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Keeping families together

Study shows Southeast Seattle has highest rate of children removed from homes by state, but numbers are declining

By Jack Mayne

The number of African-American children removed from their parents’ homes in Southeast Seattle and becoming wards of the state has declined, but the number is still too high, say leaders of a movement to reduce what is called “racial disproportionality.”

They have been focused on ZIP code 98119, which runs along Lake Washington from Columbia City through the Rainier Valley.

Declining numbers

Disproportionality, as it applies to a state study, is defined as “the overrepresentation of children of color in the child-welfare system, compared to their numbers in the population.”

Dr. Joel Odimba, the regional administrator for Child Welfare, a division of the state Department of Social and Health Services, said that when he took over Region 4 in 2007, it had 20 percent of all of the children in out-of-home placement in the state. 

“We were the region with the highest number of children in out-of-home care,” Odimba said. 

But now the number of children removed from homes just in ZIP code 98118 “has drastically declined from almost 700 kids back in 2006 to now, we have less than 300 kids,” Odimba said. 

“The majority of those kids are African-American children, so we are seeing more African-American children returning home to their families, being adopted or entering into finalized guardianships,” he elaborated.

Those numbers are also going down in Region 4, too, he said. Region 4 includes the area along Martin Luther King Jr. Way South, Rainier Valley, Skyway and parts of Renton. 

“Now, we have reduced that number by at least 30 percent,” he said. “We are down now to 1,366 children [placed out of homes] as of November 2010. It was over 1,900 in 2007, down 30 percent to 31 percent.”

‘Institutionalized racism’

The 2008 study showed racial disproportionality is a national problem. 

“Children of color and their families who become involved with child-welfare systems often experience disparate treatment and may have fewer service opportunities than their white peers,” the report said.

The study said the black community did not abuse or neglect their children any more than the parents of white children abused them.

But African-American youths “enter child-welfare systems at higher rates, remain in care for longer periods of time, are less likely to be placed in adoptive homes and experience poorer outcomes than other children,” it continued.

“The issue is, who goes into the system,” said Germaine Covington, who retired as director of the Seattle Office for Civil Rights in 2007 and is now a volunteer for the Seattle affiliate of Black Child Development Institute.

“What happens is that you get a report coming in, and the [state] case worker asks questions,” Covington said. “Based on their own perspective, they may say, ‘Well, this family seems like it could use some support, and if it get some support, the child can stay at home.’ [Then] they look at this family of color and say, ‘There are some serious issues in this family. It would be better and safer to take the children out of the home.’”

That is considered institutional racism, she said: “That is what we are talking about.”

Covington said the study found both white and black children were being referred to the system because of potential abuse at about the same rate, but African-American children were entering into the state’s system and staying longer and receiving fewer services.

“Going into the system” means being taken from their homes and becoming wards of the state, she explained.

Covington said that by keeping a child in his or her home, “we are far better served.”

Poverty plays a big role in the neglect of children. 

“For example, a parent has to go to work and whomever is supposed to look after the kid doesn’t or cannot — that is neglect, so we should find community ways to help provide that care and not just let the child wander the streets or be alone at home,” Covington said.

Working with the community

Although studies of the disproportionality problem have been made over the last two decades, just recently there was a move to broaden the issue into the local community, said Nancy Roberts-Brown, the director of Catalyst for Kids, an initiative of Children’s Home Society of Washington. 

Roberts-Brown also is a consultant who serves as a part-time staff member for the King County Racial Disproportionality Coalition, which is financed in part by the Annie E. Casey Foundation.

“Involving the community is vital in this work,” Roberts-Brown said. “We got an infusion of a little bit of money that we could spend at the end of 2010, and we said, ‘OK, let’s use this funding to get this strategy off the ground.’ We are largely a volunteer group.”

Odimba, the regional director for Child Welfare, said the decreases in the numbers of black children being removed from homes in his Seattle region was done with the help of several community groups, including Casey Family Programs.

“The community will continue to remain our strongest ally in moving forward with the work we have been doing,” he said. “There is commitment from leadership down to not just reduce but to ultimately eliminate institutionalized racism.

“Child Welfare is…just one entity in the community of child-welfare partners that need to come together to jointly address this issue. The community is a very strong and important ally in addressing this issue,” he added.

Working with families

Odimba said families and individuals, the courts, the medical community, schools and law enforcement must work together to solve the problem. Many in these categories are required by law to report suspicions of problems concerning the welfare of children that then must be followed up.

He said the reports are sent to his agency for screening, but most are either rejected or referred to alternate agencies, like Public Health–Seattle & King County, which has social workers who work with families. 

The state agency deals with children who are in an unsafe situation, sometimes taken away from parents by law enforcement. Odimba said the main goal of his agency is to allow the child to be kept at home, with safety issues resolved by child-welfare professionals working with parents.

“We don’t unnecessarily remove children unless there is a reason,” Odimba said. “The reason is safety, and if the child is not safe, then that is when the decision is made to remove the child.

“Sometimes, the child goes back home quickly — sometimes within two weeks, sometimes within 30 days,” he said. “A majority don’t become part of the system; we simply work with the parents in the homes.”

For instance, some immigrant children are raised in ways accepted in their own national culture, but unacceptable in the United States.

“We have an expectation that our social workers will maintain the relationship needed to work with those families [to] understand the culture of those families and also to educate them about the laws of the United States about how you raise your children and make them understand there are differences here,” Odimba said.

