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My name is Ellen Kennedy, and I am here today on behalf of the Western New York Citizen 
Review Panel.  I have been a member of the panel since 2000, and currently serve as chair.  The 
1996 amendments to the federal Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act mandate that states 
receiving federal funding under that legislation create volunteer Citizen Review Panels.  The 
purpose of these panels is to assess whether state and local agencies are effectively carrying out 
their child protection responsibilities.  The panels must produce an annual public report 
containing a summary of their activities and recommendations to improve the child protection 
system at the state and local levels.  They must evaluate the extent to which the state is fulfilling 
its child protective responsibilities under its CAPTA State Plan by examining the policies, 
procedures, and practices of state and local agencies; reviewing specific cases, when warranted; 
reviewing other matters the panel may consider important to child protection. 
 
We appreciate your concern for the well-being of children and the functioning of our Child 
Protection System, and understand why you would hold a hearing to examine Erie County 
practices in light of recent fatalities.  Tragedies always lead to the question – what could have 
been done to prevent this?  Attempts are made to pinpoint why the tragedy occurred and then 
efforts are made to pass a new law or institute new procedures that would prevent future 
tragedies.  Unfortunately, it is rare to find a specific cause that can be fixed, especially in child 
protection cases. 
 
The WNY panel did review the fatality report and case records of the child Abdi.  However, that 
review did not lead to any recommendations for changes at the local or state level.  We did not 
discover any egregious actions by anyone involved. 
 
I’d like to quote from an article in the journal Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, 
written by Dr. Abraham Bergman.  “Addressing child neglect is not a popular action item for 
politicians or the public.  Welfare policies are invariably guided by high-profile child deaths, 
with associated finger pointing, blue-ribbon committees, and new policies that stay in effect until 
the next child homicide.”  The truth is, if we, as a society, are serious about preventing abuse and 
neglect, we have to see child protection as a community responsibility, not just the job of the 
child protection worker.   
 
The NYS Citizen Review Panels have always been concerned about prevention, and our 2007 
Annual Report focused on it.  Here are some key statements from that report.  “The only solid 
facts we have are that poverty is the greatest threat to children, for both deprivation and 
maltreatment.  Abuse occurs at 5 times as high a rate among the poor than among middle  
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income.  Most cases of neglect are primarily a result of poverty, with over-stretched parents who 
are unable to care for their children as we would like.  Had our enormous expenditures on child 
welfare gone into jobs, housing, education and health care, children might well be far better off 
today.”  “Keeping our children safe is not just the responsibility of the child welfare system; it is 
a community responsibility.  Adequate neighborhood-based preventive services, family 
engagement strategies and an increased awareness on the part of families about available 
supportive community resources are essential to keeping families together.” 
 
Studies of abused and neglected children over decades have consistently concluded that there is a 
strong correlation with poverty.  But, of course, there is no easy solution to poverty.  It’s easier to 
pass some new regulation for a CPS worker to follow.   
 
As legislators, you do have the ability to make a difference for poor families.  You can pass laws 
ensuring a living wage for all workers, affordable housing, adequate child care subsidies, and 
quality education for all.  You also hold the purse strings for prevention programs.  Our Citizen 
Review Panels have recommended funding levels for prevention in every one of our Annual 
Reports.  The state share of prevention monies has been reduced; it currently is less than what is 
prescribed in state statute.  We have consistently recommended that the statute be met – 65% 
state, 35% local – and in fact have advocated for a 75/25 match.  The larger the percentage that 
cash-strapped localities are required to pay leads to fewer services being offered.  And yet, we all 
know that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.  Early intervention programs such as 
Home Visiting have been proven to prevent future abuse and neglect, and yet we have to fight 
every year to keep that money in the state budget.  Other prevention programs have been 
decimated through the years.  One example is COPS (Community Optional Prevention Services), 
which allowed for flexible funding for cross-system services. 
 
There is frequent talk of community schools, and yet where is the funding?  Having mental 
health and other social services available in schools allows for early intervention with children 
and families, before child protection services are needed. 
 
When we advocate for these prevention programs we always hear about the budget problems.  
There’s never enough money, programs need to be cut rather than receive sufficient funding to 
make a difference.  But if we’re serious about keeping children safe and strengthening families, 
we can’t do it without money.  The State has found ways to establish no-tax zones and provide 
tax breaks to various businesses, for example.  Certainly finding money to support children and 
families is just as important.   
 
Could preventive services and alleviation of poverty have prevented the recent fatalities?  
Perhaps not.  But we do know that they can protect many children from abuse and neglect.  We 
as citizens and you as legislators have a moral responsibility to do whatever we can to provide 
the resources needed to improve the lives of children in our communities.  


