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xcept for the tape hold-
tng his ripped black
boots together and a
needls wound on his
-right arm that Iooks
“red and Infected, you
wouldn't know Brian

Chytka 18 in deep trou-

- hle. -

The 22-year-old is surrounded by those he
calls family There's a street-smart-skater, a
young punk-recker in jeans who laughs like
all of this is somehow funny and a girl with
military-short hair and a lip ring who looks
healthy but Anows she will die a heroin
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ter children leave county care

Bran Chytki

A
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esperate life on the streets
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addict. She won't eat the food I offer her
because she feels sick from golng a day with-
out a fixe, Heroin Is also Chytka's drug of
chelce. It was his dad's, too.

Like thousands of former Los Angeles
County foster youth who have left state care
homeless, penniless, ready-made targets for
drug dealers and sexual predatérs, Chytka
lives wiild on the streets. Anonymous
victims of broken homes and of tragic
neglect as wards of our overtaxed and
impersonal foster care bureaucracy, they
have become LA's throwaway kids.

Every day in Hollywood, youth who have
recently become homeless visit My Friend's

Place, one of -only a few charlties offering
drug and psychological counseling, show-
ers, food, even haircuts to people under 25.
1t was near here that I found Chytka, one of
only a few young people actually willing 1o
tell their storles, and his friends carrying
their food around in a plastic bag one after-
noon in May -

Half of the kids who go to My Frlend's
Place have been In foster care -— more than
00, according to David Brinkman, the
center’s executive director. All too commonly,
he said, “Foster parents drop their kids off at
our door into homelessness.™

Brinkmas figures for those troubled

youth who find their way to Hollywood are
actually decelvingly low when it comes to
telling the fates of former youth countywide,
accordirig to-the Children's Law Center of
Los Angeles. The group says neariy one-third”
of foster youth - and there are more than
25,000 of them cright now, according to the
Department of Children and Famdly Services
(DCFS) — become homeless within two years
of leaving the system. Another group, the
Covenant House of California, guesses that
as many as half of local foster youth become
homeless in $ix months. .

LA is not atone in failing to keep its ,
children from a life on the streets at 18,



homeless sometime
nothing changes, 76,000 Amerlcan kids will

become homeless after leaving foster care

over the next 15 years, Casey Presldent
William Bell warned members of the state
Assembly last month.

Those now living on the streets and
others who, thanks to a few dedicated people
inside and outside the system working on
»iir behalf, are beating the odds and

‘ng their once-broken lives back

aer have -troubling stories to share.

il and Daruelic

Many were abused at home, bounced in and
out of foster homes, struggled in school,
made few if any lasting relationships and
learned little about caring for themselves.

J3J, who turns 21 in June, spent the past
three years sleeping under freeway bridges,
in sbandomed homes and in Pasadena’s

Central Park. She became homeless at 16.
when, tired of being maved from group

home to group home, she suceesstully
fought to be emancipated from the system.
“Being out on the street, not imowing

_what T was going to see on the next corner,

having people literally push a crack pipe in
my face — 1 couldn’t hpnd!e it,” sald JJ, who

entered foster care afier using drugs and
suffering sexual abuse at home-
11 and the other youth in this story are
identified only by thelr first names because
they
Jmowing their pasts would affect thelr abil-
jty to find tmalnstream jobs and housing.
Chytka demanded that his name be used,
Twenty- Joriathan Isn't homeless,
but his eligibility for free county-sponsored
housing in Burbank runs out in a raonth,
and sa far he's got nowhere to go. In and out
of 15 different foster homes since he was 5,
including one in which his foster parent
didn't speak English, Jonathan says no one

are elther under 18 or fear that people

Ame K

the system without a high schoo! diploma.
"The state has a long way to go before it
mnbedeclaredagoodpamltokldsinw
foster care system,” sald Assemblywoman
Karen Bass, a Los Angeles Democrat who
chalrs the Assembly's Select Committee on .
Foster Care. Pushing a package of legisla-

-{on that would extend housing, health care

and other benefits to foster youth untll they
are as old as 24, the committes is hoplng to

go a long way very quickly L
conthusd on page 14
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reéblve these lprcblenis up
whilé we'still have coritrol ovi
ede Kids, It's a no-brame |

Y- "Wa heed a compiehensive
ountywlde approach t‘o

] ra than 607 peroent of
Vi,-Hollywood atreet ynuth had a history of

) nonproﬁts. ‘Last year ln Pasadem. tHe Hill-: -

; : “sides center for troubled youith-used grant .. -
: impmvements with the popu]atlon of youth * money to purchase an apartment building that
ematicipating out of care,” sald Bass. “The  now houses 28 emancipated foster youth who'
- reality is kids in alf areas of the world are not ~ have entered the systen as victims of abuse.
:ready to be financially independent at 13.” The Hillsides Youth Meving On facility




is the first affordable housing project of its
kind in LA County and is unique in that it's
not just for youth, Many of the apartments
in the complex are rented at market rate in
order to fund the down  payment for a
second building. - : -
Jeanette Mann, @ member of the
pasadena City College Board of Trustees
and a parishioner at All Saints Church in
Pasadena, rans a program out of the church
that sends donations and volunteers to orga-

nizations including My Friend's Place, Hl- -

Pasadena-based
foster youth get

.sides and the 0ld
Sycamores, which ‘helps

adopted or find permanent and loving foster -

homes that are monitored by the agency.
They also také in foster youth who, for what-
ever reason, Fuh away of get kicked out of
group homes for aggressive OT criminal
behavior and would otherwise end up in
juvenile detention, - - ’
“Lots of groups and agencies are doing
good worlk, but they need volunteers, S0 We
recruit volunteers,” said Marin of ~All
Saints’ Foster Care Project, which hoasts a

database of some 380 volunteers. Many
donate to the project’s Birthday Club, which:
sends cards and presents 1o hundreds ¢
foster kids whose birthdays would other-
wise go unmarked. .
But it wasn't tco long age that nonprofit
resources weren't as plentiful, and federal
funding restrictions were so tight that local
governments had thelr hands tied when it
came to spending on -youth-aging out of |
foster care. That's when Patricia Curry, Who |
runs a Pasadena insurance business and
has served on .
Comimission for Children and Families for
more than a decade, started her youth adve-
cacy. In the early ‘90s, foster youth weren't
on anybedy's radar, sheexplained. -
vpPeople just really weren't aware, the
amount of {independent living set_-vlces]
dollars was very small, and theie was no
transitional housing. The kids would eman-
cipate witha bigold sack on their back, pick
up a Hefty pag and just walk out onto the
streets,” she said.

. Since that time,
increased, so much that a group from the |
nonprofit community has formed Pasadena
Transitional Partners to discuss foster care
jssues and untangle the web of government
resources for kids who come into thetr care.

. continued on page 18




)contlnucd from paot 15 s . caring for yourself in a county- nmded mde- ) :

-'One of the group’s members Susan Ablg pendent living classroom.

Tiale of .Caséy Family Programs, helps rin a- For whatever reason, many faster youth-::
. drop-in Yesource center on Gieén Street, bne | -aréi't benefiting from the fedérally funded -
of niné'suck éenters that have opened n t.he life-skills independent living programs that. = -
. E ‘go along with it, according to Human Rights
" Watch's Los Angeles Office, which recently .- - -.

countyoverthe pastdemde. L
R

“conducted a study of homeless foster chil-
__dren in San Francisco and Hollywood
© . "What they're telling e fs-

ss of what part of the state they’re from or

Rights Watch Chiildren's’Advocate Elizabeth
‘Calvif, who presented a preliminary report

by several youth' that- gmup homes” ironi-

a job. Another said she had to wait 1o take 2
class ‘on how to-do such normal” ‘things.

-. coverage; school tuition assistarice and tran-

homeless;

protect themselves froni: people trying to
take - advaritage of them,” said  Galvin,
- "From the perspective of Human Rights

: dependent for the1r development "

'AND YOU CAN QUOTE ME‘

- getting the kids on board. -~

. that havenot recelved services, but I believe

many of them choose to take them
“said, “We're doing a Jot of cutreach.”: ;"
County officials are carrently sponsor—

discussion-based forums to see ‘what kids

aten' gettmg the preparauon and support‘ -
thiey heed to enter into adulthood, regard- ..

when- they left the system,” said Humhan .

o the Assambly Select Commnttee of Foster

cally went too far‘in’treating - them like a .. - -
child before they were forced to-leave, One <
said he wasn't allowed to ride the bus or get

Others told Calvin they had ho idéa medical - :

o gitional houging were even available, or that- .
.. they left . u'ans_itiona] housing to beoome ’

. 1 "They're rea.lly describmgexpeﬂenoes of -
it not having been given basic tools on how to -
be an adult, very basic things like how to:: -~
cook, biidget money rént an- apartment s

. -Watch, this Is a failure of the state because .-
" these children are dependent on the state for .
“more than just food ‘and shelter; they rer

- Actually, sald Shabazz, the state is doirg- -
* ynuch to-make sure Kids don't fall through'-

- the. cracks.- Sometimes the hard part ]s :
" “Unfortunately; it seems there are youth -

. that's thie exception, not the rule: Again, it's .
voluntary.” Youth are offered services and .

ing a survay of foster youth and are holding’
really think about what's available to them; -

L
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In order to encourage more foster yoitth to
participate, they're offering a $50 gifi card to
those who fill one out, :

And some foster youth really excel in these
programs. More than 100 gathered downtown
last week at the Walt Disney Concert Hall to
celebrate not only their high school gradua-
tion but also their scholarships for college.

“Sometimes people have the -wrong
impression about who foster kids are and
what it means to be in the foster care

. system, People think the kids have done
something, but they're there by circum-
stance and can achieve as much as any
other kid,” said Polly Williams, president of
United Friends of the Children.

- United ¥Friends, founded in 1578 by
Nancy Riordan, wife of former LA Mayor
Dick Riordan, finds schelarships for foster
youth in its program, offers an array of life-
gkills training and operates its own transi-
tional housing program. - o
. Fewer than cne In five foster youth will
go to college, and many don't graduate, said
Williams. Patrice, a former foster child who

e

call street families. These six boys and girls
as well as Chytka’s group are strect families,
made up of youth in similar circumstances
who tend to trust only each other.

