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 In June 2007, NCCPR released its second annual comparison of the propensity of 

districts within Florida to take children from their parents.  We found that districts which took 

proportionately fewer children tended to do a better job of keeping children safe than those 

which followed a take-the-child-and-run approach. 

 

 But it was difficult to detect patterns in one region because of its unusual size and 

organizational complexity.  The Suncoast Region includes six counties, two of them quite large, 

and two privatized “lead agencies” (soon to be three or more).  In many counties within the 

region, county sheriff’s offices, rather than the Department of Children and Families, handle 

initial child abuse investigations. 

 

 Then, right after our Florida Rate-of-Removal Index was released, the Suncoast Region 

was plunged into controversy over the abuse of a child known-to-the-system.  Then the lead 

agency for five of the six counties, the Sarasota YMCA, came under long-overdue scrutiny.  

(NCCPR had highlighted the failings of this agency as part of a report on Florida child welfare 

issued in 2002). 

 

 And finally, there was much speculation about why Pinellas County was functioning so 

poorly while neighboring Pasco County was doing so well, even though both were part of the 

same “subdivision” of the same lead agency. 

 

 So we asked DCF to provide entry into care data for each county within the Suncoast 

Region for every month from January 2003 to the most recent available.  Although the most 

recent was October 2007, we’ve excluded that month from this index because data for the most 

recent month tend to be incomplete and often are revised.  In addition, because DeSoto County is 

so small, its rate of child removal can fluctuate easily even with a relatively small change in raw 

numbers.  So while DeSoto data are presented in the tables below, that county is not included in 

the rankings. 

 

 We did not obtain child safety data for this index.  The DCF “Dashboard” which includes 

such data is offline, and those data were not broken down to the county level.  However, as noted 

above, the statewide Rate-of-Removal Index clearly shows a high rate of removal is not 

necessary to keep children safe. 

 

KEY FINDINGS  
 

 
�

Pasco County, the region’s shining star, takes proportionately far fewer children than 

Pinellas County, considered the region’s biggest failure.  As readers familiar with NCCPR will 

expect, we do not consider this a coincidence.  Less wrongful removal gives workers more time 

to find children in real danger, and lower caseloads.  It also makes the job less frustrating and 

more rewarding, and that is likely to reduce caseworker turnover.  The lower rate of removal 

helps explain Pasco’s strong performance, and the weak performance in Pinellas. 

 

 The gap between the two counties has grown over the years, with Pasco removing fewer 

and fewer children each year since 2003. 

 



NCCPR SUNCOAST SUPPLEMENT/2 

 
�

 In the county that took proportionately the fewest children in 2006, Pasco, and the 

county that took the most, Manatee, Sheriff’s offices do the initial investigations.  Manatee also 

may be the only county that will take more children from their parents in 2007 than in 2006 

(though see the “Special Caution” below).  In contrast, the head of the privatized lead agency in 

Hillsborough County says the fact that the Sheriff’s office assumed responsibility for 

investigations there in July 2006 is a major reason for a significant reduction in removals.
1
  This 

suggests significant disparities in the approaches taken by Sheriff’s offices.  In addition, since 

high rates of removal expose children to the terrible trauma of needless foster care, and make all 

children less safe by overwhelming workers, it also  suggests the children of Manatee County are 

being ill-served. 

 

 
�

 With the exception of Pasco, all of the counties in the region take children at a rate 

above the state average – and that state average is well above the national average and far above 

the rate in systems widely-regarded as, relatively speaking, models. 

 

THE LEAD AGENCY RESPONSIBILITY 

 

 Poorly-performing lead agencies often try to duck responsibility for high rates of 

removal, arguing that they don’t make the initial decision to remove a child, DCF or Sheriff’s 

offices do.  But that’s a copout.  Those DCF and Sheriff’s decisions are heavily influenced by the 

array of services available as alternatives to placing a child in foster care.  And providing those 

alternatives is the lead agency’s responsibility.   

 

 It is notable that the two counties that are performing best are Pasco, which, it appears, 

somehow avoided control by the Sarasota YMCA, though it was nominally the lead agency 

there, and Hillsborough, which has a different lead agency. 

 

SPECIAL CAUTION:  
 

Although raw data for the first nine months of 2007 are included, they should be viewed 

with caution.  In late July, DCF switched to a new computer system.  The Daytona Beach News 

Journal reported serious problems with the new system, including questions about the reliability 

for figures about children in care.  The head of the privatized “lead agency” in District 12 says 

flatly that "The reports we are getting are not accurate.”
2
  And even when a new system works 

perfectly, it requires considerable training for workers to use it correctly. 

