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County Addresses Disproportionate Representation of 
Children of Color in the Child Welfare System  

Supervisors Accept Social Services Advisory Commission Statement of Concern, 
Call for Continuing Local Efforts to Reduce National Trend  

 

SAN JOSE, CALIF.—Today, County of Santa Clara Board of Supervisors accepted a Statement 

of Concern from the County’s Social Services Advisory Commission, which called for continuing 

efforts to tackle a nationwide trend of overrepresentation of children of color within the child welfare 

system.   
 

“While we recognize the historical pattern of overrepresentation of children of color in child welfare, 

the County’s attention to this issue has resulted in a steady and significant decline of new removals of 

children of color, and many children are receiving services in homes with their families” said 

Supervisor Don Gage, Vice Chair of the Board Committee on Children, Seniors and Families.  
  
Overrepresentation of children of color in the welfare system is a growing concern in the United 

States. A 2003 federal study entitled Children of Color in the Child Welfare System: Perspectives 

from the Child Welfare Community provided insight into the overrepresentation of minority children 

in eight states, including California, and examined programs and practices child welfare agencies are 

implementing to serve children and families of color.  The study mentions the most commonly 

reported reasons given to explain the overrepresentation. They include disparities in income, 

opportunities, resources and services between ethnic groups. These disparities result in more poverty, 

isolation and risk factors for problem behavior such as substance abuse and child abuse.  

     

      -more- 

 



County Addresses Overrepresentation of Children of Color in Child Welfare System - Page 2 
 

The 2003 study concluded that the child welfare community is not only aware of the 

overrepresentation of children of color, but is very concerned about the trend.  
 

Findings also confirmed that the stakeholders and the agencies examined are actively engaged in 

efforts to respond to overrepresentation.  These range from system reforms, to prevention efforts. 

They include more support services targeted at reducing the number of families that come in contact 

with the system, and more ethnic-focused and community based services to provide culturally 

appropriate interventions to families, once they have entered the system. 
 

Locally, the County of Santa Clara Social Services Agency has been participating in monthly 

meetings with the Social Services Advisory Commission and representatives of other concerned 

groups since 2005, in a Unified Children of Color Task Force.  As a priority for their 2006 work plan, 

the Commission has reviewed and discussed reports and data on overrepresentation provided by the 

Department of Family and Children Services, requested and received information from the Social 

Services Agency, and discussed various strategies. 
 

In its Statement of Concern, the Advisory Commission indicated that African Americans represent 

2.8 percent of the general child population and 10.9 percent of all first entries into care for five days 

or more during the baseline period (2002-2003).  The Commission reported that over the past three 

years, the proportion of first entries for these children has typically been in the 10 percent range.  

Additionally, Hispanic/Latino children represent 35.5 percent of the general child population and 

59.8 percent of first entries into care for five days or more during the baseline period.  Over the past 

three years, the proportion of first entries for Hispanic children has been most typically in the 57 

percent average.  The Commission recommended that the Board of Supervisors “comprehensively 

and with due diligence take new and significant actions to seek clear improvement for the status of 

children of color.” 

 

“We share the concern of the Commission about overrepresentation of children of color in the 

welfare system. Our statutory and administrative thresholds for bringing in families are very high,” 

said Norma Doctor Sparks, Director of the County’s Department of Family and Children Services.    

“But, at the end of the day, our primary responsibility is to ensure the safety of our kids.” 
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From 2001-2005, the County of Santa Clara has significantly reduced removals from the homes of 

African ancestry children from about 40 percent in 2001 to about 27 percent in 2005, a reduction of 

13 percent. For Latino children, the reduction from 2001 to 2005 is about 7 percent, from 35 percent 

to 28 percent. 
 

Generally, out of 22,000 calls, the County of Santa Clara’s Department of Family and Children 

Services conducts face-to-face visits with about 16,000 families.  Of those families, the Department 

petitions the dependency court for removals in less than a 1,000 cases each year. The County also 

provides informal services to a considerable number of families. As a result, the percentage of 

children that are removed from families and who are placed in foster care has decreased significantly. 
 

From the placement perspective, of about 2,600 children active in the County of Santa Clara Social 

Services system, over half, or about 1,500 children are with their biological families or relatives. 

The rest of the children are in community foster family settings, with less than 180 children in group 

homes. 
 

In Santa Clara County, when children are placed with relatives, they are considered to be in foster 

care.  In other jurisdictions, such placements are counted as reunifications.  The removal rates and 

first placement in foster care numbers would be significantly lower for all ethnicities in Santa Clara 

County if, like other jurisdictions, placement with relatives was considered a reunification, not a 

foster care case.  
 

“This is a complex issue,” said Supervisor Ken Yeager, incoming Chair of the Board of Supervisors' 

Committee on Children, Seniors and Families. “Our first priority has to be the safety of children.  We 

also have a responsibility to ensure that our practices do not perpetuate longstanding social problems, 

including racial and class biases.”  
 

The Board of Supervisors accepted the Commission's Statement of Concern and staff's response, and 

referred the matter to its Committee on Children, Seniors and Families for further review.  

 

#   #   # 
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