And why not be wary, especially about a
system as complex as each child is unique?

“It's- hard to know how much of it is
normal adolescent rebellion compounded
with a complicated history and issues of
abuse and neglect. It's never just one
reason,” sald Lesley Heimov, policy director
for the Monterey Park-based Children’s
an Center, a- nonprofit legal . advocacy

roup appointed by the Los Angeles Supe-
rior Court to represent most youth in the
foster care system. -~

Some, like Danielle, ditch the system.
because they no loriger trust it, most likely
from having bad experiences or inadequate
care, sald Helmov. :

“1 distinctly remember a foster home
where the people in the house did more
drugs than the people In the house that I
came from, and that's including the foster
kids,” said Pasadena’s JJ of her Tarzana

home where the DBQNE'in thehouée‘
aple in the house that | came from,

worked with United Friends and graduated
from UC Berkeley earljer this year, is one of
those proud few. Separated from her siblings
at a young age, she hopes to find them some
day to offer support. :
- “Mentors in my life were guid
pushing me along,” said Patrice.
selors, about anything about life ... thd
one of the things foster kids need and whal
helped me get through this.”  __
- All of this, however, seems
unimportant to a group of a hally
African-American current and forn
foster youth who visited My Friend's Plact
just a few weeks ago. in that group were
sisters Danielle, 17, and Chan® who
said they resent being placed in are
and just want to be left alone. : K
. “Right now I'm kind of AWOL,” &8
Danielle, originally from Baldwin Hills, *
ran away because they made me mad. They
took me to some old lady’s hol didn't
know her. : "
»1f a 17-year-old girl says she wa

be free, you should let her go, becaus

you keep trying to take her back to a foster

care she’s gonna leave. If T can’t be with
my family, I'd rather be alone. I don’t want
to be with somebody else trying to tell me
what to do, and they're not my family” said-
Dantelle, who plans to get a job when she
turns 16 so she can adopt her younger
sister.

- Taking a cue from Danielle, Chan'tell .

explains that she's all about family and the
system is not; that the freedom of the streets
is more appealing than foster care because
the people she cares about are here.
“They just need to Jeave us be because
we're all family and we don't want to be
- split up, and there's no way you can split up
family, anyway" she said. “Honestly, out
here we take care of each other better than
any foster parent could take cars of us.”
Brinkman explained that three out of
five kids My Friend's Place serves have what
the social services community has come to

foster home five years ago. . .
Others, like Chytka, just haven't been
given the tools to keep themselves out of
trouble. And despite the positive changes
71" in preparing foster

entirely caught up.

biggest challenge is establishing
5" sald Brinkman of work-

at My Friend’s Place.

have been failed by the.

lives, and they are very wary

#if to {llustrate his point, Danielle

aunessage to the Depart-
frand Family Services: “Let.
system know that they can
ass — and you can quote me

on the tife of Brian

and how some unscrupulous
dre selling out the futures of
ir care. :




5ECOND IN A SERES <<<<T HRIWRWARY RIUS

Family business
As more foster youth fall through the cracks, some call for
stronger oversight of the system to weed out unscrupulous

care providers

By Joe Piasecki

It's getting worse out there, and
George Lozano can see it.

As executive director of Holly-
wood's Covenant House ™ youth
resource center for the past seven
years, Lozano has watched the
streets fill up with more and more
homeless kids each year

And the more who show up,
the more they have increasingly
complex psychological, social and

. physical problems.

“Some of the mental health
issues and substance abuse issues
seem to be more severe than they

were, let's say, 10 years ago,” he .

sald. “The numbers are increasing,
at least the number of youth that
we find on the streets, and what
remains very constant is the great
majority of those [children] have
been in the foster care system.”

But why, with unprecedented
resources becoming available to
kids leaving foster care in Los
Angeles County, would the problem
be getting worse?

That might have something to
do with other numbers, suspects
Jil Duerr Berrick, a professor
with UC Berkeley's Center . for

Jill Duerr Bernck

" member of the state's Blue Ribbon
Commission on Children in Foster
Care. Those numbers reflect how
often state licensing workers check
up on some foster homes (only
once every five or 10 years), how
often foster children see their
soclal workers (as little as once a
month) and — with such limited
oversight — how often already
troubled kids in county care are
neglected or abused by those who
are paid to care for them.

"When you look at the data, it's
a litthe curious. Look at the official
reports of abuse in foster care and
the numbers are sirikingly low,
that less than one percent of kids
in foster care are abused in foster
care [the federal standard is .57
percent]. On the other side of the
coin, talk to kids in foster care or
former foster youth and they will
tell you that they have experienced
a rather more difficult padth,” she
said, noting a recent study in the
Midwest that found that as many
as one in three former foster chil-
dren report having been abused or

Child and Youth Policy and a

George fozano. . .

neglected while in state care.

From January through Septem-
ber of last year, only 1.4 percent of
LA County foster kids suffered
substantiated maltreatment by
caregivers, according to reports on
file with the state Department of
Social Services.

But, “What the state is reporting
is probably the tip of the iceberg.
There's a lot under the surface
when you talk to kids individually”
said Carole Shauffer, director of the
San Francisco-based Youth Law
Center, which has successfully sued
the state and various counties
numerous times for failing to
adequately care for foster children.

Even for those whose needs for-
safety and basic care are being
met, the instability that comes
with being in the system presents
unique chailenges to their well-
being, especially when it comes to
educational opportunity, said
George McKenna, assistant super-
intendent of the Pasadena Unified
School District. Due to an anusu-
ally large number of foster fami-
lies and group homes in the area,
PUSD serves a higher percentage
of foster youth than any other
school district in the state.

“Thelr academic achievement

and social adjustment is often chai-

lenged by the inconsistencies of
care they get. Some homes do a
very good job, others — it has a lot
to do with the parent, biological or
otherwise,” said McKenna, who
explained that area schools offi-
clals often can't find a single
consistently responsible person to
contact when a foster child is
struggling in school.

»"The standards vary widely"”
sald Shauffer of group homes,
some of which don't allow kids to
make phone calls, even to their
social workers.

During his tenure in Pasadena,
McKenna has become aware that
foster care is “a thriving business.
A lot of people do very well on
funding they receive for foster
care,” he said. '

The kids feet i, too.

Ebony, a 21-year-old former
John Muir High Scheol student
who became homeless when her
time in county-sponsored transi-
tional housing ran out, said with
some foster parents or group home

operators, the care-giving business
is all about the money.

“She wouldn't feed us for days,”
Ebony recalled of one foster parent
in Colorado, where she stayed
before coming to Pasadena to live
with relatives. Though most of her’
caregivers weren't nearly as cold,
she found no one who seemed to
care, no one who realized that
“This s not just a paycheck —
you're going to affect our lives.”

Like other youth interviewed
for this series who are now seeking
jobs and mainstream housing,

_Ehony asked to be identified only

by her first name. She and others
shared memortes of foster parents
who did not provide adequate food
or clothing, failed to make sure
they went to school and even
indulged in drug and alcoho! abuse
in their presence.

As terrible as all that sounds,
such stories are common among
foster care system graduates from
all over the country many of
whom end up in Greater Los Ange-
les for the sunshine, available
services and a chance at a new life.

"It's a huge problem, and it's an
oversight problem,” said Shauffer:

SAINY'S AND SIKNERS _

Not just the faflings of a few
roften apples, inadequate foster
care Is a systemic faillure, sald.
Duerr Berrick.

*“The ones who are doing good
work I put in the category of
saints,” she said. However, “a
significant minority of foster
youth tell us the guality of care
they got was very, very poor.”

With California- foster parents
being paid about $500 per month,
per child, "It suggests some sort of
disconnect with the standards of
what we expect from caregivers and
what we pay In every single study
of foster parents, the parents’
prineipal complaint is insufficient
support,” sald Duerr Berrick.

While many foster parents
struggle without enough
resources, state oversight of group
heme care is hardly enough to
make sure everyone is doing a good
job. Under former Gov. Gray Davis,
state monitoring of licensed group
homes was downgraded to about
once every flve years, and in some
cases 10 due to backlogged case-
loads. And because so many over-
sight visits are pre-announced, “We

have higher standards for restau-

rants than for the guality of foster
care,” she has concluded.

There are people lookinig out,
though. While the level of supervi-
sion varies for foster homes, each
must contract with county officials
and are cHiecked on by social work-
ers during scheduled monthly
visits with youth, said Stu Riskin,
a spokesman for the Los Angeles
County Department of Children
and Family Services. ’

But visits by county social
workers who are burdened with
near-impossible caseloads just

continued on page 12




continued from page 1%
aren’t enough to make up for a lack of
regular state inspections, said Jennifer
Rodriquez, legislative and police coordina-
tor for California Youth Connection, an
advocacy organization operated by former
foster youth,
- "Many foster youth have had the experi-
“ence of knowing another youth that was
reporting abuse and seeing It was meaning-
less, 80 a lot of youth don't report it, will run
away from the placement, tolerate it or ask
to be removed,” said Rodriquez, who not
only hears such things from kids but lived
through it herself.
“Treported that there was abuse happening
In one of my group homes and | wasn't
believed,” she said. *I decided from that point
-on that T wasn't going to use any of the systems
that were in place to deal with complaints.”

THROWRWAY KIDS>>>> seconn in a serees

Weekly they need permission from their
departments before speaking with
reporters, preventing comment in time for
this story. .

DIGGIKG DEERER

Then a 16-year-old crack addict who had
suffered sexual abuse, JJ had a rough land-
ing in foster care, and it wasn't long before
she ran away from those who were supposed
to be caring for her In an LA-area home
with seven other youth, she felt invisible.

"With the amount of kids that were
there, not everybody got what they needed.
Myself, I dign't get enrolled in school for
three months,” she said. After moving to a
different home where both foster youth and
foster parents openly used drugs and alco-
hol, she went off on her own and soon
became homeless in Pasadena, where she.

| your g

wouldn't let my dad ﬂpﬂlﬂgli’ © and say he loved
me ar anything, right. I got on that phone and I ripped him
a new-asshole, and my closing words were, "
fS you old man and | hope you fucking bl
yourself, man. nd my fucking dad 1€
,' mself the next fucking day.

