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MISSION AND MANDATE 

MISSION 

The Alaska Citizen Review Panel (CRP) is committed to reviewing and evaluating the practices and 

procedures of the Office of Children’s Services (OCS) and in making recommendations relative to its 

findings to ensure the safety and the well-being of the children of Alaska. 

 

The CRP will achieve this commitment by examining the policies and procedures of the Office of 

Children’s Services, and collecting feedback from collaborating agencies; examining, where appropriate, 

specific cases; evaluating the extent to which the agency is carrying out its child protection 

responsibilities; and preparing and making available to the public an annual report. 

MANDATE FOR THE GROUP 

The Citizens' Review Panel (CRP) is federally mandated through the Child Abuse Prevention and 

Treatment Act (CAPTA); Keeping Children and Families Safe Act of 2003. The CRP is also mandated 

through Alaska Statute Sec. 47.14.205.  

 

“By allowing the Panels to have complete access to child protection cases, by requiring Panels to 

publicize their findings, and by requiring states to respond to criticisms and recommendations of the 

Panels, the Committee intends to subject states to public criticism and political repercussion if they fail 

to protect children.” (United States Congress, House Report 104-081, 1995, p.1) 

SUMMARY OF DUTIES ASSIGNED TO THE GROUP 

The CRP shall examine the policies, procedures, and practices of State and local agencies and where 

appropriate, specific cases, to evaluate the extent to which State and local child protection system 

agencies are effectively discharging their child protection responsibilities. 

CRP DUTIES 

 Evaluate OCS compliance with federal and state laws, examine policies and procedures for 

consistent statewide implementation, and review cases with fatalities or near fatalities. The CRP 

shall evaluate the extent to which OCS is effectively discharging its child protection responsibilities 

under: 

o The State Plan submitted to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services under 42 U.S.C. 

5106a(b); 

o Child Protection Standards under federal and state laws; and 

o Any other criteria that the CRP considers important to ensuring the protection of children, 

including the level and efficiency of coordination of foster care and adoption programs in the 

state and a review of child fatalities and near fatalities. In carrying out the responsibilities listed 
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above, the CRP shall examine the policies, procedures, and practices of OCS, and, where 

appropriate, evaluate specific cases of child abuse or neglect. 

 Maintain confidentiality. A person attending a CRP meeting or a CRP member or CRP staff may not 

make any disclosure related to information obtained during a review by the CRP. A violation is 

subject to a civil penalty of up to $2,500 for each violation. 

 Conduct public outreach. The CRP shall conduct public outreach and gather public comment on 

current OCS procedures and practices involving children and family services. 

 Produce an annual report. The CRP shall prepare and make available to the governor, the legislature, 

and the public an annual report containing a summary of its activities and recommendations for the 

improvement of child protection services in the state.  

 Meet at least every three months. The CRP is required by law to meet every three months. 

Additional meetings and/or teleconferences are scheduled as needed. 

DUTIES ASSIGNED TO OCS RELATED TO THE CRP 

HSS support. The Commissioner shall, by regulation, establish policies and procedures necessary to 

carrying out the duties of the CRP. 

 Cooperation with state panel. OCS shall provide the panel access to information on child abuse or 

neglect cases that is necessary for the CRP to carry out its duties. 

 Report response. Not later than six months after the date on which the report is released, OCS shall 

submit a written response that describes whether or how OCS will incorporate the 

recommendations of the CRP (where appropriate) to make measurable progress in improving the 

child protection system. 

MEMBERSHIP AND STAFF SUPPORT 

Required membership The Panel shall be composed of volunteer members who are broadly 

representative of the state, including members who have expertise in the prevention and treatment of 

child abuse and neglect. 

Current membership 

Diwakar Vadapalli, Chair, Anchorage 

Dana W. Hallett, Vice-Chair, Haines 

Ben Creasy, Juneau 

Rodreshia Dunbar, Anchorage 

Margaret McWilliams, Juneau 

Bettyann Steciw, Anchor Point 

Former members who left the group during 

this reporting period 

Susan Heuer, Anchorage* 

Kristin Hull, Wasilla  

Stella Schuchardt, Fairbanks 

 

*Susan Heuer had resigned last year, returned to the Panel for six months this year and then resigned 

again. 

