session, which requested the Auditor to conduct a program 

audit of the efficient and effectiveness of CWS in processing and investigating complaints of 

child abuse and neglect.  The Auditor wrote that it, 

"determined the requested audit is problematic and cannot be performed [as] the 
[Department] 's process for receiving and assessing child abuse complaints and its 
overall performance in ensuring the quality of its child welfare services are subject to 
ongoing federal reviews and regulations [therefore] efforts by the [Auditor] to audit 
these areas would be duplicative of existing federal reviews." 1 
 
The Department currently works with other State and federal agencies and offices and 

stakeholders, and community providers to assist in improving its practices and services.  To this 

end, the DHS actively partners with national child welfare experts, Hawaii State agencies, 

community stakeholders (specifically, youth and families involved with CWS), and local social 

service providers in developing and implementing all new CWS programs evaluating current 

practice.    

CWS has a comprehensive Quality Assurance (QA) program, which involves continuously 

auditing CWS practice and implementing changes toward improved safety for children.  Below 

are some of the CWS QA processes that address the concerns raised in the resolution. 

• Case Reviews 

The Department contracts with the University of Hawaii (UH) Maui College, Hawaii Child 

Welfare Continuous Quality Improvement (HCWCQI), to annually conduct formal case 

reviews of a random selection of cases from every region of the State, using the federal 

Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) tool.  These reviews form the basis of action 

plans for each section.  

 
1 See, https://files.hawaii.gov/auditor/Reports/2013/HCR165_SLH_2010(1).pdf 
 

https://files.hawaii.gov/auditor/Reports/2013/HCR165_SLH_2010(1).pdf
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• Targeted Reviews 

When CWS leadership notices a pattern in the CWS data that they need to understand 

more fully, HCWCQI designs and conducts a review of CWS cases to target the issues to 

identify areas for improvement.  Examples of past targeted reviews include:  

 Resource Caregiver Background Clearances, 

 Child's Placement Stability while in Foster Care,  

 Increase in the Number of Children in Foster Care, 

 Re-entry into Foster Care, and 

 Time Spent in Foster Care Prior to Adoption. 

• Case Expert Guidance  

If challenging issues arises on a case, or if a CWS staff member has a concern about a 

case that may be difficult for the assigned worker to address on their own, a group of 

child welfare practice experts is called together, along with the assigned caseworker and 

their supervisor.  This group reviews the case individually in advance and then meets for 

several hours to discuss the challenges and provide guidance, including a best practice 

plan for moving forward with the case. 

• Administrative Review Panel (ARP) 

When it is not clear how to apply CWS policies and procedures in a specific case, an ARP 

may be held to determine the proper course of action.   The ARP consists of CWS 

Administrators, CWS Program Development Staff, an HCWCQI representative, the 

caseworker, and their supervisor. 

• Licensing Review Panel (LRP) 

An LRP may be held when CWS staff need guidance on applying licensing rules and 

procedures to place a child in a particular resource home.  The LRP panel consists of 

CWS administration, licensing supervisor, licensing worker, and the caseworker.   

• ACF Reviews & PIPs 

The federal Administration for Child and Families (ACF) completes a comprehensive 

assessment of the child welfare system in each State every 5-to 7 years.  The assessment 

results become the basis of the State's Program Improvement Plan.  Hawaii has 
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successfully engaged in this process three times.  In addition, ACF meets regularly with 

CWS to review the status of the PIP.    

• Use of Child Welfare Expert Consultants 

The Department regularly reaches out to national child welfare experts to guide CWS 

work and ensure the best outcomes for children and families.  For example, over the 

past several years, CWS has been working collaboratively with the Child Welfare 

Capacity Building Center for States, the Center for the Study of Social Policy, Casey 

Family Programs, Mindspring, and Action 4 Child Protection.  

• Multidisciplinary Teams (MDTs) 

The Multidisciplinary Team is a contracted service through DHS that comprises a 

pediatrician, child psychologist, clinical social worker, and pediatric nurse -- all of whom 

are experts in child abuse and neglect -- to provide consultative services to the DHS on 

CWS cases.  MDTs are held on a range of cases for various reasons, e.g., determining 

whether a child can safely return home, assessing a parent's capacity to engage 

successfully in services, and determining the cause of a child's injury.  CWS policy 

requires that an MDT be held for any case involving serious harm or death. 

