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Mission and Mandate 

MISSION 

The Alaska Citizen Review Panel (CRP) is committed to reviewing and evaluating the 
practices and procedures of the Office of Children’s Services (OCS) and in making 
recommendations relative to its findings to insure the safety and the well-being of the 
children of Alaska. 

The CRP will achieve this commitment by examining the policies and procedures of the 
Office of Children’s Services and collaborating agencies; examining, where appropriate, 
specific cases; evaluating the extent to which agencies are carrying out their child 
protection responsibilities; and preparing and making available to the public an annual 
report. 

MANDATE FOR THE GROUP 

The Citizens' Review Panel (CRP) is federally mandated through the Child Abuse 
Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA); Keeping Children and Families Safe Act of 
2003.  The CRP is also mandated through Alaska statute Sec. 47.14.205.   

“By allowing the Panels to have complete access to child protection cases, by requiring 
Panels to publicize their findings, and by requiring states to respond to criticisms and 
recommendations of the Panels, the Committee intends to subject states to public 
criticism and political repercussion if they fail to protect children.”  (United States 
Congress, House Report 104-081, 1995, p.1) 

DUTIES ASSIGNED TO THE GROUP 

Summary of duties  The CRP shall examine the policies, procedures, and practices of 
State and local agencies and where appropriate, specific cases, to evaluate the extent to 
which State and local child protection system agencies are effectively discharging their 
child protection responsibilities. 



  2008 Annual Report 

Alaska Citizen Review Panel   3 

CRP duties 

·  Evaluate OCS compliance with federal and state laws, examine policies and 
procedures for consistent statewide implementation, review cases with fatalities or 
near fatalities.  The CRP shall evaluate the extent to which OCS is effectively 
discharging its child protection responsibilities under: 

1. the State Plan submitted to the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services under 42 U.S.C. 5106a(b); 

2. Child Protection Standards under federal and state laws; and 
3. any other criteria that the CRP considers important to ensuring the 

protection of children, including the level and efficiency of coordination of 
foster care and adoption programs in the state and a review of child fatalities 
and near fatalities. 

In carrying out the responsibilities listed above, the CRP shall examine the 
policies, procedures, and practices of OCS, and, where appropriate, evaluate 
specific cases of child abuse or neglect. 

·  Maintain confidentiality.  A person attending a CRP meeting or a CRP member or 
CRP staff may not make any disclosure related to information obtained during a 
review by the CRP.  A violation is subject to a civil penalty of up to $2,500 for 
each violation. 

·  Conduct public outreach.  The CRP shall conduct public outreach and gather 
public comment on current OCS procedures and practices involving children and 
family services. 

·  Produce an annual report.  The CRP shall prepare and make available to the 
governor, the legislature, and the public an annual report containing a summary of 
its activities and recommendations for the improvement of child protection 
services in the state.   

·  Meet at least every three months.  The CRP is required by law to meet every three 
months.  Additional meetings and/or teleconferences are scheduled as needed. 

DUTIES ASSIGNED TO OCS RELATED TO THE CRP 

HSS support.  The Commissioner shall, by regulation, establish policies and procedures 
necessary to carrying out the duties of the CRP. 

·  Cooperation with state panel.  OCS shall provide the panel access to information 
on child abuse or neglect cases that is necessary for the CRP to carry out its 
duties. 

·  Report response.  Not later than six months after the date on which the report is 
released, OCS shall submit a written response that describes whether or how OCS 
will incorporate the recommendations of the CRP (where appropriate) to make 
measurable progress in improving the child protection system. 
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Membership and Staff Support 

Required membership  The panel shall be composed of volunteer members who are 
broadly representative of the state, including members who have expertise in the 
prevention and treatment of child abuse and neglect. 

Current membership 

Fred Van Wallinga, Chair, Willow 
Carol Olson, Vice Chair, Anchorage 
Pamela Dupras, Kodiak 
Dana W. Hallett, Soldotna 
Arthur S. Hansen, Fairbanks 
Susan Heuer, Anchorage 
Esperanza Redelfs, Ketchikan 
Ralph Taylor, Nome 

Desired membership  The CRP would like to meet its requirement to be broadly 
representative of the state by widening the geographic and racial and ethnic diversity of 
the membership.  The group is working to recruit new members from underrepresented 
areas of the state as well as a greater diversity of child-centered expertise and 
background. 

OCS liaison  Tammy Sandoval, Director, is the current liaison between OCS and the 
CRP.  Richard Nault, Deputy Director, was the liaison for much of the previous year. 

Staff support   Staff support is provided by Sylvan Robb and Nancy Lowe of 
Information Insights. 
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Meetings and Activities 

Group meetings 

September 21-22, 2007 In person — Fairbanks 
November 10, 2007  In person — Glennallen 
December 12, 2007  Teleconference 
January 11, 2008  In person — Anchorage 
February 15, 2008  In person — Juneau 
March 28, 2008  Teleconference 
May 1-2, 2008   In person — Anchorage 
June 10, 2008   Teleconference 

 
Other activities 

September 20, 2007  Delta Junction: met with local OCS staff and  
partnering agencies 

 Cantwell and Healy: met with partnering agencies 
September 21, 2007  Fairbanks: met with local OCS staff and partnering  

Agencies 
November 8-9, 2007  Chitina, Copper Center, Gakona, Glennallen, Kenny  

Lake, Northway, Tok and Valdez: met with local 
OCS  

 November 13, 2007  Wasilla: Dana Hallett met with James Steele,  
Children’s Services Manager for Southcentral  
Regional Office and Sue Frisby, Community Care 
Licensing Supervisor 3 
Staff and partnering agencies 

November 29,2007  Anchorage: presented at Alaska Native Indian Child 
Welfare (Bureau of Indian Affairs) Conference and 
surveyed attendees 