1ate

A similar thing happened to Sandy, a
homeless former foster youth interviewed
by Human Rights Watch for a recent report
on kids leaving the system. She said she had
been sexually abused in care but was afraid
to report it, mostly for fear of being moved
somewhere even worse.

Not that all victims are old enough to make
a choice. Earlier this week, LA County’s Office
of Independent Review released a report blam-
" ing the beating death of a 2-yearold foster
~child in Alhambra on negligence by the social
woriters and supervisors who placed the child
in the abusive home. LA County District Attor-
ney Franco Baratta, who is prosecuting the
couple charged in the death of little Sarah
Chavez, would not comment on the case,

streets of Hollywood, told the Weekly he ran
away from a physically abusive foster home
in Michigan. The only oversight of that
home ¢ame from his social worker, who had
such a friendly relationship with the abusive
foster parent that he felt she wouldn't believe
him, as he already had a reputation for
misbehaving.

Thanks in part te lobbying by California
Youth Connection, however, there are
. systems in place to help foster youth in crisis.

At both the state and county levels, a
foster care ombudsman is available to hear
complaints by and advocate for youth who,

_ like Rodriguez once did, feel they have no
~ other recourse. : S

Within the past year, the California

_ Foster Care Ombudsman's Office heard 937

-, complaints and teok more than 600 calls for

information about the system from current

d former foster youth, foster and biclogi-

” cal parents and others. Of those complaints,
* 86 were about rights viclations, 62 involved
- gbuse and.neglect of foster youth and 187
- pertained to problems with placements in
- foster homes, according to state records.

"~ However, foster care ornbudsmen at both
" the state and county levels are not fully tnde-
" pendent investieators: a faw of them told tha

Anthony, an 18-year-old living on the.

once again was exposed to drugs, poverty
and indifference.

For a crash-course in area youth home-
lessness, the very real aftermath of failures
in the state’s foster care system, catch a ride
with Saul Zepeda. He's an outreach worker
for Pacific Clinics’ Healthy Transitions
Program in Pasadena, which has connected
JJ and dozens of others to housing and
other much-needed services.

Zepeda spends his days combing vacant
houses, parks and other places in the San
Gabriel Valley offering hygiene kits, contact
information for services and on-the-spot
counseling for youth in crisis.

This reporter got a brief but siriking
tour earlier this month, guided not just by
Saul but by Ebony and Queenese, an 18-year-
old former foster youth who grew up in San
Diego. There was 2 lot to learn.

Just outside of bustling Old Pasadena,
about two blocks up from the Gold Line
Station at Central Park, is a vacant, back-lot
house where several homeless youth have

sought shelter. While hosting some of this

summer’s hottest free concerts, the Levitt
Pavilion band shell in Memorial Park 1s also

a place under which homeless youth have -

been known to sieep. In the city’s more
economically depressed MNorthwest area,
homeless youth are everywhere -- in
rundown homes with overgrown lawns,
alleys, boarded-up buildings, or just walking
around with nothing to do, seid Zepeda.
Along the way, we pass a young man with
a baby He doesn't look homeless, but Ebony
knows he is. She too had been invisibly
homeless, traveling the country with her
mother and siblings, squatting in vacant
houses and lving in hotel rooms with her
increasingly mentaily disturbed mother.
“There's a blg population that people
don't realize,” said Gina Perez, director of
the Healthy Transitions Program, which
has delivered services to hundreds of kids

and found homes for 71 homeless youth.
Tn 94 and 2% nearhr half Af tha 990
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George McKenna

kids served by the program had been in
foster care, and several now live at Pacific
Clinics' Hestia House, a transitional housing
duplex on Orange Grove Boulevard. Flans
are also in the works to open a youth recov-
ery center in Baldwin Park to target the
underserved and little understood Asian-
Amertcan homeless youth of the San
Gabriel Valley, she said. For now, the over-
~ whelming majority of homeless youth
served by Pacific Clinics are black and
Latino. ’ ’
A’ more common denominator, explained
Zepeda, is that they find it difficult to follow
_ through with things, to help others help
them.

“They never had anybody to show them
how to do things and they have a difficult
time following directions. Nobody's ever sat
with them and showed them how to do
certain things, how to make a proper call for
a job-interview,” he sald.

Making things doubly hard, homeless
youth usually try not to lock homeless or in
need. :

“They want to be part of the young
generatlon that appears to be doing OK, but
inside they're really hurting and in need.
They disguise what they're feeling so no one
will know,” said Zepeda.

David Prinkman, executive director of
Hollywood's My Friend’s Place youth drop-
in resource center; said homeless kids rarely
identify with homeless adults.

“They fear seeing their own reflection in
that population,” he said of the nearly 1,500
homeless youth who go to My Friend's Place
each year, about half of whom are former
foster youth, many of them victims of physi-

- cal or sexual abuse, ,

“For those who live on the streets it is a
safer environment for them than their home
was,” sald Brinkman, “We don't have youth
who come to our door because they're poor.”

Not only Is it difficult to engage homeless
youth, it could take ag long as a year in ther~
apy before they'll talk about experfences of
physical or sexual abuse at their former
‘homes or in the streets, said Perez.

“Drug pushers or other older pegple sell
them for sex in order to flet them} get what
they need. Substance abuse i3 a huge, huge

issue. Ninety-five percent of kids im-the.

streets use substances,” she said.

SYREEY PORTRAIT

Qutside the Tommy's Burgers on Holly-
wood Boulevard, Brian Chytka, the 22-year
cld whose visit to My Friend's Place began
this series, shows me the red mark a heroin
neetllaleft on his arm. He wears it like a badge
of honor, showing those who are willing to
look at him who he is and where he's been. In
a way it sums up very guickly the discussion
above — the inexorable link between life in
foster care and life on the streets, the connec-

tion between the numbers Duerr Berrick -

questions and Lozano's huddled masses.
It's also a badge Chytka would like to
exchange for something better

"I want to get sober and get off heroin. I
want to get a job,” he said. I said I'd try to
find him some help and gave him my phone
number, but it's been more than a month and
he hasn't called.

For Chytka, self-destructive drug use is
mere than a symptom of street life. It's a big
part of the reason why he's here in the first
place.

"My mom and dad were hardcore dope
flends, and the state came in and intervened
and took me and my little brother Chris
away from my dad, but my mom just gave up
on us, you know She didn't care,” said
Chytka.

“They put us in & foster home ... and they
were very abusive toward us and they were
sexually abusive toward their son, Bubba.
They tried doing that with me and my
brother, but we rebelled. We broke their big-
screen TV and we poked holes in their water
bed. And in retaliation they literally beat my
ass bloody with a switch.

“A social worker came and took us from
them. They brought us to a house and the
lady's name there was Vivian; she was a
very, very loving, kind mother — the closest
thing I ever had to 2 mother. My dad got us
back after that, He cleaned up, got a job,”
said Chytka,

But then dad started doing drugs again
after an abusive stepmom came into the
picture, and he lost custody of the kids ore
day after shooting up before a hearing witha
family court judge.

“That was Jan. 11, 1998, After that I was
really pissed at my dad. I wouldn't even look
at my dad, or every time I did I'd give him a
really hateful glare, right.

“] wouldn't let my dad apologize and say
he loved me or anything, right. I got on that
phone and ! ripped him a new asshole, and
my closing words were, ‘I hate your guts you

old man and I hope you fucking kill yourself, -

man.’ And my fucking dad killed himself the
next fucking day” he said, a catch in his
voice showing how much it still hurts.

“I was sent to juvenile hall and all these
group homes where they'd tease me for
crying, and I had to fight them. [ said ‘fuck
this shit,’ so I kept running away That's how
1 came out to Hollywood and became a gutter

‘punk. That’s how [ got introduced to heroin,

due to running away from a group home. " ve
been on the streets ever since.”

At My Friend's Place, Brinkman sends
the message that drupgs are the wrong way,
but, privately, he understands it's not that
simple.

“Who am [ to pass judgment on a youth
who Isn't ready to get sober yet because of
how desperate his future looks at the
moment?’ asked Brinkman, who has both
buried his clients and has seen their spirits

.crushed when they grow into adults living

on Skid Row.
“It's hard to always be optimistic about
their futures,” he said. G

Next week: More data shows a sysiem in
crists, but local leaders say they will turn the
tide by keeping kids out of foster care and in
their homes.
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No place like home |
' & County’s top foster care official wants 10 keep kids out of
\e of the worst things that can. happen’ -

By Joe Piaseck!

With as many as half of local

foster youth becoming homeless
after leaving the system without
high school diplomas or as victims

of undetected abuse committed by -

caregivers, there’s something both
disconcerting and reassuring about
how those in charge of foster care
planto fix it. )

To keep kids from slipping
through the cracks of the enormous
and impersonal foster care bureau-
cracy, Los Angeles Department of
Children and Family Services
(DCF$) Director David Sanders
‘believes what needs to be done has
less to do with taking better care of
foster children than it does with
keeping them out of the system alto-
gether, or getting them through it
quickly, :

"“We don't want children in foster
care,” sald Sanders, who manages
the cases of more than 22,000 chil-
dren who can no longer live at home.
_ *Youth who grow up in a safe family

where they aren't being abused do
much, much better; and that's what
we're trying to create for everybody:
that we not have children grow up in
foster care. It's one of the worst
things that can happen.”

Since Sanders took over the
tapartment in March 2003, the

nber of children in county care

5 dropped dramatically from more

than 30,000, and most kids are spend-
ing about 600 days in the system —

_ down from 1,100 — before retwrning
home to their families. or being
adepted.

And just Jast Wednesday, Sanders
said he expects the number of youth
in care and the length of time they
are there to decrease even more
rapidly with the recent approval by
state and federal officlals of a fund-
ing-restrictions waiver that will
allow care workers to spend their
time keeping families from breaking
down. : .

Under the old rules, DCFS
received funding only to care for

- those children who they removed

from dangerous homes, $o essem

tially the county was being punished
for trying to keep families together. .