Desired membership The CRP would like to meet its requirement to be broadly representative of the 

state by widening the geographic and racial and ethnic diversity of the membership. The group is 
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working to recruit new members from underrepresented areas of the state as well as a greater diversity 

of child-centered expertise and backgrounds. 

OCS liaison Christy Lawton, Director, is the current liaison between OCS and the CRP.  

Staff support Staff support is provided by Sylvan Robb and Nancy Lowe of Information Insights. 
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MEETINGS AND ACTIVITIES 

GROUP MEETINGS 

July 2, 2013   Teleconference 

August 5, 2013   Teleconference 

September 6-7, 2013  In person -- Anchorage 

October 1, 2013  Teleconference 

November 5, 2013  Teleconference 

December 3, 2013  Teleconference 

January 20, 2014  Teleconference 

February 4, 2014  Teleconference 

March 4, 2014   Teleconference 

April 1, 2014   Teleconference 

May 6, 2014   Teleconference 

June 6-8, 2014   In person -- Talkeetna 

OTHER ACTIVITIES 

 
July 12, 2013 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 

Division Operations Manager 

July 23, 2013   Fairbanks: Sylvan Robb attended budget meeting re: OCS at LIO 

August 9, 2013   Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director 

September 20, 2013 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 
Division Operations Manager 

September 23-24, 2013 Barrow: Diwakar Vadapalli and Dana Hallett met with local OCS staff 
and partnering agencies 

October 11, 2013 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 
Division Operations Manager 

October 24, 2013 Sylvan Robb participated in national CRP program coordinators 
teleconference 

November 21, 2013 Panel received training on screening and initial assessment from Kim 
Guay of OCS 

December 9, 2013 Panel received training on Quality Assurance unit from Bernita Hamilton 
of OCS 
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December 13, 2013 Teleconference with Travis Erickson, Division Operations Manager, 
Coleen Turner, Northern Region CSM, Joanne Simmerman, Protective 
Services Manager I, and Brian Houston, Supervisor Barrow Field Office 

December 20, 2013 Diwakar Vadapalli and Sylvan Robb met with Kim Swisher of UAF re: 
potential BSW student placement with CRP 

December 23, 2013 Panel received training on initial assessment backlog clearance and 
monitoring from Travis Erickson of OCS 

January 9, 2014 Kodiak: Panel met with local OCS staff and partnering agencies 

January 10, 2013 Old Harbor: Diwakar Vadapalli and Margie McWilliams met with 
partnering agencies 

January 10, 2014 Ouzinkie: Susan Heuer, Kristin Hull, and Sylvan Robb met with 
partnering agencies 

January 10, 2014 Port Lions: Ben Creasy and Dana Hallett met with partnering agencies 

January 21, 2014 Interviewed Rodreshia Dunbar for Panel membership 

January 30-31, 2014 Bethel: Diwakar Vadapalli and Sylvan Robb met with local OCS staff and 
partnering agencies 

February 10, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Rep. Bob Herron’s staffer, Liz 
Clement 

February 10, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Senator Johnny Ellis 

February 10, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Senator John Coghill and staffer, 
Rynnieva Moss 

February 10, 2014 Juneau: Ben Creasy and Dana Hallett met with Senator Donnie Olson 

February 11, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Rep. Geran Tarr 

February 11, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Rep. Paul Seaton 

February 11, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb met with Commissioner Bill Streur and 
Deputy Commissioner Ree Sailors and Director, Christy Lawton 

February 11, 2014 Juneau: Margie McWilliams and Sylvan Robb met with Representative 
Les Gara’s staffer, Rose Foley 

February 11, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli, Ben Creasy, Dana Hallett, Margie 
McWilliams, and Sylvan Robb testified before House Health and Social 
Services Committee 