 December 19, 2007  Teleconference: Fred Van Wallinga and  
Sylvan Robb participated in National Citizen  
Review Panel Conference planning committee 

 January 9-10, 2008  Anchorage: attended “Pathways to Hope  
Conference regarding Alaska Native Child Sexual  
Abuse  
Anchorage: met with Bethel OCS workers and Paul  
Burke, Nome Chief of Police and Michelle Krier,  
Kawerak Child Advocacy Center Director 

 February 8, 2008  Teleconference: CRP met with Christy Lawton,  
Children’s Services Manager of the Northern  
Region 

February 11-12, 2008  Petersburg, Sitka, and Wrangell: met with local  
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OCS staff and partnering agencies 
 February 13-15, 2008  Juneau: met with local OCS staff and partnering  

agencies  
 February 13, 2008  Juneau: met with Lt. Governor Sean Parnell 

February 14, 2008  Juneau: met with Commissioner Karleen Jackson,  
Deputy Commissioner Bill Hogan, and Director 
Tammy Sandoval 

     Juneau: met with Representative John Coghill and  
chief staffer, Rynnieva Moss 

     Juneau: met with Representative Mike Hawker’s  
staff member, Paulyn Swanson 

 Juneau: testified before House HESS Committee 
February 19, 2008 Anchorage: Art Hansen participated in the 

Community Federal Standards Review 
 Glennallen and Gulkana: Fred Van Wallinga and 

Carol Olson met with current and former OCS 
workers 

 February 26, 2008  Teleconference: met with Eileen Lally and Jay C.  
Bush of the Family and Youth Services Training 
Academy at the University of Alaska Anchorage  
regarding TONE training 

 March 6, 2008   Wasilla: Fred Van Wallinga met with James Steele,  
Children’s Services Manager for Southcentral  
Regional Office 

 March 27, 2008  Anchorage: Fred Van Wallinga and Susan Heuer  
met with Tammy Sandoval, Director of OCS and  
Christy Lawton, Children’s Services Manager for 
Northern Regional Office 

 April 8-10, 2008  Anchorage: Art Hansen and Carol Olson attended  
the Alaska Native Indian Child Welfare Summit 

 April 14, 2008   Kaltag: Fred Van Wallinga met with school  
administrator and community resident 

 April 17, 2008   Fairbanks: Art Hansen attended the Family to  
Family Conference 
Nulato: Fred Van Wallinga met with school  
administrator and community residents 

  Teleconference: Sylvan Robb participated in  
National Citizen Review Panel Conference planning 
committee 

 April 23, 2008   Fairbanks: Art Hansen attended the Community  
Cares Conference 
Fairbanks: Fred Van Wallinga met with 
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Representative Coghill’s staff member, Rynnieva 
Moss 

May 21-23, 2008 St. Paul, Minnesota: Fred Van Wallinga and Carol 
Olson attended the National Citizen Review Panel 
conference 

 
Annual activities 

Although the CRP was formed in May 2002, the core of its current membership has been 
in place for roughly four years.  The group meets approximately every other month, with 
every third meeting being a teleconference.  Panel membership has remained steady this 
year with eight members, although there were extended absences during the year.  One 
member missed a portion of the year for health reasons and another member missed 
nearly the entire year due to a military deployment.   
 
The CRP continued to focus this year on the two areas on which it had previously 
focused.  The first was facilitating an improved relationship between OCS and tribal 
agencies.  The second was facilitating an improved relationship between OCS and foster 
parents.  A large part of this effort continued to be the process of educating people about 
the existence and role of the CRP.  To this end, the group continued to maintain a public 
website at www.crpalaska.org to provide information on Alaska’s CRP, as well as citizen 
review panels in general.  The group also distributed its brochures at conferences and 
made presentations using an existing Power Point presentation to educate more people 
about the CRP and its mission.   
 
As more people become aware of our existence we receive more calls from dissatisfied 
citizens.  As in the past, we inform people that we do not typically intervene in individual 
cases, but encourage people to avail themselves of either the OCS grievance process or to 
open a case with the Ombudsman’s Office.  When we are aware of cases, we do try to 
monitor complaints with an eye out for patterns of problems. 
 
Our unofficial theme for this year was data collection.  We distributed a survey at the 
Alaska Native Indian Child Welfare Conference put on by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  
We received feedback from over 100 mainly Alaska Native ICWA workers who were 
attending the conference. Respondents were asked which Native corporation region they 
were from.  There were representatives from all regions except Koniak.  Calista had the 
most representatives among survey respondents with 30%. Calista was followed by 16% 
from Doyon, 14% from Bristol Bay and 11% from Bering Straits.  The other regions each 
had a handful of respondents.   
 
Respondents were asked if there was good collaboration between OCS and tribal entities 
in their community.  Half of respondents (50%) reported good collaboration, while just 
under one-quarter (24%) reported that there was not good collaboration.  Eight percent of 
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respondents selected yes and no.  Just under one fifth of respondents (18%) selected 
‘don’t know’ in response to this question. 
 
Respondents were asked how they would rate the effectiveness of child protection in their 
community.  An equal percentage of respondents selected ‘very effective’ or ‘somewhat 
effective’ and ‘very ineffective’ or ‘somewhat ineffective’ with 28% and 27% 
respectively.  Nearly half of respondents (45%) reported that child protection in their 
community was ‘neither effective nor ineffective.’   
 
Respondents were asked to rate the effectiveness of foster care in their community.  
‘Very effective’ or ‘somewhat effective’ were selected by 27% of respondents.  More 
than forty percent (44%) of respondents report that foster care in their community was 
either ‘very ineffective’ or ‘somewhat ineffective.’  Twenty-nine percent of respondents 
reported foster care in their community was ‘neither effective not ineffective.’ 