Perhaps - the biggest fan of
Sanders’ work is Los Angeles
County Superviser Michael
Antonovich, a former teacher and
longtime advocate for better condi-
tions for foster youth, Antonovich
described the 46yearcld Sanders,
formerly a child psychologist, as “a
breath of freshair'” in a recent tele-
phone message left for this reporter:

“Through his leadership, chil-
dren which were floundering in
foster care are being adopted and
being placed in permanent families

“at will provide them the founda- -

n to become successfil, produc-
_avecitizens,” said Antonovich.

But now he may be holding his
breath. The morning after Sanders
spoke with the Weekly nonprofit
foster youith advocates Casey Family
Programs announced they had just
hired Sanders to leave LA and
become an executive vice president

JE T R e R e ke

Dawvid Sanders

Seattle, Tony Bell, a spokesman for

- Antonovich, said supervisors will be

meeting in closed session this week
to try to keep Sanders from leaving
his job. .

If he decides to move on,
Sanders' new position will entail
influencing riational foster care poli-
cies, said Casey spokeswoman
Megan Barrett, who would not elab-
orate on details of the hiring
process. Sanders could not be

reached. .

Meanwhile, the entire state has
a lot riding on what's happening in
Los Angeles. As roughly one-third
of California foster youth live here,
progress made or lost is a signifi-
cant factor in whether the state wilk
meet federal mandates for. the
safety and stability of kids in foster
care and finding them permanent
homes. .

Currently, the state is failing to

_ meet those goals, according to an

April report by the National Center
for Youth Law And if things don't
change soon, according to that docu-
ment, federal officials could as early
as next year withhold $50 million in
foster care funds,

-ALL OVER THE MAP

Even with recent improvements
in Los Angeles, foster care condi-
tions vary widely throughout the
stafe, said Curt Child, a senior attor-
ney’ with the National Center for
Youth Law.

“A fundamental problem with
our Califernia [child] welfare
system s we have 53 different
programs running in 58 different
counties, and a real lack of strong
leadership at the state level to make
sure ail children have cppertunities
for safety and stability” sald Child, a
member of the state’s Blue Ribbon
Commission on Children in Foster
Care. “On the federal measures,
we're not doing well at all.”

- As of eardier this year, oniy 13
counties are meeting a federal
requirement that ne more than 3

wrrannmd AE ride weba Inaven Packbnr Anro

<<<THROWAWAY KIDS

return in less than a year, all but 14
counties move kids around too

.frequently, only 33 counties are help-

ing enough children become adopted

and only 36 have limited abuse in-

foster care to .57 percent of children.

Statewide, many counties have
been making improvements in these
areas, but “It's not like it's a new
program,” ‘'sai¢ Child, who charac-
terized recent gains as limited and
very slow In coming.

The 2004 California Performance
Review Report commissioned by
Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger — who
last week approved new foster care
funding with passage of the state
budget — also described state foster
care as a system in crisis, mainly for
lack of a strong, centralized over-
sightbody

“The challenges In the system
include confusing funding streams,
seemingly inequitable foster care
payment rates, lack of qualified

- social workers, too few foster homes

and fragmented service delivery

Although various state and local '
agencies and thousands of dedicated

individuals are working on these
issues, no one has the authority to
coordinate efforts, ensure account-
ability and resolve the problems that
continue to plague California’s
foster children,"” reads the report.
Despite these concerns,
Schwarzenegger cut $3.5 million
intended to target foster care def)-
ciencies from last year's state
budget, according to the San Fran-
cisco Chironicle, :
This year, however, Schwarzeneg-
ger has approved an $82 million
boost for fester care and child
welfare congerns. in part, the money
will, among other things, go toward
reducing soclal workers' ‘caseloads,
increasing housing and educational
opportunities for emancipated foster
youth. and hiring more adoption
caseworkers, according 1o a state-
ment by Assembly Select Committee
on Foster Care Chair Karen Bass.
But will it be enbugh? Foster care
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continued from page 11
has been low among state priorities so long
that California’s top foster care officials are
paid lower salaries than top LA County
bureaucrats, and reform efforts have not kept
up with the need for them, sald Carole Shauf:
fer, director of the San Francisto-based Youth
Law Center

“Not only do foster kids not wvote, their
parents don't vote. Even though there is some
commitment to it, there is no NRA of fcster
care,” she said, making foster care an issue all
too easy to ignore.

LoNG way To do

Los Angeles County despite improve-
ments, still isn't reaching many federal stan-
dards, admitted Sanders.

When it comes to children being adopted
In Jess than two years or being reunited with
families in less than one — indicators of how
well plans to keep children out of foster care
are going — LA is among the 10 worst-
performing counties.

“Those are areas that we do very poorly in.
We have made dramatic improvement in
them, but we started out so poorly in those,”
said Sanders, who ‘has nearly doubled the
amount of children adopted within two years
and has ralsed by nearly 10 percent the
number of children reunified with their famt-
lies in Jess than a year, |

County social workers are also now prac-
ticing what Sanders calls “alternative
response,” essentially bringing services into
homes that haven't reached the point of
becoming abusive but are headed for frouble. -
- Keeping abused or neglected children out
of foster care Is risky business though, accord-
ing to the National Center for Youth Law

Report.

“Victims of child abuse and neglect in
California are re-victimized at alarming rates.
Nearly 4,000 children are victims of abuse or
neglect within six months of the agency
substantiating earlier abuse. More than 11,000
children are abused or neglected again within
one year,” reads the report, which found all
but five counties were unable to kesp less than
6 percent of the Kids they take abuse reports
on from becoming abused again.

Deanne Tilton Durfee,
County's Interagency Council on Abuse and
Neglect in El Monte, is worried that those
numnbers don't tell the whole story,

"Diata at the Jocal, state and national level
on child abuse and child fatalities is very inac-
curate,” said Tilton Durfee, a former chair of
the US Advisory Board on Child Abuse and
Neglect. In fact, “There’s never been a time
when reports on serious and fata) abuse of
children have coincided,” she said.

But then there's the personal factor.

Even after suffering acts of neglect and
abuse at the hands of their parents, most kids
crave the affection of their parents, satd Victo.

head of LA.
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ria Adams, who runs the LA County District

Attorney's Office’s Family Violence Division.
“We'll see children in the most abusive of

homes see their parents sitting at the defense

“table ... still wanting to give them a hug," said

Adams. "“The touching thing is that children

-are’ so incredibly vulnerable. Despite the

abuse involved, there Is always something in
their heart that allows them to love the perpe-
trator™

RELATIVE NUMBERS

It’s not all bad news, however

LA comes in above federal standards for
keeping foster children leaving care from
coming back into the system. The county also
does well in not moving them through too
many different foster homes. - )

Among children who had recently been in
foster care for about one year, more than 5,000
in the stale had been shuffled between at
least three foster homes, according to the
National Center for Youth Law report Los.
Angeles, to its credit, performed best among
large counties, surpassing federal guidelines
by keeping nearly 90 percent of kids in its
care in only one or two different placements
Iast year,

For this, Sanders credits a push to find
relatives of foster kids who are willing to
take over legal guardianship. But that didn't
come easy In 2003, Shauffer's Youth Law
Center sued Sanders and the county for
allegedly breezing over required assessments

- of relatives who take in foster children, a sult

that was settled by the DCFS establishing a
monitoring program for relative placements.

“It's a challenging area.” said Sanders.
because “there is an interest in the child
being with the velative right away, while at
the same time we're asking them to go
through the same thing that a foster home is
going through. Now they have to be studied
and visited.”

In LA, more than 11,000 foster children
are placed in relatives' homes. While those
children are more likely to leave foster care
with. the sifety net of family connections,
they are, said Tilton Durfee, as likely to die
by the hand of their caregiver as kids staying
with strangers.

In 2003, according to Interagency Council
statistics, two foster children were killed by
relative caregivers and two by foster parents.
In 2002 no foster care deaths were reported,
but in 2001 deaths in relative caregivers’
homes outmumbered deaths in foster parenls
homes three to two.

While that may have everything to do
with the fact that more of LA's kids stay with -
relatives than in foster families, group homes
and leensed foster care agencies combined,
‘“There’s also the dynamie of the apple not
falling far from the tree,” she said.

In the newly approved state budget, $8
million will extend benefits to relatives of

continued from page 10
Deadrick wrote, In the case of Clark, Dead-
rick said the board *"worked under the
advice of legal counsel on this matter,
including the posting of agenda wording."
The wording of the agreement, which
seems {0 cover every imaginable scenario,
was designed specifically to guarantee that
Clark would not sue the district, as he had
done previously with the school district in
Lawrence Township, Kan., in 1996.
Although Clark has been a controversial
figure since arriving in Pasadena in 2001
with promises to attract middle class white
families back to the minority-dominant
district, most board members steadfastiy
supported him. That is until mid-May, when
Clark made national headlines by plagiariz-
Ing a colurmn he had written for the Weekty.
Shortly after that, the board met in

closed session and decided to finally dump
Ciark. But according to the terms his sepa-
ration agreement, Clark will still get pald
all the way through next July, even if the
district finds a new superintendent to
replace him before that time. If that
happens, Clark will be placed on paid
administrative leave until the end of his
contract in order to collect his full salary. -

The only way Clark can blow the deal is
by taking another job before the end of next
July, at which time, "his administrative
leave status and the district's obligations
with regards to such status wil] cease upon
the effective date of resignation” rom the
PUSD.

“We've already interviewed six search

firms,” Bibkiani said. “So far it is moving
along. ... [ don't want this process to drag
out.” O



- foster _children who- take them in, sald
Srhwarzenegger spokeswoman Sabrina Lock-
The amount budgeted for increasing
_tional housing opportanities for eman-
cipated foster youth is $9.9 million, a 4
milllen increase, she said. "

The best remedy for California’s foster
care shortcomings, Sanders maintains, is
reducing the need for such’ spending by
getting kids into families.

“It doesn't mean we don't need transt
tional housing, and it doesn't mean that we
don't need a number of resources for youth
that are turning 18 but have been historically
in foster care. My concern has been that we
let too many children leave without family,
because family are going to be there for kids
when they turn 19 and 20 and 21, s0 if thelr

" housing doesn't come through there's some-
body there who will say ‘but I can take you
in,™ he said. -

AMPLIFYING VOICES :

For Congressman Adam Schiff, a former
federal prosecutor, correcting the now-clear
problems with America's foster care systems
lies with listening to experts closest fo the

system — in this case, the foster youth them-

“selves.

