Some CPS workers handle 40 or more cases a month
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Despite $323 million spent to save and protect more children, some Houston caseworkers are juggling as many as 40 to 80 child abuse investigations a month even though state lawmakers were promised seven years ago the caseload crisis at Texas Child Protective Services would be fixed.

The metric most often used to determine how well CPS combats child abuse - the average case load for each investigator - shows that, at least in Harris County, progress has proved erratic, according to records obtained by the Houston Chronicle Wednesday.

Since last September, CPS says investigators in Harris County had an average of 25.5 cases per worker. Though far better than the 40 or so from previous years, that touted average fails to consider the most startling numbers.

Of the 187 CPS investigators working in Harris County in June, nearly half had more than 27 cases and dozens had between 40 and 70. One investigator in Houston was charged with investigating a mind- numbing 80 cases.

The records also showed wide disparity with some CPS workers handling less than a dozen child abuse cases and others shouldering more than 50 or 60.

CPS spokesman Patrick Crimmins attributed the disparities to turnover, vacancies and rookies working on cases.

"Every report of child abuse must be responded to and investigated as quickly as possible, regardless of the ups and downs of workload in a particular office. That's our job," said Crimmins. "We work very hard to spread the work around and avoid extremely high numbers, but we have to work the cases that come in."

22 workers in training
There are more than 200 investigative positions with CPS in Harris County, but 33 of those positions are vacant and another 22 caseworkers are still in training and not actively working abuse cases.

"When workers are brand new or newly trained from another program, the number of new cases they can be assigned - and carry - is limited," Crimmins explained.

And Harris County is rife with cases.

Last year, CPS investigators in the greater Houston region completed nearly 33,000 investigations, according to annual reports, about 6,000 of which found abuse or neglect of a child.

Among the cases that have fallen to area caseworkers over the last year have been that of a 2-year-old Houston boy who died after suffering more than 86 bruises, fractured ribs and contusions; a boy whose mother cut his throat; a child who wandered away unnoticed and was mauled to death by a pit bull; and a 12-year-old savagely whipped with a leather belt by his father, who then applied, salt, vinegar or alcohol to the injuries.

CPS officials insist they are closely monitoring investigators' caseloads - while at the same time dealing with high turnovers.

"As workers leave, we are working hard to recruit new employees, get them trained and ready to go as soon as possible," Crimmins said. "While all of this is happening, the reports of children and families needed our help continue to pour in. It never stops - and neither will we."

Reforms approved
The workload woes at CPS date back to 2004.

After a year that saw steadily increasing and dramatic deaths of children whose parents had previously been investigated, Gov. Rick Perry ordered up changes - largely because CPS investigators were burdened with too many cases to investigate.

At the time, caseworkers had to manage, on average, more than 40 investigations per month.

The following year, the Texas Legislature adopted a series of reforms and approved the first of what would be a $323 million infusion.

That money bought 2,500 additional caseworkers and support staff and better equipment including digital cameras and more laptop computers, so workers could enter information about a child more quickly.

Raising salaries and adding more staff, authorities said, would reduce cases for each worker - which meant fewer abuse cases would languish on an investigator's desk and more children would be saved.