Respondents were asked if had anything else to add and 58% of respondents made an 
additional comment.  Among those comments, 40% of them mentioned foster parent 
issues.  Among the 40% who mentioned foster parent issues, 38% mentioned a lack of 
Native foster parent homes available and the need for tribes being able to license homes.  
The other 63% of the foster parent comments mentioned lack of support financially and 
that becoming a foster parent was cumbersome and standards were too strict. 

Based on some of the results from the above survey, we were motivated to try and survey 
foster parents directly.  We continue to work on piloting a survey with current and recent 
foster parents.  Our efforts have been hampered by the lack of a strong foster parent 
group with whom we can work. 

We also collected a great deal of regional data in-person through site visits to 20 
communities.  We interviewed local OCS staff and staff from the following types of 
partnering agencies about what is working and what needs improvement in their 
relationship with OCS and how we can help facilitate those efforts. 

·  Coast Guard personnel 
·  Counseling center staff 
·  District attorneys 
·  Foster parents 
·  Health aides & public health nurses 
·  ICWA workers 
·  Local police departments 
·  OCS staff 
·  School principals, nurses & counselors 
·  State troopers 
·  Tribal representatives 
·  WIC workers 
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We also learned a great deal from other people in these same job types when we heard 
from them at several conferences we attended.  We attended the “Pathways to Hope” 
conference on Alaska Native Child Sexual Abuse.  Members also attended the Alaska 
Native Indian Child Welfare Summit conference.  Attendance at these conferences 
provides extremely valuable networking opportunities, especially to hear from rural 
residents from many communities.  Additionally, they are an excellent way to continue to 
make people aware of our existence. 

We had additional training opportunities this year.  Several members attended the 
National Citizen Review Panel Conference in Minnesota.  Attendance at the national 
conference allows us to learn of any legislative changes that impact citizen review panels 
and to network with members from other states to exchange ideas.  We also received a 
full day tutorial on the OCS budget from the primary person responsible for the budget.  
After hearing many comments about worker training from interviewees, we had a 
teleconference with those responsible for providing training for new OCS employees. 
 
This year, for the first time, we asked OCS staff to conduct a case review in a response to 
reports we had received about a particular community.  We were very pleased with the 
responsiveness and with the resolution of that situation.   
 
The primary issue we threw ourselves into this year was a recommendation for and strong 
advocacy of the creation of a fifth OCS region for the state to be headquartered in Bethel.  
We communicated extensively with Bethel residents involved in the child protection 
system and presented this recommendation to the House Health, Education, and Social 
Services Committee.  While our request was not immediately acted upon, we continue to 
feel this is a vital step to enable OCS to provide quality, culturally appropriate services to 
this region of the state. 
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Recommendations 

Recommendation 1. Create a fifth region headquartered in Bethel 

Population and Land Area 
Currently OCS serves the state through four regions: Southeast, Anchorage, the Northern 
region (which includes the area north of St. Mary’s) and the Southcentral region (which 
is the remainder of the state).  The map below shows the existing regions. 
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Currently there is one office in the Anchorage region, five offices in the Southeast region, seven offices in the Northern region and 13 
offices in the Southcentral region. The existing Southcentral region has 12 field offices which is twice as the region with the next 
largest number of field offices—six in the Northern region--and three times as many field offices as Southeast (which has four field 
offices). The following map shows the dozen field offices in the Southcentral region and the regional headquarters in Wasilla. 
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We propose that in order to better serve the sizable and culturally distinct area of 
Southwest Alaska, OCS create a fifth region to be headquartered in Bethel.  This region 
would be broken out from the existing Southcentral region (SCRO).  It would include the 
six existing OCS offices in Aniak, Bethel, Dillingham, King Salmon, St. Mary’s, and 
Unalaska.  The existing Southcentral region includes 37% of Alaska’s land area and 30% 
of its population.  The first map that follows shows the entire state with the proposed five 
regions.  The second map that follows highlights which of the field offices would remain 
in the Southcentral office and which would become part of the proposed Southwest 
region.  
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The table below lists all the boroughs and census areas included in the existing 
Southcentral region.  Those areas above the heavy line are those that would remain in the 
Southcentral region after the proposed Southwest region is created.  Those below the 
heavy line are the areas that would be in the proposed Southwest region.  The existing 
boundary between the Northern region and SCRO is a straight line east-west across the 
state, so it does not follow borough or census area boundaries.  We have estimated the 
percentage of the census areas in the proposed Southwest region for those census areas 
bisected by the boundary.   

Borough or Census 
Area 

Population 
(2006 Census 
Bureau est.) 

% Population 
Under 5 Years 

Old 

% Population 
Under 18 
Years Old 

Land Area 
(sq. miles) 

Kenai Peninsula 
Borough 52,304 5.8 24.7 16,013 

Kodiak Island 
Borough 13,072 7.7 30.0 6,560 

Matanuska-Susitna 
Borough 80,480 6.4 26.2 24,682 

Valdez-Cordova 
Census Area 9,872 6.2 24.7 34,319 

Aleutians East 
Borough 2,647 3.5 12.1 6,988 

Aleutians West 
Census Area 5,239 3.2 12.8 4,397 

Bethel Census Area 17,147 11.2 37.1 40,633 
Bristol Bay 
Borough 1,042 6.5 27.0 505 

Dillingham Census 
Area 4,970 8.7 33.6 18,675 

Lake and Peninsula 
Borough 1,548 8.1 31.2 23,782 

Wade Hampton 
Census Area 6,443* 13.7 42.4 14,614* 

Yukon-Kouyukuk 
Census Area 877** 6.5 27.9 21,885** 

Total current SCRO 201,745 7.0 27.3 213,053 
Total proposed 
Southwest region 39,913 10.6 36.7 131,479 

Total remaining 
SCRO 155,728 6.3 25.9 81,574 

Alaska 670,053 7.4 27.1 571,951 

* Estimate 85% of Wade Hampton Census Area in proposed Southwest region, figure is 85% of total. 