February 12, 2014 Juneau: Diwakar Vadapalli and Ben Creasy met with Senator Bert 
Stedman’s staffer, Darwin Peterson 

February 14, 2014 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 
Division Operations Manager 
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February 24, 2014 Interviewed Bettyann Steciw for Panel membership 

March 14, 2014 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 
Division Operations Manager, Tim Bolles, Southcentral Region CSM, and 
Mary Gray, Supervisor, Kodiak Field Office 

April 11, 2014 Teleconference with Travis Erickson, Division Operations Manager, 
Michael Isom, Western Region CSM, Gerald Sherman, Protective 
Services Manager I, and Diane Moehring, Administrative Officer 

June 13, 2014 Teleconference with Christy Lawton, Director and Travis Erickson, 
Division Operations Manager 

 

ANNUAL ACTIVITIES 

Although the CRP was formed in May 2002, the group has been active and functional only since 2004. 

This has been another very active year for the Panel. The entire group met face to face twice this year 

and held 10 regular teleconferences and nine additional teleconferences with guests in attendance. Two 

individuals conducted a site visit to Barrow, and two individuals went to Bethel for a site visit. The entire 

Panel conducted a site visit to Kodiak and three area villages. A subset of the Panel traveled to Juneau to 

present to the House Health and Social Services Committee and meet with legislators and other key 

personnel in Juneau. The Senate Health and Social Services Committee was unable to accommodate a 

presentation by the group.   

 

This year saw a milestone for the Panel as it developed a formal, written work plan for the first time. 

This built on the group’s strategic planning efforts from last year. Our current chair has been pushing the 

group to formalize some of its processes and decision making and the work plan furthers that goal.  

 

This has been another transition year for the Panel’s membership. The Panel’s long time chair who 

resigned last year came back for most of the year, only to resign again as she realized she really was too 

busy. Another member left the Panel after years of service. Three new members were added this year 

that bring experience and expertise to the Panel. One new member was a CASA volunteer. Another 

worked at a partnering agency in a rural community. The third works in the field and is a foster parent. 

 

The Panel obtained training about screening and initial assessment (IA) from OCS staff. Additionally, the 

Panel received an in-person training with Bernita Hamilton from the Quality Assurance unit about OCS’ 

work and what data is used to do reviews as well as how the Panel might benefit from the shared 

information. 

 

The Panel conducted one major regional site review this year. In January, visiting Kodiak and three 

surrounding villages—Old Harbor, Ouzinkie, and Port Lions. This marked the second time the Panel has 

visited the Kodiak area. The Panel also conducted two site visits with two people visiting a community. 

Panel members went to Barrow in September and to Bethel in January.  

The Panel collected a great deal of information through these community site visits.  CPR members 

interviewed local OCS staff and staff from the following types of partnering agencies regarding what is 
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working and what needs improvement in their relationship with OCS and how the Panel  can help 

facilitate those efforts. 

 Child advocacy center staff 
 Counseling center staff 
 District attorneys 
 Foster parents 
 Guardians ad litem 
 Health aides and public health nurses 
 Health clinic staff 
 ICWA workers 
 Judges and court personnel 

 Local police department officers and 
supervisors 

 Municipal representatives 
 OCS staff at all levels 
 School principals, teachers, nurses and 

counselors 
 State troopers 
 Tribal representatives 

 

As part of our public outreach the Panel testified to the Alaska House Health and Social Services 

Committee about CRP activities and recommendations. While in Juneau the Panel also met with 

the Commissioner of Health and Social Services, William Streur, Deputy Commissioner, Ree 

Sailors, and numerous individual legislators. The Panel also continues to maintain the CRP 

website for public outreach at www.crpalaska.org. This year the website was completely 

revamped to be more user friendly. 

 

As more people become aware of the Panel's existence the Panel receives more communication 

from dissatisfied citizens. As in the past, the Panel continues to inform citizens of the Panel’s 

responsibilities and that intervention in individual cases is not the Panel’s mandate, they are 

encouraged to avail themselves of either the OCS grievance process or to open a case with the 

Ombudsman’s Office.  The Panel, however, tries to monitor complaints with an eye for patterns 

of concern and problems.  

