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Thank you for the opportunity to submit written testimony on establishing the Office of 

Children’s Advocate within the Office of Attorney General. Based on Representative Petri’s 

House Bill 1311, the Children’s Advocate would be tasked with investigating complaints against 

the child welfare system, policies, and procedures, advocating for legislative changes, providing 

recommendations to the Governor, General Assembly, Supreme Court, Attorney General, and 

Department of Human Services (DHS), and advising the public on assistance the Children’s 

Advocate can provide. 

The Department of Human Services (DHS) Office of Children, Youth and Families 

(OCYF) oversees Pennsylvania’s child welfare system, which is state-supervised and county-

administered. Each of the 67 counties in the commonwealth have an established child welfare 

agency. The structure of the county agency differs from county to county; however, all counties 

are responsible to provide protective services to children in accordance with the Human Services 

Code, Child Protective Services Law, Juvenile Act, Adoption Act, and DHS regulations. County 

children and youth agencies may provide these services directly or through purchase of service 

contracts with private providers with the county agency assuming a case management function. 

DHS is committed to continuously assessing and analyzing child welfare system 

strengths and challenges, and developing strategies to improve the services provided to children 

and families. Currently supervision and oversight are provided on many levels. Within DHS, 

four regional offices under OCYF’s Bureau of Children and Family Services monitor both 

county agencies and private providers. The regional offices are responsible for annual licensure, 

complaint investigations, investigations of child abuse when there is a conflict of interest due to a 

contractual relationship, technical assistance, quality service reviews, child fatality/near fatality 

case reviews, and needs-based plan and budget reviews. The regional offices, as part of their 
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primary responsibilities, investigate complaints received regarding the services delivered by 

county and private children and youth agencies. This includes identifying whether statutory or 

regulatory violations occurred and providing recommendations for practice improvement and 

development of a corrective action plan. 

The Pennsylvania Auditor General’s Office conducts financial and performance audits of 

individuals, state agencies, and organizations that receive state funds, which includes county 

children and youth agencies. Cost reports for all 67 county children and youth agencies are 

reviewed by the Auditor General’s Office to determine the proper use of state funds to 

administer social services and to protect children from abuse and neglect. Complaints to the 

Auditor General’s Office can result in an audit that independently assesses the performance, 

administration, and management of a children and youth agency. 

Additional oversight of the child welfare system occurs through the appeal process. In 

Pennsylvania, families, licensed agencies, and individuals named as perpetrators can appeal 

several decisions made within the child welfare system. This process helps to ensure that due 

process is served to the consumers of child welfare services. Depending on the situation, an 

appeal can be made to the county children and youth agency, Family Foster Care Agency 

(FFCA), DHS Bureau of Hearings and Appeals, Commonwealth Court, or the DHS Secretary. 

With a focus on continuous quality improvement, DHS established the PA Child Welfare 

Council in November 2016. The group consists of about 50 multidisciplinary members including 

county children and youth agencies; private providers; courts and law enforcement; advocates; 

and the Departments of Education, Health, and Drug and Alcohol Programs; the Juvenile Court 

Judges Commission; and the Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency. The Council 
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and its subcommittees meet regularly to assess the child welfare system, identify strengths and 

areas for growth, and guide systemic change. 

To date, the Council has reviewed statewide child abuse and neglect data, reasons 

children enter Pennsylvania’s foster care system, outcome data for counties participating in the 

quality service review initiative, and federal mandated plans and system goals. This information 

was used to establish priority areas for system change in the areas of safety, permanency, and 

well-being. In October 2017, four subcommittees were formed to lead the development of 

detailed action plans that would result in overarching system change. The Council and 

subcommittees continue to meet on a regular basis to identify action steps that will lead to long-

term system change. 

If the Office of Children’s Advocate is established, DHS recommends the office 

complement existing efforts and avoid duplication of current oversight responsibilities of the 

OCYF regional offices, Pennsylvania Auditor General’s Office, appeal process, and PA Child 

Welfare Council. A Children’s Advocate should focus on assisting youth, families, partner 

agencies, citizens, and media professionals with system navigation, and educating the public of 

the roles and responsibilities of the child welfare system. The position could also engage in 

cross-system collaboration with the Departments of Education, Health, and Corrections, and 

serve as an active member of the PA Child Welfare Council, Statewide Child Fatality/Near 

Fatality Trend Analysis Team, and other appropriate committees and workgroups. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to submit written testimony and thank you for your 

continued support of Pennsylvania’s children and families. 