** Estimate 15% of Yukon-Koyukuk Census Area in proposed Southwest region, figure is 15% of total. 
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The proposed Southwest region would have 6% of Alaska’s population, although it 
would contain 8% of Alaska’s children under 18 years old.  While the population in the 
proposed new region is not sizable, 37% of that population is children.  The proposed 
Southwest region would also include 23% of Alaska’s land area.  This would leave the 
remaining SCRO with 23% of Alaska’s population, 22% of Alaska’s children under 18 
years old and 14% of Alaska’s land area. 

The proposed Southwest region has a large number of communities.  There are at least 73 
communities that would be served by the new region.  All of those communities are 
substantially closer to Bethel than to Wasilla in many ways.  The communities are 
geographically closer, culturally closer and much closer in lifestyle being all off-road 
small, rural communities.   
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Currently the distance between Wasilla, where SCRO is headquartered, and Unalaska is equal to the distance between Miami and 
Washington, D.C.; it is 850 miles.  It is 510 miles from Unalaska to Bethel, the proposed headquarters of the Southwest region.  
Bethel is two-fifths of the way closer to Unalaska than Wasilla is from Unalaska. 
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Caseloads 
In terms of caseload for out-of-home cases the proposed Southwest region would not be 
the smallest region as shown in the table below.  Data in the table cover September 2007 
through February 2008. 

Region Total Cases % of State 
Caseload 

Average Cases 
Per Month 

Highest Monthly 
Caseload 

Anchorage 3,313 42.6 552 557 
Northern 1,277 16.4 213 223 
Southeast 788 10.1 131 137 
Southcentral 
(existing) 

2,397 30.8 400 416 

State Total 7,775 100 1,296 1,321 
Proposed 
Southwest 

861 11.1 144 146 

Data shown below are for opened investigations and also cover the same time period. 

Region Total Cases % of State 
Caseload 

Average Cases 
Per Month 

Highest Monthly 
Caseload 

Anchorage 1,112 38.1 185 220 
Northern 535 18.3 89 109 
Southeast 381 13.0 64 74 
Southcentral 
(existing) 

893 31.0 149 191 

State Total 2,921 100 487 530 
Proposed 
Southwest 

270 9.2 45 57 

Among in-home cases for that same time period, the Southcentral region had the highest 
number of cases with 88 of 205 in the entire state.  That’s 43% of all in-home cases in 
Alaska.  The field office breakdown of these cases was not available, but it can only help 
the Southcentral region to halve the number of field offices it serves.  When 
investigations and in-home cases are taken together, Southcentral again has the highest 
number of cases among the regions.  Workers in Southcentral have the most cases per 
worker for these kinds of cases. 

Great Need—Troubled Region 
As reported in the Anchorage Daily News article, Slowly, Western Alaska starts to break 
silence on sexual abuse, Children are often victims of relatives by Alex DeMarban of the 
Tundra Drums, Bethel has more sexual assaults than Anchorage in absolute numbers (not 
per capita).  This article was published on January 22, 2008.  A portion of the article is 
excerpted below. 
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EPICENTER: BETHEL 

New statistics from the Alaska State Troopers suggest that Western Alaska 
leads the state in cases of sexual abuse of a minor -- often when girls are 
raped or molested by intoxicated adult male relatives and acquaintances -- 
and cases of sexual assaults against women. 

A soon-to-be released study of 989 such cases investigated statewide by 
troopers in 2003 and 2004 shows that the greatest number -- 476 cases, or 
48 percent -- occurred in Western Alaska, said Katie TePas, a troopers 
program coordinator. 

The region is immense -- containing more than one-third of the state's land 
mass -- and stretches from Kotzebue in the north to Kodiak in the south 
and out the Aleutian Chain past Unalaska. It's served by 13 trooper posts 
in what's known as the C Detachment. 

But the population is small, represented by dozens of villages -- many 
with fewer than 500 people -- and a handful of hub communities, such as 
Kodiak, Bethel or Nome, each with fewer than 6,000 people. 

In the vastly more populated regions along the road system -- including 
Anchorage, Fairbanks and the Matanuska-Susitna Borough -- troopers 
investigated fewer such cases during the two-year period. Combined, 
trooper posts in those areas investigated 299 of the studied cases, or 30.2 
percent of the total during the two-year period. 

Ground zero is the Bethel region, where troopers investigated 17 percent 
of the cases, more than any other post in the state, TePas said. 

"We have an epidemic," she said. "It's a statewide epidemic, but the 
epicenter, our data shows, is the Bethel region." 

CHILDREN MOST VULNERABLE 

TePas presented the numbers at a summit on Alaska Native child sexual 
abuse in Anchorage earlier this month. 

The results are highlights from an 102-page study done by the Justice 
Center at the University of Alaska Anchorage, she said.  

Only trooper cases that entered the justice system during the two-year 
period and reached a conclusion -- cases that did and did not result in a 
conviction -- are included in the study, TePas said. 
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The early figures paint a disturbing picture of rapes and other sexual 
violence against adults and children in Western Alaska, where the 
population is largely Alaska Native and villages are often loose extensions 
of family. 

In all the 989 cases, family members and friends sexually abuse or assault 
each other in more than 90 percent of the incidents, she said. 

They're especially hurting children. The most common charge during the 
two years was second-degree sexual abuse of a minor, a class B felony 
that generally means the rape or other molestation of someone 16 years 
old or younger, often by an adult. 