 

Director Christy Lawton has been the Panel OCS liaison for the entire year. The Panel has been 

pleased with the direct communication and access this affords. She continues to be open and 

forthcoming in her communication with the Panel. Monthly teleconferences continue with 

Director Lawton.  The Panel members look forward to continuing to work with her to improve 

child protection in Alaska in the coming year. Travis Erickson, Division Operations Manager, has 

been very involved with the Panel this year. He attends many of the monthly teleconferences 

and has provided the Panel with a training on initial assessment, specifically focusing on the 

strategies for clearing the backlog and keeping it from reoccurring.  

 

Dr. Diwakar Vadapalli continues to be the chair of the Panel. Long time Panel member, Dana 

Hallett continues as vice-chair. 

 

 

 

http://www.crpalaska.org/
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ISSUES THE PANEL IS 
FOLLOWING 

HOUSING 

The Panel has made recommendations for improved access to housing and higher quality 

housing in rural areas for many years. Absence of housing and substandard housing has 

contributed to recruitment and retention challenges for OCS in rural communities. The Panel is 

investigating opportunities to work with the Alaska Housing Finance Corporation and the Alaska 

Mental Health Trust Authority to find a solution to this problem. 

 

 2011 CRP Annual Report--Recommendation 1 to the Legislature: That funding be 

allocated so that OCS may offer decent housing as a recruiting and retention tool in 

rural communities where housing is a barrier.  

 

 2010 CRP Annual Report--Recommendation 3 to the Legislature: That a capital budget 

be formed to fund housing and facility work for OCS and its workers. 

 

 2009 CRP Annual Report--Recommendation 1: That resources for state departments be 

standardized (housing is specifically mentioned). 
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2014 RECOMMENDATIONS 
During fiscal year 2014 the Panel's work was directed by a work plan created in the fall. The 

work plan had four areas of focus, many of which translated into these recommendations. The 

recommendations are presented in no particular order.  

RECOMMENDATION 1: That OCS make several changes in its 
intake policy.   
 

The Panel’s first work plan goal focused on the intake and screening process. This is the first step 

in the process to involve OCS with a family. Someone—possibly a neighbor, concerned relative, 

or mandated reporter (teacher, police officer, doctor, etc.)—contacts OCS to report their 

concern about a child’s safety or well-being. The intake process collects information from that 

individual about the child or children in question. OCS workers may contact other people who 

may have information about the situation for collaboration or clarification. A screening decision 

is then made. If the case is screened in, OCS investigates further. If the case is screened out, OCS 

ends its investigation and moves on. Cases are screened out for a number of reasons. People call 

OCS to report many concerns about children, some of which may be determined not to be child 

abuse and are not within OCS’ purview. Cases can also be screened out if OCS is already 

investigating the incident or situation (e.g., several people witness a parent hit their child and 

the witnesses all call OCS—one call will be screened in and the others screened out).  

 

During CPR site visits, the Panel heard a great deal from people who make Protective Service 

Reports (PSRs). There are several elements of this process that could be improved.  

 Create and support several methods for people to make a report. In this electronic and 

media age, people are used to having many options for how to interact with institutions. 

Many reporters, especially mandated reporters, prefer to report via e-mail or fax so that 

they have a record of their report. Additionally, several reporters expressed a desire to 

be able to include photos, especially in neglect cases. Some are using a form they or 

their institution created for this purpose and others are using an outdated form created 

by OCS.  The Panel understands OCS’ desire to talk to the reporters so they can ask 

clarifying questions, but a phone call to follow up on a faxed or e-mailed report is still 

just one phone call per PSR. The bottom line is that OCS should make it as easy and 

comfortable for people to make a report as possible.  Reporter should be able to report 

by phone, fax, e-mail or via a web form. 