• Child Death Reviews (CDR) 

The DHS is a member of the Hawaii State CDR, a multidisciplinary team convened by the 

Department of Health.  Membership includes medical professionals, emergency 

response personnel, and community agencies.  The reviews look at preventable child 

fatalities statewide to understand the risk factors that may have led to child death.  

Knowledge gained from the reviews is used to prevent future child deaths by the CDR 

Team proposing legislative and system changes.   

• Resource Caregiver Licensing Workgroup 

A statewide resource caregiver licensing workgroup was formed two years ago to 

improve the safety and wellbeing of children placed in resource homes.   The workgroup 

is reviewing and revising its resource caregiver licensing rules to protect children in 

foster care best and align with federal licensing standards.  In addition, this workgroup 

has also reviewed and revised the mandatory training for resource caregivers, which will 
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be implemented later this year.  These actions will further ensure that whenever 

children are placed in foster care, the resource home is safe, appropriate, and able to 

meet the children's needs. 

• CWS Advisory Committee 

This committee is comprised of CWSB administration, HCWCQI staff, social service 

providers, court staff, Department of Health representatives, youth currently or 

formerly in foster care, resource caregivers, and family representatives.  The Committee 

meets quarterly to share updates in their respective areas that affect the families.  The 

CWS Advisory Committee allows CWS to obtain input from members on strategies to 

improve outcomes and policies and procedures that impact the delivery of services to 

children and families. 

To address CWS staffing challenges, CWS is employing the following strategies: 

• Deploying members of its Specialized Workload Assessment Team (SWAT) (a team of 

experienced CWS staff who respond to urgent needs statewide, supervised by CWS 

Branch Administrators) to support units, particularly struggling.   

• Moving support staff (who meet the minimum qualifications) to assessment 

positions to help ease the workload.  This staff receives extra supervision and direct 

support from seasoned assessment workers. 

• Implementing Family First Hawaii (Hawaii's plan for the federal Family First 

Prevention Services Act), whose prevention services will hopefully keep children 

safely out of foster care, thus reducing caseloads.   

• Working with the DHS Personnel Office and the Hawaii State Department of Human 

Resources, using the collaboratively designed Wiki Wiki hire process to quickly move 

qualified candidates into positions.   

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on this resolution. 
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Comments:  

Senator SanBuenaventura, 

I strongly oppose an audit of CWS as an ineffective waste of time. 

The Hawaii State Auditor did a review of CWS in 1999 and was so concerned about the flawed 

system that they did a follow-up review in 2003. That investigation noted no improvement since 

1999. In 2003, the federal children’s bureau began reviews of all states and have completed 3 

reviews. Again, no improvement was noted by the Advertiser in 2017. There have been 22 

lawsuits filed or settled against DHS since 2013. Prior to 2017, the legislature had not submitted 

one bill to address the flawed system. 

In 2018, a child death prompted a knee-jerk reaction to add staff to the Hilo Unit and proposed 

an unconstitutional bill to investigate all homeschoolers. In 2022, another child death has 

prompted an unconstitutional bill to investigate all adoptive and guardianship families. Where 

was an investigation by the Senate of the CWS role in those deaths? 

If this new audit is conducted, it will run at the same time as the 4th round of federal reviews and 

will do nothing but kick the can down the road yet another time to solutions of a department with 

no accountability or oversight. 

Audits don’t carry the weight of law to implement change unless the leadership of the 

department has the integrity and commitment to change. 10 years of helping parents in the 

system and 3 years of personal experience with a caseworker tells me that the most basic of all 

functions of CWS staff to full compliance of existing child protective law is not the case.  

DHS is weak on leadership that trickles down to supervisors who are weak on leadership of 

front-line workers. The legislature has the authority but simply will not confront DHS with 

issues of training and competency in the performance standards of social work. DHS needs 

strong leadership and the front-line workers need to be licensed MSWs.  

If the legislature wants solutions, read Wexler’s paper called SOLUTIONS; DUE PROCESS and 

then contact him. He will tell you up front that case overload is artificially created by the 

department itself when it ignores 4th amendment rights and responsibilities on child removals. 

See SB2416, a bill aimed to reduce illegal child removals that was not even given the courtesy of 

a public hearing. 



Richard Wexler 

Executive Director 

National Coalition for Child Protection Reform 

53 Skyhill Road (Suite 202) 

Alexandria VA 22314 

Office: (703) 212-2006 

Cell: (703) 380-4252 

www.nccpr.org 
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