Almost one-fourth of the child victims were from ages 13 to 15, she said. 
Nearly the same number were from ages 6 to 12. 

Strangers were the perpetrators in less than 1 percent of the cases 
involving children, TePas said. 

Precedent in Other Agencies 
There are other state agencies that have more than four regions.  The best example is that 
the Alaska State Troopers divide the state into five detachments (A-E) headquartered in 
Anchorage, Fairbanks, Ketchikan, Palmer and Soldotna.  They have posts in 36 
communities.  The Troopers are the best agency for OCS to compare itself to because 
both agencies share a need to be able to respond quickly in emergency situations.  Safety 
requires proximity.  Additionally, knowing the community can provide a great benefit in 
allowing workers to diffuse situations and find the most appropriate outcome.  Workers 
in both agencies need to be culturally competent and familiar with the local services.  
While the Troopers’ detachment C does not mirror exactly the proposed Southwest 
region, the areas are very similar.  This arrangement works well for the Troopers and 
would work well for OCS.  With the Troopers being a primary partner for OCS, it makes 
good sense to have this region to strengthen the partnership between these agencies. 

Community Support 
Prior to our testimony before the House Health, Education, and Social Services we 
received letters from residents and agencies in the Bethel area in support of keeping the 
Supervisor 5 position in Bethel and for the creation of a new region.  We received 15 
letters of support which may be viewed in their entirety on our website.  Below are 
excerpts from a few of those letters.  We wanted to allow people from the area to speak 
about the situation. 

“…the Native – and dominant –  culture in Bethel is radically different 
than the culture in Wasilla, or in any other region of Alaska. That means 
that people think about things differently here, and the people here face 
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very different challenges and expect things to be done in different 
ways…” 
---Lauri Owen, Bethel 

“The Bethel OCS office needs the Social Worker V position filled and 
ideally should be the headquarters of their own region.  This would 
increase the ability and opportunity for local staff to work with the 
strengths and support identified in each of the 57 villages and 7 different 
school districts that make up the Yukon Kuskokwim region. 
 
OCS, formerly [sic] DFYS, has evolved over the years to be known in a 
better light than just some agency that “takes your kids away”.  The region 
is slowly healing from the negative cultural intervention history in general: 
forced boarding schools, deadly influenzas that devastated entire 
communities, priests sexually abusing children, etc. More local hire and 
higher education and more communication and trust has empowered the 
people of this region to self determine a better destiny for the next 
generation.  Bethel OCS needs more staff and leadership support to be a 
proactive part of this.  The safety of Alaskan’s children is the number one 
priority; this agency saves lives. 

The OCS staff in Alaska are very dedicated people but it is the ones 
directly in Bethel and the villages that have the greatest insight on this 
regions strengths and needs.” 
---Susan Taylor, Bethel 

“It cannot be argued that safety is one of the most important issues facing 
Alaska children and families today, as we look at the distressing numbers 
of families involved in child protection services. Expedient responses from 
all members of the protective teams are essential and indeed life-saving 
for some.”      
---Alaska Native Indian Child Welfare Association Board of Directors 

“Bethel is a unique community that has very high needs for a strong, 
consistent, locally based child protection work force.  

On a recent visit to Bethel I had the opportunity to speak at length with 
several social workers at OCS about the challenges the community faces 
with high rates of child neglect and abuse.  Bethel is also challenged by 
some of Alaska’s highest rates of traumatic brain injury and substance 
abuse. Front line child protection workers need direct available 
supervision in order to effectively do their demanding daily work. 
Removing the supervisor from this office will only serve to weaken the 
child protection services provided in this high needs regional hub. 
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Currently, social workers in the Bethel OCS office travel to more remote 
villages than any other region in Alaska.  Supervisors must be 
knowledgeable about the culture and values of the communities in which 
they serve.  Supervisors are responsible for infusing their staff with the 
importance of culturally relevant family interventions.” 
---Summer LeFebvre, MSW 

“The work that the Office of Children’s Services does can significantly 
impact the numbers of youth entering BYF as well as the severity of their 
social-emotional dysfunction and criminal offending.  OCS can intervene 
early in instances of child neglect and abuse, and their involvement can 
reduce the numbers of youth being detained at BYF.  One disturbing 
development is that we are seeing younger offenders as well as more 
assaults and sexual offenses.  In addition, the severity of personality, 
behavioral, and emotional impairments is on the rise.  The numbers of 
youth in the BYF that have mental health diagnoses is well over 75%. 

It is my professional opinion that to have the Director of OCS held by 
someone not living in our community will only increase the trends 
mentioned above.  The complexities of making child protection decisions 
is a difficult one at best.  The person in that top position needs to have 
knowledge and respect for the cultures out here as well as the many 
challenges and difficulties of living in rural Alaska.”  
---Dr. Valerie Warren, Bethel 

Conclusion 
There are many strong reasons for creating this new region. 

·  The area is 23% of Alaska.  If it were a state, it would be the fifth largest state just 
behind Montana, but ahead of New Mexico. 

·  The area is entirely off the road system, complicating travel and creating different 
circumstances than on-road communities face. 

·  The area has a higher percentage of the population who are children than the state 
overall. 

·  The area will have a larger out-of-home caseload than existing regions. 
·  The area has a great need having the highest rates of sexual assault. 
·  The area is culturally distinct due to the large, strong Yup’ik population. 
·  The Alaska State Troopers, who also provide public safety, serve the state through 

five regions. 
·  The community supports the effort. 
·  The OCS offices and staff are already in place.  Only four new positions need to 

be added. 
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In addition to serving this culturally distinct area that comprises nearly one quarter of 
Alaska much better, removing responsibility for this area would allow the currently over-
stretched SCRO to provide better services to all those children and families remaining in 
its area.  SCRO has many challenges and would greatly benefit from having less on its 
plate.  There are so many good reasons to do this.  We have yet to find anyone who does 
not support the idea.   