 Change the intake procedure so reporters have to opt-out of receiving follow up on 

the case, not opt-in. While some people are not interested in knowing the outcome 

when they make a report, the majority of reporters do want confirmation that the 

report was received and action taken, even if that action was only to investigate and 

determine that the child in question is not in danger. The current system requires 

reporters to ask to be notified, but of course many reporters don’t know they need to 

ask. This would be a fairly easy solution to an issue that creates a great deal of ill will 
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toward OCS. Notification to reporters would alleviate the frequent complaints we hear 

about OCS ‘not doing anything.’ 

 Uniformly implement statewide the current pilot project of having a supervisor from 

outside of the intake unit review all cases after 10 screened out PSRs regarding 

different incidents. The Panel has heard several troubling stories of cases that were 

finally screened in after more than three dozen prior PSRs that were screened out. 

While not every case that gets to ten PSRs regarding different incidents is appropriate to 

be screened in, the Panel feels strongly that at a certain point the issue should be 

elevated for review.  

 Periodically send a list of screened out PSRs to the local field office.  This will enable 

workers in the local field office to be aware of the reports if someone local mentions it 

to them.  The Panel believes that coordination between regional and local offices are 

very important.  Local caseworkers are likely more knowledgeable about the local 

conditions and have personal relationships in the community with partners and families. 

Greater coordination would help to address concerns of local partners who are the 

firsthand witnesses to neglect and abuse.  

The Panel requested data from OCS on the screening process and has since received data on 
cases screened out by region, by year, and/or by screen out reason. These data cover screened 
out PSRs grouped by region, year accepted, and the reason for being screened out for PSRs 
received between 1/1/2009 and 12/31/2013. Additionally, the Panel received data on cases 
screened out by region, by month, and/or by reason for screen out. These data covered 
screened out PSRs grouped by region, year accepted, month accepted, and/or the reason for 
being screened out for PSRs received between 1/1/2009 and 12/31/2013. 

As the Panel understands it, there are six reasons available in ORCA to explain why a case was 
screened out: 

 Created in error 

 Does not meet IA (initial assessment) criteria 

 Insufficient information to locate 

 Law enforcement jurisdiction only 

 Multiple referrals on same incident 

 Referred to another state 

Cases may also be marked as ‘Uninvestigated: Referred to military’ or ‘Uninvestigated: Referred 
to tribe.  As shown in the graph below, the proportion of all screened out cases that were 
screened out because they ‘did not meet the IA criteria’ has increased substantially across the 
state since 2009.  
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RECOMMENDATION 2: That OCS develop a model for serving 
in-home cases in rural Alaska and improve its data collection 
on in-home cases.   

It is the Panel’s understanding that OCS has two types of cases: 1) custody cases where children 
have been removed from their home for their safety, and 2) in-home cases where children are 
deemed to be at risk enough for OCS to become involved with the family, but not in such danger 
that the children cannot remain in their home.  In-home cases do not involve the court system, 
so OCS is the only involved party; there are no guardians ad litem, attorneys general, judges, or 
public defenders involved. The sole responsibility to ensure that these children remain safe is in 
OCS’ hands. Ideally, these children should be seen more frequently than children in custody 
cases since there is a concern about the safety of their home situation. The idea is that the 
children remain in their home (which is much less traumatic) while they are closely monitored 
by OCS and their parents receive services to mitigate the concerns about the household.  

The Panel’s concerns about in-home cases stem from three issues. First, there is a lack of 
services in rural Alaska. In many communities in our state the progress of in-home cases appears 
extremely limited because there are few to no remedial services for parents. For example, small 
communities may lack therapy on substance abuse, parenting, and anger management.   

Secondly, there are extremely high caseloads in rural Alaska that prevent children from being 
monitored closely enough to ensure their safety. Additionally, travel to outlying communities in 
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rural Alaska is time-consuming and frequently hampered by poor weather. Many workers have 
caseloads so large (responsibility for more than 50 children) that it would be nearly impossible 
to see them all if the worker had nothing else to do and could drive to each child. After 
accounting for plane travel and weather, children are seen distressingly infrequently. The Panel 
has concerns about the safety of these children. Furthermore, in the absence of services for 
their parents it seems unlikely that the family situation will spontaneously improve. Anecdotally 
the Panel heard about many of these children just being “on-hold” until their family situation 
gets worse and they end up in custody.  