“In [this series] you have documented a lot
of the problems with the foster care system.
Kids move from placement to placement,
often five or six placements, and too many
kids simply fall through the cracks, resulting
in much greater problems when they are
emancipated. Part of the solution is to
empower young people in the foster care
system, so that when dependency courts
make decislons that will affect their lives
- —mr. that they have a greater voice,” said

a Pasadena Democrat and co-author of
Ostering Our Future Act,

If adopted, Schiff's legislation will require
the federal General Accounting Office to
conduct a nationwide study of foster care
systems and recommend improvements.

Schiff's bill also focuses heavily on court
practices and follows recommendations by the
2003 Pew Commissiori on Foster Care that,

+along with changes in funding similar to the
wakver obtained by Sanders, called for chil-
- dren to be better represented in the court
process. The Fostering our Future Act would
create incentives to help dependency courts
retain qualified attorneys for youth and

requlre courts 1o keep performance data on -

what happens to foster children,

For Miriam Krinsky finding brighter
futures for foster children will require not only
better tracking of what happens to them, but
also making sure that courts and social work-
ers actually share that information to create
better outcomes for kids. :

“What we measure is what we value, yetfor
children in foster care we do very little to track
or measwure what they're doing,” said Krinsky,
director of Home At Last, a policy research
institute created last year by a grant frony the
Pew Charitable Trusts to Occldental College
and the Children’s Law Center .

While social workers and judges may tot
be working together in other parts of the
country, interagency cooperation is nothing
new In Los Angeles County, where Juvenile
Court Presiding Judge Michael Nash and
Dependency Court Supervising Judge
Margaret Henry meet with Sanders on a

*]y basis, said Henry

think the bottom line of the Pew
. .dnission recommendations are courts
have to be very active and have a relationship
with child welfare officers and work together
on reaching the best outcome,” said Henry

With that approach, according to a recent ,

West magazine profile of Nash, who could not
be reached for this story, LA County judges are
twice as Jikely as the rest of the state to keep
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Henry tries to keep as many kids who lack
skills and resources in county care for as long
as possible, but sometimes “If they insist on
getting out, they get out, I think it’s psychologi-
cally difficult for some kids, like it makes them
different that they're in the system and they
want out," she sald.

“There are kids who go all the way through
the foster care system and at 18 they want out
and don't want anything to do with anybody
and don't want to come to court. You feel like
the system’s failed them, but you look back
and can't figure out what happened or when.”

Cther times, simply listening to foster chil-
dren has its own positive result.

In early June, Home At Last hosted a two-
day retreat during which dozens of foster
youth testified before the Blue Ribbon
Commission, a temporary advisory body
which was established by the state in Febru-
ary to study the foster care system and make
recommendations. Like Child, Krinsky is also
a commission member.

. “Many of them raised frustration at not
having been a part of- the process,” said Krin-
sky of many of those who testified. “Ability to
participate in court is part of the healing
process for them.”

What sometimes comes out to judges are
complaints about social workers or foster
parents that would otherwise go undiscovered,
said Henry Most often, however, it's the small
but crucial parts of being a kid — like wanting
permission to join a sports team, get a part-
time job or visit friends.

“We need to pay greater attention to things
we may not think of as basics but for youth in
foster care, when it comes to self image and
becoming productive adults, are more impor-
tant than anything,” said Krinsky

GOOD CALL .

Sometimes, the decisions that judges make

can be lifesaving, said Queenese, an 18-year-old
who grew up in San Diego. She became a

- foster child for the first time 10 years ago

shortly after she ran screaming into the night
because her stepmother tried to beat her with
a large piece of wood. While much safer, foster
homes never felt like home, as she found one
foster parent verbally abusive and another
blind to the fact that boys in the home would
try to grope and molest her,

But the real trouble started after she
returned home. She was raped repeatedly by
her father from age 13 to 17 and didn't trast
her social worker, who she said spent their
monthly visits smoking and drinking with her
stepmother, enough to tell her about it.

Trying to avoid the foster care system after
reporting the abuse to police, she slept at
friends’ homes until she came to Los Angeles,
where a judge placed her in a group home.

Here she found support, therapy and “the
closest thing I ever had to a mom,” she said,
and was able to graduate from Van Nuys High
School. '

“My dad was trying to find where 1 was,
s0 I got scared and I came out here and got
into placement, got the support I needed,”
said Queenese, who didn't want her. full
name printed. “A lot of people say the system
hasn't helped them, but if you really, truly
use the system and everything the system
has to offer; you can do really good.” Q

Next week: More kids, more questions ond
more cails to policymakers. .
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In search of Brian

LA street kids ‘expose California’s youth injustice system as
county officials try to bring runaway kids back into the fold

Story and photos by
Joe Piasecki

Word on the street is that Brian
Chytha, the 22-yearold homeless
former foster youth whose story
started off this series, has left
Hollywood for San Francisco. There
he is suffering from a staph infec-
tion and other potentially life-
threatening health problems
brought on by increased heroin use
since spenking with the Weekly
some two months ago.

“You're going to find him on the
Castro. Youw'll see the kids sitting
down panhandling. Ask for ‘Slappy’
tell ‘em what's going on, and they’ll
hook you up," said Nickel, a home-
less youth in his early twenties
who, because he has violated terms
of his probation, wished to be iden-
tified only by his street name.

For those whose lives may
involve panhandling, drug use and
the occasional hustle, going by a
strest name lets your friends fmow
what you're up to while keeping
your government name — as many
homeless youth cali what's on their
birth certificates — out of the ears of
law enforcement. Slappy is Chytka’s
street name, which Nickel told me
Saturday only because Chytka had
spoken about this reperter to him.

Only two weeks after that inter-
view, new troubles started for
Chytha, who earlier had described

turning 18 at a state mental health

facility where he had been placed
by a county probation officer for
reasons he did not state. On May 7,
Chytka was arrested by Los Ange-
les police and charged with a misde-
meanor for being under the
influence of alcohel or drugs but
was soon released, according to the
© Los Angeles County Sheriff's
Depariment’s Inmate Information
Center and Deputy Ignacio Mora.

Nickel's friend Angel, who also
expressedt worry about Chytka's
condition, 15 17 and has lived on the
streets for three years. At age 10 she
began running away from foster
care group homes and. wound up
spending nine months in a Sacra-
mento-area juvenile hall.

Like Chytka and many of the
other homeless youth who haunt
Hollywood Boulevard, the day she
enfered the juvenile justice system
was likely also the day she lost her
chance for free housing and other
benefits that foster youth are enti-
tled to recelve after they turn 18.

“A young person who may come
into conflict with the law, he does
six months, he gets out and doesn't
have health benefits or money for
housing or money for school. You
can't get ‘student loans or public

" housing -— you're just denied,
which is absolutely absurd,” said
Jakada Tmant, program director for
Books not Bars, a project of the
Oakland-based Ella Baker Center
for Human Rights.

CHEATED BY THE SYSTEM
After reading Chytka's story an
employee of the Los Angeles
Department of Children and
Family Services, DCFS, who wished

to remain ancenymous called this
newspaper to take exception to our
portrayal of Chytka as a castalty of
the county’s foster care system.

Although Chytks was in foster
care, said the caller, he left the
system under probation from the
juvenile justice system, effectively
cut off from the benefits that are
normally avatlable to emancipated
foster youth.

Such a cruel twist of fate for
already troubled youth has been the
norm for many foster kids who are
arrested for drug use and other
crimes, even if such treatment
might go against federal law, said
Youth Law Center director Carole
Shauffer

Based on research for this story,
Shauffer said she is determining
whether to file-a lawsuit against the

state for not extending Job training,

education funding and transitional
housing to foster youth after they
leave juvenile halls. While regula-
tions until recently prohibited
many correctlonal facilities from
receiving federal funding to extend
such services to kids in their care,
she believes formerly jailed youth
should be considered re-eligible
after they are released.

“Even though that's what they
do [cut kids off from foster care
services], I'm not sure that it's

jegal,” said Shauffer “Nobody
understands this well.”
Imani estimates that between 40

and-50 percent of kids in juvenile
halls and California Youth Author-
ity prisons have come directly out
of foster homes.

Meanwhile, the .Los Ange!es‘

County Probation Department has
yet to fully implement legislation
signed into law more than a year
ago that would prevent foster youth
in troutle with the law from losing
their benefits, according to the Web
site for the Judicial Council of Cali-
fornia.

Spokespeople for that depart-
ment did not return calls by press
time, but according to a May 12

AT HOME ON THE STREET: Brian Chytka sirikes a posa near the cormer of
Hollywood Boulevard and Bronson Avenue,

" Chytka.

-peared for a couple of days, [I]

memao sent by the state Department
of Soctal Services to county welfare
directors and chief probation offi:
cers, foster youth can now retain
dual status between the criminal
justice and foster care systems to
keep their access to services
provided under the federal Welfare
and Institutions Code,
_ Prior to the passage of Assem-
bly Bill 128, authored by San Jose
Democerat Rebecca Cohn and signed
into law in September 2004, concur-
rent jurisdiction was prohibited,
according to the document. Now, if
all the right paperwork is filled out,
sonte probation youth can Teceive
foster care services, it reads.

But this may be too late for

“Slappy needs medical atien-
tion,” said Nickel, who has been
living on the streets since he was
kicked out of his home at age 16.
"He was at the hospital — disap-

thought he was in jail, and he just
showed up., And he had this cane
with him; he was all fucked up
Everyone's like, "Slappy, go back to
the hospital,’ and he's like, "No, they
took me off my methadone and Pm | |
sick.' So he's out panhandling and |
shit and deing his other little
hustles because the doctor's a dick
and took him off his methadone.”

414 ANGELS :
Despite the advantages that | SEREGITRIATIL <O

come with being in foster care, ’ )
Angel said it has been easier for her l: ME u
ek U Aﬂ..sm;bi,uﬁvﬁm__ _
oud toke your fust doss on

YO(IA [ 0 ] A Onc Doy Workshop in

Starf your begmning yogo

with o solid foundalion
CHOICE OF SATUSDAY OR SULL

to be known as a lawbreaker than a
foster kid.