Recommendation 2.  Implement workload study recommendations 
In May 2006 OCS received the final report on a statewide workload study conducted by 
Hornby Zeller Associates, an Outside consulting firm.  The study involved a great deal of 
work examining workers’ caseloads and how their time was spent.  The study also 
included four recommendations; the full text of the recommendations is included below.  
Hornby Zeller Associates’ full report on the statewide workload study may be viewed at 
our website, www.crpalaska.org.  

From Hornby Zeller Associates Statewide Workload Study, May 2006. 

In response to this study OCS should make a plan for filling existing vacancies 
and monitoring workloads over time in an effort to increase staff resources as the 
agency can absorb them.  Some aspects of the plan should be: 

1. Fill the positions that are authorized but vacant, shifting the bulk of those 
positions to Anchorage.  

2. OCS should recalculate the staffing needs by office every month for a year 
and plot the results by counting cases and applying the weights each 
month to identify patterns of under- and over-burden among the offices.  
These data will provide a reliable direction for shifting current staff to 
better meet the caseload burden where it is shown to exist over time and 
for targeting new positions that may be authorized on the weight of this 
study’s results. 

3. Once the vacancies are filled, OCS should make an effort to attain 
additional positions at whatever speed they can be absorbed from both a 
political and an agency standpoint using the evidence contained in this 
study.  Part of that evidence is the very basic standard used in the study to 
determine if a case is handled appropriately and the amount of time it 
takes to handle it appropriately. Those standards are spelled out in 
Appendix D for each case type.   

4. To produce the most equitable distribution of workload for current staff 
and cases on an ongoing basis, OCS could also provide supervisors 
making assignments a workload monitoring program through ORCA, as 
described in Appendix F.  These procedures should help supervisors 
achieve the proper allocation of cases to existing workers based on the 
case weights or workload standards established by this study. 
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In the two years since this study was received by OCS, we believe staff have been 
working to address this problem.  However, the situation is still quite grave in many 
locations.  Appendix A of this report is a letter from a guardian ad litem working on the 
Kenai Peninsula who documents and eloquently makes the case for more workers.  As 
she notes, the Child Welfare League of America recommends caseloads of between 12 
and 15 children for social workers doing child protection work.  In January 2008 the 
Kenai permanency social workers were averaging 22.4 families and 38 children.  
Workers in this one office have caseloads nearly triple the recommended size and are 
working extraordinary hours trying to make sure no children fall through the cracks.  
However, inevitably children fall through the cracks and become headline news when a 
preventable tragedy occurs.  A less dramatic, but very harmful outcome is that workers 
leave when they reach their breaking point. 

OCS needs to implement these recommendations immediately.  Caseloads must come 
down so social workers can do social work.  During a site visit in Southeast a social 
worker told us she objected to having her job titled Social Worker since she never got to 
do social work.  She described her job as filling out forms and trying to keep her head 
above water. 

We do want to recognize that the Director of OCS, Tammy Sandoval, is working on these 
priorities.  The Governor approved several OCS increment requests in the fiscal year 
2009 operating budget including $860,900 of funding to comply with the OCS Workload 
Study. This funding adds seven new caseworker positions and three new support staff 
positions to the OCS team.  Every additional employee is a step in the right direction 
toward reasonable caseloads and workers with time to do social work. 

Recommendation 3.  Fix the telephone system 
Currently the telephone in a number of small offices is not answered if staff are out of the 
office.  Thus someone calling the Glennallen or Delta Junction office, for example, either 
get voicemail or are told to hang up and contact another office (e.g., in Glennallen callers 
are given the number of the Wasilla office while in Delta Junction callers are given the 
number for the Fairbanks office).  The phone system needs to be upgraded in these 
locations so that the phone transfers automatically to the other office (e.g., Wasilla or 
Fairbanks).  We understand that this may be problematic in very small communities 
operating with local telephone carriers, however, it should be possible in more places 
than not.  This feature is certainly available and in use in some parts of the state already.  
If a call to the Director’s line is not answered by her in Anchorage the phone is then 
answered by someone in the main OCS office in Juneau. 

The goal is that the main telephone number of every OCS office should be answered by a 
live person during business hours.  People should not have to hang up and place a long 
distance call if they want to speak with someone.  A complaint we have heard from a 
variety of partners in many locations is that OCS is hard to contact.  It should not be 
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difficult to reach OCS.  Some people might be calling to report abuse after having talked 
themselves into making the call.  If told to hang up and call another number, they may 
feel like they tried and let it go. 

Recommendation 4.  Publicize and staff the toll free number 
The toll free number to report child abuse (1-800-478-4444) is poorly publicized and not 
well staffed.  Several members of the Citizen Review Panel were not even aware of its 
existence, including a member who is a Guardian Ad Litem.  The number is not even 
prominent on the OCS homepage.  OCS should partner with the Alaska Children’s Trust 
to increase publicity for this number.  While a large portion of the general public is not 
likely to have the number memorized, a large portion should know that the number exists.  
This seems certain to result in increased reporting and yield better protection for children.  
An advertising campaign that emphasizes that the number is available statewide, 24 hours 
a day and that callers may be anonymous would help a great deal.  Additionally, the 
advertising should stress that people don’t have to know whether a child is being abused 
or neglected.  If they have concerns, they should call and professionals will investigate 
the situation.  The ads should stress that it is everyone’s business to report suspected 
abuse. 