OCS has a reasonably successful model for providing in-home services in urban areas. Children in 
Anchorage may be seen as often as each week. In urban areas there are units with workers who 
only have in-home cases on which to focus. This is also true in the Western Region. However, as 
mentioned above, what works in Anchorage or Fairbanks when a worker can drive across town 
to visit the children does not work in the Western or Northern Regions where there is a 
significant number of rural areas where an OCS worker can spend an entire day traveling to 
trying to visit one child in a particular remote community.  

The Panel is urging OCS to either find a new model that can adequately address the entire state 
or acknowledge the very different challenges in different regions of the state and develop a 
system for serving these cases in rural Alaska. Currently, OCS has acknowledged these 
challenges and is aware of the current lack of a model for in-home cases in rural Alaska.  

Thirdly, OCS does not seem to have a sufficient amount of accurate historical data necessary to 
attain a handle on the scope and location of the issue. When the Panel requested data on these 
cases Panel members were told extracting it would not be worth the effort. Per OCS, the only 
reliable data on in-home cases that OCS has is as of 1/28/2014 or after. As of that date, almost 
28% of the 5,560 children under the age of 21, who have any contact with OCS, are in their 
homes either receiving or expected to receive services. Western Region has of the greatest 
percentage of these children (46.72% - 363 out of 777). The table below shows the percentage 
distribution of children between in-home and out-of-home, by region. 

  Number of children Percentage of children 

  Out-of-
home 

In-
home 

Total in 
custody 

In-home Out-of-home 

Statewide 2003 777 2780 27.95% 72.05% 

Anchorage 833 162 995 16.28% 83.72% 

Northern 354 103 457 22.54% 77.46% 

Southcentral 499 65 564 11.52% 88.48% 

Southeast 154 84 238 35.29% 64.71% 

Western 163 363 526 69.01% 30.99% 

More than 25 percent of all children in custody in rural regions are in their homes. Almost 70 
percent of children involved with OCS in Western Region are being served through in-home 
cases. These are staggering numbers of children in state custody with no working model to 
receive services. It is clear from our communication with OCS that it is difficult, if not impossible, 
to know how these numbers may have changed over the past few years. In other words OCS 
does not know if the situation is better or worse now compared to the past few years. The Panel 
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strongly recommends that OCS continue to improve its data collection related to in-home cases 
so that it is possible to determine how well that system is working for children being served in 
this manner. 

RECOMMENDATION 3: That OCS address the root of initial 
assessment backlog problem.   

In recent OCS history there have been several times when the backlog of open cases in the initial 
assessment (IA, previously known as investigations) phase reached several thousand. This is not 
a problem that is unique to child protective services in Alaska; the majority of states struggle to 
keep this under control and a few have prominently made the news in recent years when the IA 
backlog spiraled out of control for them. Prior efforts to clear the backlog in Alaska have been 
handled in a manner that was troubling with regard to child safety.  
 
Several years ago OCS had again accumulated a backlog of open IA cases. This typically occurs 
due to positions being vacant and turnover—workload exceeds manpower and the system 
doesn’t keep up with incoming cases. The recent backlog was cleared through the use of a 
special team reviewing the cases with an abbreviated set of criteria to assess the safety of the 
children involved. Once OCS was ‘caught up’ again they were determined not to follow the usual 
pattern and find themselves thousands of cases behind in another few years.  
 