“T used to tell a lot of people [
was in foster care and, you mow;
they would distance themselves
from you. T'tell people I'm on proba-
tion; they're cool, It's like foster
care is something totally different,
like they don't know how to handle
it, And it's kinda sad, because it's
not our fault at all ‘that we're in
foster care, not our fault at all. My
mom blamed me all the time that T

continuwed on page 12 !
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BEEN THERE: Charles, a Los Angeles foster youth and scholarship recipient, speaks with
Antwona Fisher at Pasadena City Coflege.

continued from page 11
was in foster care. But [ wasn't r.he one beat-
ing meup,” she said.

Perhaps those words say something
about the mindset of the 450 foster kids who
as of July 5 have run away from foster care
placements, according to records provided
by the office of LA County Supervisor Don
Knabe.

Most runaways, reads a memo by DCFS
Director David Sanders to LA County super-
visors, are girls ages 14-17, 56 percent of
whom are Hispanic, Nearly 80 percent ran
away from foster or group homes, compared

to 20 percent who disappeared from rela-

tives’ homes, where more and more county
foster kids are being placed under Sanders’
leadership.

Praised by Los Angeles County Supervi-

* Mike Antonovich for implementing effec-

; reforms within the foster care system,
wanders declded Wednesday that he will leave
his job-at the end of this month to take an
axecutive position with the Seattle-based
foster youth advocacy group Casey Family
Programs, a spokesman for Antonovich said,

. But to find out why so many youth run
from foster care and determine how to keep
more kids from running, county supervisors
convened the Runaway Foster Youth Task
Force in December after receiving reports that
nearly 1,000 kids had disappeared from care.

At that time, however, the number of
runaways being reported was double the
actual number because, until formation of the
task feroe, many kids who repeatedly ran
away only to return in a few days were being
counted multiple times, said DCFS spokesman
Stu Riskin. )

Why kids are running away in the first
place is another; more difficult guestion.

“Tt's typical for some to Tun cut overnight or
for the weekend; some we never see. come
back,” said Charles Rich, director of La Verne's
David and Margaret Home, which houses
dozens of girls in the foster care system. -

“Some kids have been through such a
difficult time in thelr lives that they arei't
ready to make a commitment to any
prograin,” sald Rich, who explained there’s
nothing care providers can' do to stop most
kids frorm running away

- I a child 14 or over got up and walked
out the front door, nobody could physically
restrain them. That's the way tha law is: You
have to talk them into coming back,” said Los
angeles County Dependency Court Supervis-

Judge Margaret Henry

m order to keep Kids out of the criminal
Justice systemn, judges tend to issue warrants
for runaways only in extreme circumstances,
according to Henry.

"So many kids have mental hea.lth issues
because of abandonment or sexual abuse
they have suffered and g0 gut on the streets to
self medicate. We need them to be a good

gport long enough to get them counseling,
medlcation or whatever they need to make
them feel safe again,” she said.

‘STILL KIDS'

" Antwone Fisher, a former homeless foster
youth whose life story was the subject of the
feature fllm "“Antwone Fisher” directed by
Denzel Washington, knows how hard it is for
foster and probation youth who leave the

system with no one in their lives to turn to for

help.

"I was so aftaid because 1 knew I didn't
have anybody to fall back on. I felt like there
weren't any good people in the world,” he said
of the time he spent living on the streets of
Cleveland in the 1970s.

In late March, Fisher spoke to dozens of
foster students who were preparing for a high
school graduation ceremony hosted by Casey
Family Programs and DCFS that would also
mark their leaving care,

Though programs that offer money for
education and transitional housing are today
keeping many youth from a life on the streets,
the deck is still stacked against foster kids
leaving care, said Fisher

“Most people don't trust teenagers.
They think they're volatile, which they are,
because they're unfinished people, just
getting started. They look like adults some-
times, and you think they ought to know
right from wrong and that there's hope and
services, but they're still kids,” he satd.

Chato, a 17-year-old former juvenile hall
irimate, looks very much like a kid, but he's
been taking care of himself on the streets of
Hollywood for the two years since his mother
told him to Jeave their Santa Monica home.
On Sunday night he slept outside the
Pantages Theatre.

Although he was sent to juvenile hall for
selling drugs and admitted to stealing food to
survive immediately after his release, Chato
said he no longer steals or even uses contra-
band, and wanis to avoid trouble. In his
wallet, which contained only a few dollars, he
carried a picture of his young son now cared
for by a teenage mother He said he wants a
job 50 he can someday be with his son.

"Not all squatters are high all the time,
‘and I'm living proof of it. But we'll be sitting
at the bus stop and people are afraid to take

. their money out, We're hot going to hurt you

Let thern know some of us are nice,” he said.

Fer now, despite the danger, living on-the
strests ironically gives him a sense of befong:
ing.

“Fm one of many” he said. “You feel a
sense of security when youre around people
of your status. They're not going to judge me,
and when they run in packs, and deep, you
know they're going to watch your back.” Q

Next week: Elected officlals describe new
plans for getting homeless youth off the street.
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| What Now?

By Joe Plasedu

Officials struggle to stem the
growing number of kids living
on the streets of LA County

1ay, July 20, 2008

orn Into foster care 23 years
ago to a drug-addicted mother and
a father he's never met, Sqoll, as
he prefers to be catled, has llved on
the streets of Los Angeles County
for the past three years. Shuffléd
between more than 30 placements
during his childheod in county
care, homelessness is the most
stable situation he's ever been in.

David, who s about the same
age as Sqoll, left juvenile hall with
a history of drug abuse and mental
health issues before ltving on the
streets of Hollywood. Though he
tries to avoid contact with police,
he prides himsell on the tattoos he
has received in jail and looks
forward to occasional stays at
mental health hospitals as an
opportunity to meet potentlal girl-
friends.

3J, a 21-year-old former foster
youth who was featured in earlier
portions of this series, has left a
temporary housing facility in the
area to once again sleep In
Pasadena parks and alleys, Just
two weeks ago, she and a friend
were panhandling near the corner
of Colorado Boulevard and Fair
Daks Avenue.

Like thousands of young adults
who grewup in the foster care and
Juvenile justice systems, Sqoll,
David and JJ have no idea what the
coming weeks will bring and have
few, if any, realistic plans for how
to get themselves out of homeless-
ness and poverty

Statistics compiled by Home at
Last, an advocacy partnership
between the Children’s Law Center
of Los Angeles and Occidental

DAVID: 23 and living on
A the strets.

College, tell the story in numbers:
After they turn 18, one in five foster
kids will be homeless, one in three
will not have & high school diploma
or GED, another third will struggle
with mental health or substance
abuse issues, one In four will wind
up in jail and fewer than half wlll
find a job. .

Nationally, that's tens of thou-
sands of kids who have no home,
no hope and virtually no help
getting through a world that seems
intent on seeing them fail. And
that's not even counting the kids
with eriminal records who, despite
suffering broken homes, arent
considered foster youth and there-
fore are not entitled to recelve
most governrnent benefits.

“When we're panhandling. some
people are always screaming, ‘Get &
job' It's not that fuckin' simple when
you're on the streets" sald Sqgoll,
who sleeps near Hellywood's Walk
of Fame and goes by thal name
within the homeless community

The belief there is no quick or
easy way to help homeless youth
off the strests is something — and
maybe the only thing — that Sqoll
and area public officlals, who have
essentially falled him since birth,
share,

‘TRIED EVERYTHING'

Numerous task forces, commit-
tees, comrnisstons and studies have
found no magic ballet for providing
every homeless youth with mental
health services, education, job
training and a roof over his or her
head. -

Yet public cails for answers to
this scourge of homelessness are

" building. In April, a blue ribben

panel of experts released recom-
mendations related (o the county
supervisors' $100 mililon plan for
ending homelessness in the next
decade, and according to the docu-.
ment a specific youth plan 15 due
out later this month.

An incomplete draft copy of
that.report obtained by the Weekly

states that county officials should * -

better integrate services for youth
while Increasing the amount of
housing available to them. Not that
much of this i3 new, however, as
similar recommendations came
out of a June 2002 report by the -
California Department of Soclal

Services, - .

In fact, aside from recent inno-

_vations by La's outgolig head of

foster care and an .increase of
funding Ln this year's state budget,
nothing actually that new has
happened for kids who have no one
but the state to depend on for care.
Despite a historic lack of effec- .

tive government responsé and a
continued public -desire for soiu-
tions, some say there is litlle more
that officials can do for street youth,
who carry with them a general
distrust of government programs




and the psychological damage
incurred from broken homes. -

"There really isn't anything in
public pollcy that can be done,”
sald Los Angeles County Supervi-
sor Gloriz Molina, who believes
government is unequipped to deal
with the problem and unable to
find enough nonprofit service
providers that the county could
fund to attack it.

“Tt's a tough job, and we don't
do it well. For those children that
want to be helped, we can create a
solid pathway - not the best, but
solid — so they not have as many
obstacles for housing and support
for school, We can do things, we
have the resources; but it's really
tough to become a surrogate mom,
and we can't be relying on govern-
ment to do that,” said Molina.

“I'd be happy to barn over all of
our resources to someone who
could produce better outcomes than
us. We've tried everything, so I can't
totally blame us,” Molina said.

In the meantime, she said,
horneless youth “can get in line for
the services we provide them, but,
tragically, that's it.”

CANT STARTTOC EARLY

Some say the best way to end
youth homelessness is by providing
better care for kids so they don’t
become homeless young adults. To
some, this means keeping kids out
of foster care altogether,

An analysis of conditions for,
California foster youth published
by the National Center for Youth
Law found that most county foster
care agencles are falling to meet
federal caps on abuse committed
against kids in foster care, limits on
.the amount of time children are

spending in care and restrictions
on the number of times that foster
children are moved around to
different homes, :
. If things don't improve, the
report warned, federal officials
will likely withhoid from the state
as much as $0 million in foster
care funding as soon as next year:

“Improving the quality of care
for a 13-year-old is going to have a
much bigger impact than trying
to solve his homelessness when
he's 18," said Berkeley Professor
JUl Duerr Berrick, a member of
the state’s advisory Blue Ribbon
Commission on Foster Care.