A good model for the number might be the Alaska Tobacco Control Alliance’s Quit Line.  
The Quit Line phone number is well publicized through television and radio public 
service announcements and print ads.  The Quit Line number is on the front of the 
Fairbanks ACS Telephone Directory.  In reviewing the Information Pages at the front of 
the Fairbanks ACS Telephone directory, the first page has emergency numbers that 
includes 911 and the poison control number in large print.  In smaller print are numbers 
for a variety of services including the domestic violence hotline, but nothing for OCS.  
Further into the Information Pages are two pages of Community Service Numbers.  The 
Family/Youth Services Category of these pages includes listings for 16 agencies, 
including two 800 numbers (the runaway hotline and the Alaska Center for Resource 
Families).  The only listing for OCS is for the old “Division of Family and Youth 
Services.”  When attempting to look up any phone number for OCS, the only listing 
found was in the Government Listings.  There is nothing listed under State of Alaska, 
Alaska, Department of Health and Social Services, Health and Social Services, Office of 
Children’s Services, or Children’s Services.  There is a listing in the white pages for 
Child Abuse Information and Referral that lists the number for the Resource Center for 
Parents and Children.  It should be easier to find a number to call.  The number should 
also be much more prominent on the OCS homepage.  It would be nice if the number 
were listed on the homepage of the Department of Health and Social Services. 

Currently staff at the Anchorage office answer the 800 number.  If staff are busy, callers 
are transferred to an auto-attend system and a recording provides the hours of the 
Anchorage office while they hold.  This may confuse callers who thought they had called 
a hotline.  When the phone is answered during business hours, the staffer does not know 



  2008 Annual Report 

Alaska Citizen Review Panel   25 

that the caller has contacted the hotline.  Callers are then transferred to someone in 
investigations.  During several test calls, we were not told that we were being transferred 
to “John Doe who investigates these cases” and that he would take our information.  
Additionally, if the individual is not at his/her desk the call goes to ‘John Doe’s’ 
voicemail.  Thus anyone who wishes to make an anonymous report must either continue 
to call back until the call is answered or leave a message that is not likely to contain all 
the necessary information, or will not be anonymous. 

When the 800 number is called after business hours or on a holiday, a recording answers 
with the message, “If a child is in danger right now, hang up and call 911.”  The message 
then goes on to say, “Your call will be answered in the order in which it was received by 
a message secretary.”  This line should be staffed 24 hours a day with someone trained to 
take a caller’s information and to ask the necessary questions. 

Recommendation 5.  Collocation of OCS Workers 
In several locations around the state, OCS workers are collocated with partnering 
agencies.  We have yet to hear anything but positive comments about these situations.  
Having an OCS worker located in a law enforcement office or at a child advocacy center 
or school allows OCS workers to collaborate more fully with these partners.  OCS 
workers can be more responsive and develop the strong relationships that will sustain 
these partnerships through challenging times.   

We understand that collocation is not practical in all circumstances; other agencies may 
not have room to spare.  Additionally, we know that OCS has long-term leases in many 
locations.  As these leases end and OCS is revisiting office space, we strongly encourage 
OCS to pursue collocation wherever feasible.  We feel collocation should be a very high 
priority for OCS offices that have just a single staff person assigned to them.  Enabling a 
lone staffer in an outpost to have the support of the “colleagues” who would be gained 
through collocation would enable OCS to better retain workers in these especially 
challenging locations.  The OCS office in Glennallen would be an excellent place to start 
this collocation effort.  The Glennallen region is in the process of starting a child 
advocacy center and it would be ideal for the OCS worker to be located in the CAC 
facility. 

Recommendation 6. Support for Front Line Workers 
In the course of talking to many front line OCS workers around the state, we have found 
workers to be stressed to the point of disability.  Many workers are at their breaking point 
with demanding caseloads and insufficient support services in their areas to offer their 
clients.  Very few OCS offices have enough staff either due to existing positions being 
vacant or funding that is inadequate to hire the necessary number of workers.  
Consequently, some workers are stressed to the point of having post traumatic stress 
disorder.  Other workers are losing sleep and are very anxious about the welfare of their 
clients.  Counseling and stress management classes should be available to all workers.
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Commendations  

We commend those individuals who courageously spoke up for children when there 
were potentially negative personal consequences. 

 

 



  2008 Annual Report 

Alaska Citizen Review Panel   27 

Respectfully submitted by the Citizen Review Panel: 

 

 

Electronically signed 
June 30, 2008 

Fred Van Wallinga, Chair  

Electronically  signed 
June 30, 2008 

Carol J. Olson, Vice Chair        

 

Electronically  signed 
June 30, 2008 

Pamela M. Dupras, Member  

Electronically  signed 
June 30, 2008 

 
Dana W. Hallett, Member       

   

Electronically signed  

June 30, 2008 

Arthur S. Hansen, Member  

 
Electronically signed 

Susan Heuer, Member       June 30, 2008 

 

 

Esperanza M. Redelfs, Member  Electronically signed 
June 30, 2008 

 

Ralph D. Taylor, Member  Electronically signed 
June 30, 2008 

 
 Never doubt that a small, dedicated group of citizens can make a difference.  

Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has… 
   ~ Margaret Mead 
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Appendix A 

KATE TEA, LCSW, GAL 
130 Trading Bay Road, Suite 310 

Kenai, Alaska 99611 
Office 907.283.6551    Fax 907.283.6553 

���������������	��


 
March 17, 2008 
 
Ms. Tammy Sandoval 
Division of Health & Social Services 
Office of Children’s Services 
323 East 4th Avenue; McKay Annex 
Anchorage, AK  99501 
 
Ms. Sandoval, 
 
I am a Kenai contract guardian ad litem with the Office of Public Advocacy.  We have 
met on at least two occasions in Anchorage; once for Dianne Olsen’s retirement party 
when we both spoke and again at the last CASA/GAL Conference this past fall.  We may 
have also spoken together at the ICWA training last October.  At any rate, I hope that you 
remember meeting me. 
 