In April 2012 OCS implemented a system where a member of senior leadership receives a list 
every Monday of those cases that have been open in IA for 60 days, 90 days, and 120 days. The 
regional manager is contacted by the senior leadership regarding all cases that have been open 
120 days with instructions to determine the hold-up to moving the case forward and to resolve 
the issues. Given that policy states that cases should move out of IA in no more than 45 days the 
Panel does also wonder what prevents the follow-up calls from occurring for cases that have 
been open 90 days. This system has been successful in preventing another backlog from 
developing and we applaud OCS for keeping this problem in check, however the Panel’s concern 
is two-fold. First, the Panel is concerned because the current ‘solution’ to this problem is 
entirely dependent on the vigilance of one individual. He is very committed to ensuring that 
another backlog does not develop, but this solution is too dependent on his particular attention 
and skills. If someone else were to be tasked with this monitoring on top of additional duties, 
the Panel believes it would be easy for the situation to quickly get out of control again. OCS has 
been very forthcoming in sharing these data with the Panel and OCS’s openness is appreciated.  
 
The Panel’s second concern is that the current ‘solution’ does not seem to address the 
underlying problem that leads OCS to have 1,000 open IA cases in no time if not closely 
monitored. The Panel would like to see OCS develop a more systemic solution to this problem. It 
seems possible that automated processes could ease the technical burden of monitoring the 
backlog and identifying stale cases. Additional flexibility in marshalling resources as needed may 
also be helpful. 
 
The graph below shows the total open IA cases by week since April 2012. The number of open IA 
cases has been gradually increasing.  
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The graph below shows the IA cases that have been open for longer than 120 days by week for 
the same time period shown above. The number of cases in IA longer than 120 days has been 
more variable than the overall number of IA cases.  
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RECOMMENDATION 4: That OCS make improved relationships 
with community partners a priority.  

This recommendation flows from Panel site visits. While visiting communities  the Panel  talks 

with OCS staff at all levels and with all available community partners such as law enforcement, 

schools, child advocacy centers, ICWA workers, treatment and service providers, guardians ad 

litem, public health nurses, attorneys general, judges, foster parents and anyone else involved 

with OCS. The Panel asks all stakeholders for feedback on how well the child protection system 

is working. In addition, stakeholders are asked about what they feel is working well and where 

they feel there is room for improvement.  Specifically, they are asked about the state of their 

relationship with OCS since that is the foundation for addressing any other issues that may arise.  

 

The Panel has never been to a community where relationships with partners were good across 

the board. But there is great variation in the overall quality of these relationships from 

community to community. Clearly this is currently a very personality dependent aspect of how 

OCS functions, but it is a vital one. OCS cannot function well without strong, healthy, positive 

relationships with its partners. It relies on them to make reports, provide information and 

services and be another set of eyes in keeping children safe.  

 

The inconsistency found in these relationships is troubling. Even in cases where efforts have 

been made to formalize the relationships, it does not always work. For example, during the 

Panel’s visit to Barrow this year in found that there is a memorandum of understanding 

between OCS and the Native Village of Barrow, however, not all parties involved were aware of 

its existence, much less abiding by the terms of  the agreement.  

 

When the Panel goes to communities members are able to have quite in-depth interviews with 

most of the community partners in just a few days, however, the Panel recommends that new 

workers be required to spend one day going around their community introducing themselves to 

their partners.  New line workers frequently have some time between their start date and their 

attendance at SKILLS training during which they could engage the community.  This would 

greatly improve relationships and allow people to work together more productively.  

 

The Panel hopes senior leadership will focus on the importance of this aspect of how OCS 

operates and encourage staff to collaborate as much as possible. The Panel does realize this is a 

two way street, but since OCS needs these partners it behooves them to make the first overture.  

OCS needs to develop strategies that intentional and systemic to address this ongoing issue.  
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COMMENDATIONS 
The Panel commend Susie Heuer, Kristin Hull, and Stella Schuchardt for their years of service as 

members of the Citizen Review Panel. Each of them made unique, valuable contributions to the 

Panel’s work. They will all be greatly missed.  

 

APPRECIATION 
The Panel could not do its work without the valuable and candid feedback received from 

everyone the Panel has met.  The Panel extends our gratitude to everyone with whom Panel 

members have spoken. Thank you. 
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