Although this year's state
budget has allotted millions in new
funding for foster care, state super-
vision of foster homes is limited to
one scheduled inspection every five
years — not enough to guarantee
safety for kids who have only one
already overworked social worker
Teoking out for them, visiting once
amonth, she said.

David Sanders, a foster care
reformer who last week announced
plans to take another job after quit-
ting as head of the Los Angeles
County Department of Children
and Family Services, has sought to
change the system by delivering
services to families before abuse

continued on page 16
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continued from page 15
and neglect occurs in an effort to keep their
children out of county care,

Since the announcement that he would
take a new job in Seattle, Sanders, who as
part of his strategy has helped 11,000 county
foster children find refuge in relatives'
homes, has not returned phone calls, But his
biggest fan, Los Angeles County Supervisor
Mike Antonovich, said Sanders’ philosophy
is not leaving town with him.

*Where families can be kept together, you
work with them, and when extended family
members can get involved, you work with
them. And when you can't, then you do adop-
tion,” said Antonovich. “Parents need to pay
attention to their children and devote time to
their children. Leaving them without love

 and direetion, they end up dysfunctional.”

All Sqoll ever needed, he said, was a
family: :

] knew what I wanted: a regular home
with, you know, brothers and sisters and all

* that, but they would not give that to me. And

the more 1 didn't get that, and with the
medication and all, it just got worse,” said
Sqoll, who said he made several attempts at
suicide during his years at the McLaren
Shelter, a county group home for troubled
youth that was shut down in 2003 due-to alle-
gations of widespread violence and abuse
being committed by staff members.

TIMETO PAY THE RENT

But what about youth like Sgoll, who
lived through the horrors of McLaren, or
David or JJ, who was once sent to live with
foster parents who used drugs? For them,
recent improvements in care have come way
too late. )

_ What homeless youth need first and fore-
most, said Los Angeles County Supervisor
Yvonne Braithwaite Burke, is a home.

"Obviously we need more transitional
housing. There have been some really excel-
lent facilities that have been built, but they
don't provide for everyone” she said.
“Absolutely we need more. First of all is that
you have to have communities that are will-
ing to take them, and you have to identify the
funds for housing, and there's just not a lot of
money for low-income lousing, period.”

With housing costs at record highs around

- the county, many see expanding government

aid to private, nonprofit agencies as the only
feasible way to get anything done.

*T think ft has to be a publicprivate part-
nership. The most successful programs have
been.. You're seldom going to be.able to find
gnough money to build anything today unless

you go into some private funding source,”

said Burke.
For the fiscally conservative Antonovich,
who has been a vocal advocate for foster youth

. for more than a decade and also supports
i greater publicprivate partnerships, homeless

kids should be a county spending priority

"There are different means of spending
money, and the government should bé doing
what the peoplé can't do for themselves," he
said. “The next stage is, for those who have
left fostér care and have emancipated and
have no.support system in place, trying to
reach them.”

Thé soon-to-be-released Bring LA Home
youth recommendations are, however, criti-
cal of the county’s job so far in actuaily brin-
ing private partners to the table. )

“Currently, there is inadedbate coordina-
tion between public and private agencies
that provide services to runaway and home-
Iess youth," reads the document, which also
finds that the county falls to maintain accu-
rate public records of available housing.

Molina, however, has found that any
problems with public-private coordination
are likely not rooted in a failure of govern-

ment, but in an alarming dearth of nonprof-

its actually willing to accept public money
for helplng homeless kids.

‘Both she and Burke explained that a
large swm of money paid to the county by
the City of Industry in lieu of previding low-
income tousing remains available for youth
housing, but no single nonprofit youth hous-
ing provider has asked for it.

In fact, one in her East LA district recently
refused a county offer of more money to build
a second facility said Molina.

“If there were a nonprofit that said, ‘Give
me all the money’ [ guarantee we would,”
she said.

A SERVICES TRIUMVIRATE

1t isn’t clear why JJ, a survivor of sexual
abuse and crack addiction, left whatever
housing she had obtained. It also isn't ¢lear
why she appeared reluctant to then accept a
bed at Hollywood's Covenant House that this
reporter had worked to obtain for her.

Apparently; housing alone is not enough
to keep -often psychologically traumatized -
youth who distrust authority off the streets.

ALEX: A 23
yaar-old wi
* A Mess

The majority of homeless youth in and
around Pasadena have serious mental health
{ssues, according to vecords kept by the
nonprofit Pacific Clinics Healthy Transitions .
Program. Of the 289 youth served by the
agencymzoOtlandwOS—-agroupthat
included JJ — more than a third had been on
psychiatric medication and almost 40 percent
had considered or attempted suicide ALl
suffered from learning disabilities or depres-
sion, anxiety, and other psychiatrit disorders.
~ Also, more than 70 percent used alcohol
and marijuana and more than 35 percent
used amphetamines, according to agency
reports. .

When pressed about his plans for helping
now-homeless former foster youth,
-Antonovich admitted he was behind on deal-

.ing with the issue, having been -almost

entirely focused on foster parenting and
adoption issues for the past several years.
“What we can do, and you raise a good
point— let's see what we can do with develop-
ing a protocol with the Department of Public

‘Soclal Services and Mental Health for those

children, the ones that are emancipated, in
their early 20s, the runaway, throwaway chil-
dren who are on the streets,” he said,

Los Angeles City Council President Eric



Garcetti, who along with Mayor An.tm'\io
Villaraigosa is pushing for a $1 b_1lllqn

" affordable hovsing bond that wouid bring in
millions for the homeless, is already think-
ing along these lines.

“For a lot of these youth, they've never
really had basic life-skills education,” said
Garcetti, who represents the section ?f
Hollywood where most of the county's
homeless youth are believed to gather.

So a solution, he said, “has tebe a combi-
nation of providing services, permanent
housing and education. If we're serious
about not writing off young people — not
throwing them away - we've got to do all
three things.”

On July 27, Garcetti and other members
of the council’s Ad Hoc Conunittee on Home-
lessness will meet at the Los Angeles Gay
and Lesbian Center to discuss the plight of
homeless youth and shape new policy efforts.

“Not a lot of people understand the
particular needs of homeless youth. They
‘often get lost in the shuffle,” sald Garcetti,
who pointed out that official homeless
counts don't even keep track of yout!l home-
less numbers, something the Bring LA
‘Home recommendations seek to change.

FORMINGABOND '

Despite a perceived lack of interest in
youth housing production, two major bonds
that promise some hope for street kids may
come toa vote as early as November.

Of the $2.85 billion state infrastructure
bond destined for the ballot, $245 million will
go toward homelessness issues, and $50
million of that specifically toward youth
housing. .

Hufatbondpassa.aﬂssOmﬂ]ionwﬂlﬁmq
transitional housing for foster youth emanci-
pating out of care, said Richard Stapler
spokesman for state Assembly Speaker Fabian
Nunez, a Los Angeles Democrat.

“The speaker is committed to making a
difference for these kids,” said Stapler,- yho
pointed out that the bond investment will
draw additional federal funds to state foster

care efforts. .

But for those young people wh_o are ineli-
gible for postfoster care transitional hous-
fng, the Garcetti-Villaralgosa $1 billion
affordable housing bond could be a big help.

"What's different about ours from the
state one is we do put in the language that 25
percent is for housing for formerly homeless

people. That means homeless youth, home-’

less families: — youth would certainly be
" component of it, though they are not called
out,” said Garcettl, “Senior housing {s a very
well-lmown and protected category mult-
family housing is one too, but we don’t do
much for youth. I hope that's a big policy
prescription that comes out of this.”

Last week, Los Angeles City Counecil
members voted 130 fo support the bond,
which comes back for a final vote next month.
If it is approved, money raised through the
bond would be invested into the city's Afford-
able Housing Trust Fund, which Villaraigosa
funds anpually at $50 million.

While Villaraigosa spokeswoman Eliza-
beth Kivowitz would say only that the bond
was in its “development stage,” she described
the mayor as comunitted to solving youth
homelessness. -

“The mayor is looking closely at this
homeless population, essentially kids who
have no place to live and no one to support
them financially or emotionally, and work-
ing to use some of the $50 million that he has
set aside ... for housing these kids,” she said.

ADAM: 24 and ont
streels for five years.

‘STARTLISTENING'

In Pasadena, where affordable housing
issues top public discussion and city offi-
cials have adopted their own 10-year plan to

‘end homelessness, Mayoy Bill Bogaard is not

optimistic that city policymakers will be
able to make significant gains in helping
homeless youth anytime soon.

With the city already struggling to ensure
that fees raised through its affordable hous-
ing ordinance translate into new low-income
housing, it's unlikely that city money alone
will be enough to do the job.

" “In my ochservation, the needs of emanct-
pated former foster youth are not widely
recognized or frequently addressed. It's aneed
of our society that is simply ignored or not
understood,” said Bogaard., “But something

" can be done. I'm prepared to call attention to
the council and staff the special needs of
former foster youth ... 50 we can build aware-
ness of that special need and respond to it
while at the same time respond to the special
needs of seniors, the disabilities commumnity
and people with very low incomes.”

For Molina, who believes many homeless
youth aren't interested in tapping the
limited services that are already available to
them, it's up to those in need to come inte
the system to obtain services. )

As in any other parent-child situation, "It
has to work both ways. The kid has duties
and responsibilities as well.” . )

Garcetti, however, would like to see poli-
cymakers and community and business
leaders make the first move. .

For Alex, who is 24 and living on the
streets of Hollywood, that would mean first
showing a little understanding. Along the
mile-long stretch east of the opulent Holly-
wood and Highland mall, only the nearby
homeless youth resource center My Friend's
Place would refill the water bottle he carried
Sunday in the oppressive heat.

Some of the worst listeners, said David,
are security guards and police officers. Just
a few weeks ago, he was arrested while
panhandling near the mall and has recejved
numerous tickets for riding the Metro with-
out a ticket. Sqoll is also battiing numerous
tickets and fines.

Garcetti said he hopes the council's home-
lessness task force will result in new protocol
for police offlcers in their dealings "with
homeless youth. For one thing, law enforce-
ment could be a point of contact in directing
youth to services, he said. .