 

 In this case, the new computer system went online shortly after a case of severe abuse 

made headlines in the Suncoast Region.  So while the 2007 data do not show this case setting off 

a foster-care panic, the data may not be accurate.  Similarly an apparent sharp decline in entries 

into care in Sarasota and Hillsborough Counties should be viewed with caution until data can be 

confirmed.  On the other hand, the head of the privatized lead agency in Hillsborough says the 

decline in his county is real, and a major step in the right direction.
3
 

                                                 
1
 Sherri Ackerman, “Foster agency a model success,” Tampa Tribune, November 10, 2007. 

2
 Deborah Circelli, “Welfare workers say computer woes putting kids at risk,” Daytona Beach News-Journal, 

August 15, 2007. 
3
 Ackerman, note 1, supra. 
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HOW THE RATE-OF-REMOVAL INDEX WORKS 
 

THIS IS NOT THE “SNAPSHOT NUMBER”… 

 

 The measure of a district or a county’s foster care population usually seen in news 

accounts is the so-called “snapshot number” indicating the number of children in foster care in a 

county on one particular day each year.  That is a very important number, but it is a less accurate 

measure of a county’s propensity to remove children. 

 

 A county may have a high snapshot number even if it takes away very few children, if it 

hangs on to those it takes for a very long time.  (That is, in itself, a serious problem, but not a 

measure of the county’s propensity to take away children in the first place).  Conversely, a 

county can have a low snapshot number and still take away many children, but take them for 

only a very short period of time.  Thus, a county which takes away many children in January, but 

returns most of them by August will have a low number if the “snapshot” is taken in September.   

 

This also is why another measure of success, average length of stay in foster care, should 

be viewed with caution.  A county with a low average length of stay may have achieved this 

simply by taking away far too many children and then returning a lot of them after only a very 

short time in foster care – much the worse for the experience.   

 

Also, a county which took away a great many children a decade or more ago and let them 

languish in foster care may have a low snapshot number now simply because those children are 

“aging out” of the system at 18 – hardly a testament to a system’s success. 

 

…RATHER, THIS INDEX USES REMOVALS OVER THE COURSE OF A YEAR 

 

 So instead of measuring the foster care population on any given day, the NCCPR Florida 

Rate-of-Removal Index and this supplement rely on DCF data, obtained through public records 

requests, listing the number of children removed over the course of a given year.  Once again, 

DCF responded to our requests promptly and thoroughly and we thank the agency for its 

cooperation. 

 

HOW THE INDEX IS COMPILED 

 

 We could have simply compared the number of children removed over the course of a 

year to a county’s total child population.  But then counties with high rates-of-removal and high 

child poverty rates would complain that this was unfair because we didn’t consider the single 

largest risk factor for actual abuse (not to mention the factor most often confused with “neglect”) 

– poverty.   

 

So, in order to factor that out, and come closer to an apples-to-apples comparison, we 

compare removals to the number of impoverished children in each county.  We use a Census 

Bureau estimate for 2004 (the most recent year for which census data are available). 

   

THE “PANIC DETECTOR” 

 

 The final table arranges the rate-of-removal data for each county month-by-month for 

each year from 2003 through September 2007, allowing for an examination of trends in each 

county over time.  Where there is a sharp rise in removals during the same month from one year 



NCCPR SUNCOAST SUPPLEMENT/4 

to the next for at least two months in a row, that suggests a foster-care panic.  Figures that meet 

this criterion are in bold and the boxes are shaded.  The final column in the table notes 

significant increases or decreases in child removals from year to year. 

 

COMPARING THE FLORIDA DATA TO NCCPR’S NATIONAL 

RATE-OF-REMOVAL INDEX 

 

 These data are roughly comparable to the data in NCCPR’s national Rate-of-Removal 

Index.  So readers now can compare a county’s total to other districts in Florida, to other states or 

to the national average.  But this still should be done with caution because it is more difficult to 

accurately estimate the number of impoverished children in a smaller jurisdiction.   

 

ADDITIONAL CAVEATS 

 �
 The child poverty estimate has a relatively wide margin of error.  Therefore, the 

rankings cannot be used to suggest that a county is better or worse than one with a similar rate-

of-removal.  Rather, this index can be used to spot the outliers - those doing particularly well or 

particularly poorly, and to detect trends.   

 

 • One cannot say, based on these data, that county X “took Y percent of its poor children 

from their parents in 2006.”  That would be inaccurate because, while the overwhelming majority 

of children taken from their parents are poor, not all of them are.  Thus, we are comparing a pool 

of children – those removed from their parents – which is mostly poor, to a general population 

that is entirely poor.   

 
Funding for this publication, and NCCPR’s other national advocacy activities, comes from the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation.  We thank the Foundation for its support, but acknowledge that 
the views expressed in this publication are those of NCCPR alone and do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions of our funders. 
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Detailed data for January 2003 through September 2007 are on the following page. 
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THE PANIC DETECTOR: CHANGES IN REMOVALS FROM YEAR TO YEAR 
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Children removed from their homes: Florida Department of Children and Families response to NCCPR public records request. 
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