I am writing to you not only as a children’s advocate but also in my broader obligation as 
a social worker to work for change as delineated in the National Association of Social 
Workers, Code of Ethics.  I believe I have a responsibility to my social work colleagues, 
the families and children we serve, and to advocate for resource allocation when 
necessary.  It is in the spirit mutual concern and sharing common goals as social workers 
that I am approaching you. 
 
On the occasions that I have had the opportunity to speak with you, I have shared my 
sincere appreciation for the supervisors and line staff social workers in our Kenai OCS 
office.  I have been a social worker for 20 and guardian ad litem for 10 years.  Over this 
period of time I have experienced many changes in the law, procedures, and personnel in 
the Department of Law and the Office of Children’s Services.  Over this same period of 
time it has been my observation that the quality of social work being performed in the 
Kenai office has steadily improved.  The caliber of social work in the Kenai office is 
overall excellent in both the intake/investigations and permanency units. 
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My concern and the purpose of this letter is to bring your attention to the extreme 
shortage of personnel in the Kenai office which is compromising the ability of the social 
workers to adequately manage their caseloads.  The Kenai caseload numbers have grown 
to the breaking point and have become intolerable.   
 
I am not as familiar with the intake/investigations unit caseload or staffing needs as I am 
with the permanency unit due to my duties as a GAL.  However, I have observed that all 
of the intake/investigations social workers are always working at an exhausting pace.  I 
am aware that the intake/investigations unit has been working hard to implement the new 
“Intake Assessment” model which has placed a significant increase in the demands on 
their time.  These types of changes, while having overall benefit to casework, can become 
hidden variables that further stretch overworked social workers that are difficult to 
measure.   
 
At this time, there is “real” social work taking place in the intake/investigations unit with 
the result that the situations that are more amenable to change never reach the 
petition/custody stage and only the more complex cases reach the permanency unit.  The 
cases that are transferred into the permanency unit are more complex and the families are 
much more entrenched in the behaviors that harm their children.  The social workers in 
the permanency unit in Kenai have become completely overwhelmed with the numbers 
and needs of the families they are serving.  The most recent numbers I have obtained 
from Ms. Abigale Henderson demonstrate what I have been hearing for some time; our 
social workers in Kenai have caseloads in numbers three times those recommended by 
the Child Welfare League of America as caseload/workload standards.  My research 
through the NASW web site brought to light information that not only are caseloads high 
but that “workloads” are even higher due to the growing complexity of the cases.  CWLA 
recommends caseloads of between 12 and 15 children (I have also read 12-14 children) 
and our Kenai permanency social workers are averaging 22.4 families and 38 children 
(using figures from January 2008 only).   
 
While every office experiences turnover from time to time, we have been fortunate to 
have been able to maintain a stable social work staff.  This is rapidly changing as the 
well-trained, committed, and excellent social workers remaining begin to buckle under 
the extreme burden of so many cases, vacant positions, and the ever increasing number of 
mandated tasks and procedures that are implemented both internally and most recently 
externally from the Kenai Court System.   
 
Kenai is at the breaking point.  If more positions are not allocated to this office we will 
begin experiencing more turnover, which will compound every challenge placed upon the 
remaining social workers leading to the spiral of increasingly compromised casework.  
There comes a time when no amount of organizational or time management skill can 
compensate for an unmanageable workload.  The dedicated social workers in Kenai have 
resorted to working late hours, weekends, and holidays in their efforts to address the 
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demands of their work.  Most of them look forward to a holiday as an opportunity to have 
a “quieter” time to work.  The late evenings, weekends, and holiday work schedule has 
become the norm rather than the exception.  We will not be able to retain seasoned social 
workers or attract new qualified social workers as long as this office remains severely 
understaffed. 
 
I have been reviewing literature about the impact of social worker turnover on outcomes 
in child protection.  Of interest is an article that can be reviewed at 
http://www.uky.edu/SocialWork/cswe/documents/turnoverstudy.pdf 
The study looked at the correlation between continuity in the social work relationship and 
permanency.  In this study, the researchers determined that foster children with only one 
social worker were returned to their family 75% of the time but that this number dropped 
to about 18% when there were two workers and then to almost zero when there were 6 or 
7 workers.  I am sure that you are also painfully aware of numerous studies 
demonstrating the deleterious effects of social worker turnover on outcomes.   
 
There are real overt and covert risks inherent to the conditions that currently exist in the 
Kenai OCS office.  Everyone there is doing all that they can to meet the needs of the 
families but even with their “regular” extended hours, they are unable to keep up.  More 
positions are needed to maintain even minimally acceptable casework; the current 
situation is an accident waiting to happen.  It is my ethical responsibility as a social 
worker to advocate for our families and my colleagues; dedicated social workers who are 
not able to fulfill their obligations and responsibilities due to severe understaffing in their 
office.  We all are responsible for advocating within and outside our agencies for 
adequate resources to meet clients’ needs.  I urge you to please allocate several new 
social worker positions to the Kenai OCS office as soon as possible. 
 
Thank you for your time and thoughtful consideration of my request. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Kate Tea, LCSW, GAL 
Licensed Clinical Social Worker, #196 
Certified Chemical Dependency Counselor, Level II 
Guardian ad litem 
 
 

cc. Mr. James Steele, SCRO Children’s Services Manager 
Ms. Abigale Henderson, SW V, SCRO Staff Manager 
Ms. Katie Stafford, Kenai Supervisor 
Mr. Bill Galic, Kenai Supervisor 
Ms. Michelle Higuchi, Kenai Office AAG 