“They're not hardcore criminals. They
flirt, some of them, with law enforcement
issues, but I think the officers can be more of
a help in turning their lives around than in
just suppressing crime,” said Garcetti.

Overall, helping already marginalized
homeless youth or foster kids at risk of
homelessness lead more productive lives is
going to require those in power to pay better
attention, said Sqoll. . -

“I'd say what they need to do is to start
listening to the kids, That's the thing — when
1 was in foster care, 1 didn't have a voice. It's
like that old saying: The customer’s always
right” O

Do you h&ve an idea about how to change
the lives of homeless youth? Send a leiter to the
paper care of kevinu@pasadenaweekly.com.



Kids A'nt Us

A local education advocate recently took
to quoting Nobel Peace Prize winner Elie
Wiesel at the end of his postings. *“The oppo-
site of love, I have found, is not hate,” 50 goes
the fainous quote, *but indifference.”

Wiesel could have very wall been speak-
ing about the adults in charge of the Los
Angeles County foster care system, who, as
PW Deputy Editor Joe Piasecki found in an
outstanding five-part tive series on
the system and the children it is supposed to
be caring for, has dashed any hope many of
these kids might have had for a normal life.

If county officials’ don't actuaily hate
some of these children, many of whom will
become liomeless, penniless and prore 1o
crime, sex and drugs before they are old
enough to vote, they are certainly ndifferent
to their tragic plight, a preventable fate that
those same officials helped to create through
their incompetence, corruption, benign
neglect or combinations of the three. -

"After mhore than 16,000 words, Piasecki’s
series left us swimming in numbers, all of
which added up to the realization that citi-
zens of Los Angeles County can lay claim to
a failing foster care system. The following is
but a portion of some of the disturbing facts
that Piasecki found in his vesearch.

*The Childven’s Law Center of Los Ange-
les estimates nearly one-third of foster youth
will become homeless within two years of
leaving the system. Another group, the.

Covenant House of California, guesses that -

as many as half of 1ocal foster youth become
homeless six months after leaving care.

* Home at Last, an advocacy partnership
between the Children’s Law Center and Qcci-

dental Coliege, finds that at least one in three
foster kids whe leave county care at 18 will
not have a high school diploma or GED,
another third will struggle with mental
health or substance abuse issues, one in four
will wind up in jail, and fewer than half will
find ajob. :

The Children's Law Center
" of Los Angeles estimates
nearly one-third of foster
youth will become homeless
within two years of leaving
the system.

* Of the 289 homeless youth that the
Pacific Clinics Healthy Transitions Program
encountered in and around Pasadena in 2004
and 2005, about half had emancipated from
the Los Angeles County foster care system
and all were suffering from learning disabilt-
ties or depression, anxiety and other psychi-
atric disorders.

* More than 70 percent of those kids used
alcohol and marijuana, and more than 35
percent used amphetamines, according to
Pacific Clinics reports. :

It a word: deplovable.

Yes, some progress has been made,

primarily by former agency head David -

Sandets, who drove down historically high

—|editorial

bad nummbers across the board by using avail-
able services to keep many of these kids out
of foster care in the first place, something
that officials resisted for years as they went
about breaking one life after another:

But now Sanders is gone, headed to Seat-
tle where he will become an executive with
Casey Family Programs, and the agency is
1eft once again with a Jeadership void.

And ves, there have been promises of
money for these kids who have been ignored

- for so Jong. ‘Why, just this year, $8.1 million in

state funding was available to counties that
provided matching funds to expand tramsi-
tional housing programs.

But like most other counties, LA did not
put up matching funds, waiting instead for
state legislators to waive that expense, which
happened earlier this month.

The 2004 California Perfortnance Review
Report commissicned by Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger — who two weeks ago
approved new foster care funding with
passage of the state budget — also described -
state foster care as a system in crisis, mainly
for-lack of a strong, centralized oversight

We agree with the governor The question
is: Where will that leadership come from?
Certainly not from the sitting crew of county
officials, who ‘have allowed our foster care
system to degenerate into a halfway house
for the homeless of tomorTowW.

If we can't love these kids, maybe we
should try actually hating them for a while.
That's because, as we've Scen through
Piasecki’s stories, there's really _nothing
worse than ignoring them.




THROWRWRY KINS>>>> series UPDATE

A long way from home

Despite legislative and policy gains, 2006 was another tough year for foster
youth who leave state care with nothing

By Jee Plasecki

There has been no word from
Brian Chytka,

A child of heroin addiets,
Chytka blamed himself for his
father’s suicide then faced even
more abuse, neglect and instability
growing .up in the state’s foster
care system before finally picking
up a drug habit of his own at 22.
The self-deseribed Hollywood
gutter punk has faded back into
anonymity despite efforts to reach
him since his story began a series
on homeless youth that appeared
in this newspaper in June and July

JJ, who was also profiled in
that series and had spent her 15th
and 20th birthdays on the streets
of Pasadena after leaving foster
care, has lost touch with local
social services workers and has
also disappeared since that time.

Though each is uniquely heart-

" breaking, such stories are also

tragically common, the Weekly
learned during its investigation.

As many as one third of LA
County's more than 20,000 foster
youth are expected to become
homeless scon after leaving the
system, and half struggle to find
employment, according to the
Children's Law Center of Los
Angeles. Also, reports the youth
advocate group Casey Family
Programs, only about 48 percent of
all American foster children
complete high school,

There were, however, hopeful
developments over the past six
months that some belléve are the
beginnings of a new commitment
to keep kids like Brian and JJ
(who asked to be identified only by
her flrst name) away from such
desperation.

In fact, Ebony — an area home-
less youth who, like JJ, sought help
from Pasadena’s Pacific Clinics and
appeared in the serles — has since
reconnected with relatives who
took her into their home. Pacific
Clinics has also recaived a grant to
begin construction on a dropin
resource center for homeless youth
in the San -Gabifel Valey said
outreach worker Saul Zepeda.

At the state level, lawmakers
have “reversed previous cuts by
increasing funding to county foster
care programs by $84 million
through next June, While most of
the money is going toward lower-
ing the caseloads of social workers
so they can better track at-risk
youth, milliens are also helping to
increase the amount of transi-
tional hounsing for foster kids who
must leave staté care at 18

Los Angeles County foster
youth may benefit the most from
the state's sudden change of heart,
as $35'millién In state and federa
funds are now dedicated to.
continue a major overhau! of
foster care here — progress that
aimost came to a screeching halt
in July with the departure of then-
LA County Department of Chil-
dren and Pamily Services Director
David Sanders.

Sanders, who left to join Casey

+ 20,500, with nearly half.

Famtily Programs, was tn the
process of retooling the agency as
a major provider of child welfare
services aimed at keeping families
together. The tdea was to keep chil-
dren out of foster care altogether if
possible or at least limit their stays
§0 that, someday no. one would
evef*again grow up parented by the
state. That Kind of life, he said at
the time, is “one of the
worst things that can
happen" to a child.

In September, the LA
County Board of Super-
visors found a perma-
nent replacement for
Sanders in Trish Ploehn,
who had served as his
deputy director and,
aims only to expand his
reforms.

Under Ploehn’s watch
the number of children
in LA foster homes —
once more than 30,000 —
has continued to decline
and is now fewer than

of these children living -
in a relative's home,
according to county
statistics,

“In the past we would
keep children in care for years,
sometimes growing them up and
emancipating them out at 18, In
my opinion, that's just simply
another form of abuse,” she said,
decrying the departiment’s legacy
of ralsing children into homeless-
ness.

Because counties receive
federal funding only for the chil-
dren they take out of homes,
Sandérs sought a waiver of these
restrictions in order to pay social
workers to fix families rather than
separate them. Approved in

-concept, that waiver beging the

final approval process next month,
said Ploehn, and will involve coop-
eration with social services, mental
health and juvenile justice officlals

, when it comes to foster care,

Meanwhile, the Board of

- Supervisors in October funded the

creation of a speclal Homeless
and Runaway Section within
Ploehn's department that will
specifically target young people
who are at risk of becoming home-
less when they turn 18.

"Part of a package initially
designed to target poverty in
downtown's Skid Row, the section
will manage a $5.7 million contract
with the nonprofit group Beyond
Shelter, which, according to newly
appointed Hotneless and Runaway
Section head Theresa Rupel, will
begin housing homeless families
there next month.

Yet with all the good news, it's
more than likely that many kids
like Chytka and JJ will still be out
in the cold for awhile — ironically
for the same reason they became
homeless in the first place, which
is not having a family.

While Rupel is working to
expand the Beyond Shelter
contract from Skid Row to East

Hollywood, where most of the
county’s homeless youth seek
services, the program at the
moment s targeting families, not
tndividuals, for free housing vouch-
ers and other services. “Unaccom-
panied youth,” as homeless people
under 25 years old are coming to be
classified by social services work-
ers, won't be denied help but aren’t
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yet the primary target of this
program, said Rupe].

The street kids of East Holly-
wood, however, were dealt a seri-
ous blow two months age when
social services agencies there were
denied state mental health
services funding that would have
pulled 50 kids off the streets. ‘The
project, which would have
combined  housing with other
services, was not approved because
it lacked a parental component,
even though the youth it targeted
often have no parents to speak of,
sald Susan Rabinovitz, associate
director of adolescent medicine
for Children's Hospital of Los
Angeles,

An architect of Aprll's Bring
LA Home plan te end homeless-
ness in the county, Rabinovitz gave
a frank assessment of what the
past six months have meant for
homeless youth.

“Thers hasn't been any real
substantive improvement at all in
their conditions and the services
available to them,” she said. )

In fact, she pointed out, no one
really knows how many there are.
For only the first time in its
history, the Los Angeles Homeless
Services Authority will seek out
unaccompanied  youth for their
annueal Homeless Census when
they begin work next month,

Ag the county begins to fully
acknowledge those whose lives
have been damaged in its care,
Rupel understands that many
don't want to give those who once
took them from their homes a
s2cond chanee,

“My job in the new year is to do
outreach to bring a new reputation
$0 people have a sense on the
street that we're here to help, not
harm,” she said. Q



