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Co-Chairs Senator Harp and Representative Walker, and distinguished members of the
Appropriations Committee: thank you for this opportunity to testify concerning HB 6353 and
the Governor’s budget proposal as it affects the Office of the Child Advocate (OCA).

I. FULFILLING THE STATUTORY MANDATE OF THE OFFICE OF THE CHILD
ADVOCATE REQUIRES INSULATION FROM GOVERNMENTAL INFLUENCE

The statutory authority of the office is broad. The OCA is mandated to:

e FEvaluate the delivery of services to children through state agencies or
state-funded entities;

e Periodically review the procedures of state agencies and recommend
revisions,

» Review and investigate complainis regarding services provided by state
agencies or state-funded entities;

o Advocate on behalf of a child and take all possible action necessary to
secure the legal, civil, and special rights of  children, including
legislative advocacy, making policy recommendations, and legal
action,

o Periodically review facilities and procedures of facilities in which
juveniles are placed and make recommendations for changes in policies
and procedures;

s Periodically review the needs of children with special health care needs
in foster care or permanent care facilities and make recommendations
Jor changes in policies and procedures.

We accomplish this extensive mandate through four primary approaches:
A. Studying unexpected child deaths to keep children alive (convening, co-chairing and
staffing the Child Fatality Review Panel (CFRP))



B. Shining the light behind closed doors at the most hidden and vulnerable, and often the
most costly to treat, children and adolescents

C. Advocating with others for prevention and early intervention efforts to avoid deeper-end
problems

D. Highlighting the challenges of integrating and coordinating services within various state
systems, and helping individuals and groups to navigate multiple agencies and systems
that receive state funds and serve children

Attached here in a separate document is detailed testimony prepared for an earlier hearing
concerning how we implement these approaches (Testimony by Jamey Bell, Acting Child
Advocate, before the Appropriations Committee, Subcommittee #2, General Government A re
The Office of the Child Advocate, February 20, 2013). This current testimony will focus on how
HB 6353 and the Governor’s proposed changes to the operation of the OCA could impair our
ability to meet our statutory mandate.

Subsection (b) of Section 3 of HB 6353 states that “the Office of Government Accountability
shall provide personnel, payroll, affirmative action and administrative and business office
functions and information technology associated with such functions for” the Office of the Child
Advocate (and the other eight agencies listed). '

Subsection (d) of Section 3 of the proposals state that “nothing in this section shall be construed
to affect or limit the independent decision-making authority of the.... Office of the Child
Advocate.... Such decision-making authority includes, but is not limited to, decisions
concerning expenditures within the amount appropriated to each such office.... and concerning
the employment of necessary staff to carry out the statutory duties of each such office,
commission, council or board.” This language appears to leave expenditure-related decision-
making to the Office of the Child Advocate because the OCA retains authority over
“expenditures within the amount appropriated to” the office, but in fact it does not, since in the
Governor’s budget proposal there is a $0 appropriation to the Office of the Child Advocate.
(There are appropriations to three of the nine entities within the OGA-—State Elections
Enforcement Commission (SEEC), Office of State Ethics (OSE) and the Freedom of Information
Commission (FOIC)—so this language is pertinent with regard to their operations.) A footnote
states that “funding for this account has been consolidated elsewhere within the agency’s
budget.””.

Since there is no “amount appropriated to” the Office of the Child Advocate, the actual effect of
the proposal is that the Office of Government Accountability would have complete authority
over the Office of the Child Advocate’s funding. That is, the OCA would be under the monetary
control of the executive branch/governor’s office, without the counter-balancing budget-setting
authority of the legislative branch.

Below are three “flow charts™ which illustrate the processes for:
1) how the OCA’s budget was determined prior to the creation of the Office of Government
Accountability;
2) how the OCA’s budget is determined currently;
3) how the OCA’s budget would be determined under HB 6353/the Governor’s proposal.



Meeting our statutory mandate means that the OCA must at times point out problems and
deficiencies in how state systems, including those within the executive branch, operate with
regard to children’s services, and propose individual or systemic changes. For example, we have
long focused on and are currently strongly advocating within the Department of Children and
Familics (DCF) concerning reducing the use of restrictive measures (such as restraint and
seclusion) of children and concerning general conditions of care in the facilities it runs or
licenses. Other examples of our systemic advocacy within the executive branch include urging
strengthened leadership by the State Department of Education (SDE) concerning schools’
responses to children with behavioral health needs, and advocating for vouth- and young adult-
specific written policies and programming within the Department of Correction (DOC). In
addition, the OCA frequently identifies or is asked to investigate child/family problem practices
or policy issues which actually cross over two or more state agencies, such as the DCF and the
Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services (DMHAS), or the Department of
Developmental Services (DDS) and the Department of Social Services (DS5), revealing
coniinued problems with interagency capacity to work collaboratively and efficiently in serving
children and families.

II. THE PROPOSED CHANGES PROVIDE NO COST SAVINGS THAT COULD NOT
BE ACHIEVED THROUGH MEANS THAT DO NOT IMPEDE THE PROPER
WATCHDOG FUNCTION OF THE OFFICE OF THE CHILD ADVOCATE

The OCA’s budget proposal to the Office of Policy and Management for the 2015 biennium is
$556,531/$598,531 for FY 14/15; the budget proposal for the Child Fatality Review Panel is
$95,884/$101,471 for FY 14/15. The OCA totals therefore are $652,237 for FY 2014 and
$700,002 for FY 2015.

According to the Governor’s materials accompanying his budget, the changes sought in his
proposal concerning the Office of Government Accountability save “about $380,000” over the
biennium. This savings is achieved essentially through not filling two currently vacant positions
within the back-office functions of the OGA, along with moving the hearing functions of SEEC,
OSE and FOIC to an “Office of Hearings”.

The three larger “watchdog™ agencies within OGA—SEEC, OSE and FOIC—proposed to the
Appropriations workgroup a restructuring of the OGA. which would save an estimated $533,539
per year, i.c. approximately $1,067,078 over the biennium, well over twice the savings to be
achieved under the Governor’s proposal. The “Restructured OGA” proposal would achieve this
significant savings but still allow all of the separate entities within the OGA to retain the
autonomy and independent budgetary protection required to meet their separate and specific
statutory mandates. The OCA supports the “Restructured OGA” proposal because our
independent analysis of the proposal concludes that it would in fact save money and promote the
efficient operation of the OCA and the other entities within the OGA. But most importantly, the -
restructuring would not in any way impede the independent and zealous execution of our
statutory mandate to monitor and improve the state systems that serve Connecticut’s children.

Thank yoa for the opportunity to provide testimony.
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