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Good morning, Chairperson Lewis George and Members of the Committee on 

Facilities and Family Services. My name is Stephanie McClellan and I am the Deputy 

Director of DC KinCare Alliance. Our mission is to support the legal, financial, and related 

service needs of relative caregivers who step up to raise DC children in their extended 

families in times of crisis when the children’s parents are not able to care for them due to 

mental health and substance use disorders, incarceration, death, abuse and neglect, and/or 

deportation. We are the only organization in DC focused solely on serving relative caregivers 

raising DC’s at-risk children. In the five years since our founding, we have helped over 600 

relative caregivers raising more than 700 DC children. DC KinCare Alliance is a member of 

the Fair Budget Coalition, and we support a just and equitable recovery from the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

I am here today to thank the DC Council: for listening when we told you that CFSA 

regularly fails the at-risk children they are supposed to protect; for creating an independent 

Office of the Ombudsperson for Children (“OFC”) who can investigate and make 

recommendations when families are negatively impacted by policies and decisions that hurt 

children; for overriding the Mayor Bowser’s veto of the legislation creating the OFC; for 

finding the necessary funds when Mayor Bowser tried to strip OFC funding from the budget; 

and finally for casting a wide net in hiring a well-qualified candidate who is independent and 

not beholden to any agency for which she provides critical oversight. 

I am also here today to thank our new Ombudsperson for Children, Shalonda 

Cawthon, who uprooted her life and moved to DC to answer the call to speak on behalf of 

DC’s voiceless, at-risk children. While Ms. Cawthon has only just begun her work, what we 

have seen so far is encouraging. Ms. Cawthon has been willing to listen to our concerns as 

child welfare advocates and has been eager to meet with community members. We thank Ms. 
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Cawthon specifically for attending DC KinCare Alliance’s February Relative Caregiver 

Community Board meeting to share what she has been doing and to hear the concerns of our 

members. We look forward to working with Ms. Cawthon as she gets settled into her new 

role. Most importantly, we look forward to hearing Ms. Cawthon’s substantive 

recommendations to this Council about critical issues that affect DC children. 

There are two systemic issues that we have previously identified to this Council that 

call for urgent OFC investigation and recommendations:  

First, CFSA, is not adequately and timely investigating and reporting on child 

maltreatment fatalities and near fatalities in DC. CFSA has not acknowledged, much less 

learned from, its repeated mistakes that have led to these horrific outcomes. CFSA fails to 

investigate or screens out reports of abuse and neglect that should be screened in. It also fails 

to substantiate abuse when there is abundant evidence to do so, and it fails to safely close 

cases when abuse has been substantiated. Moreover, CFSA’s internal child fatality reports do 

not provide substantive recommendations on how it can improve, in order to prevent child 

maltreatment fatalities and near fatalities in children who were previously known to CFSA.  

Second, CFSA has and continues to engage in the illegal practice of kinship diversion, 

also called hidden foster care. When it determines that a child cannot safely remain in the 

parental home, even with services, CFSA bypasses the legal removal process entirely, and 

places the child with any relative caregiver they can find without even doing a background 

check. I personally know of an instance where this practice resulted in the placement of a 

child with a caregiver who had a prior conviction for child abuse. CFSA claims that parents 

voluntarily agree to place their children with relative caregivers and that it is just facilitating 

the parent’s wishes, but our experience is that this, too, is just a convenient fiction. Most 

often a parent is threatened with their child “going into the system” so they agree to CFSA’s 
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diversion plan under duress. We often represent relative caregivers in bitterly fought custody 

cases against parents who CFSA claims consented to the arrangement. We have also seen 

diversions occur where CFSA allows a parent to plan for the child, even when that parent has 

killed the other parent in front of the child or when the parent is on a 72 hour hold in a locked 

psychiatric facility because she is a danger to herself or others, including her child. For its 

part, CFSA claims it no longer engages in diversion but this is just smoke and mirrors. CFSA 

now calls diversions by different names--Safety Plans or Family Planning arrangements. 

Whatever diversions are called, they remain illegal and harmful to children and families. 

Over the next year, we ask Ms. Cawthon to investigate and provide a written report 

with recommendations to the DC Council on these two critical issues. We commit to 

cooperating with and assisting Ms. Cawthon in investigation of these important child safety 

issues in any way we can, consistent with our obligations to our clients under the DC Code of 

Professional Conduct. 

I am happy to answer any questions. 

 


