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I am pleased to present the 2012-2013 Annual Report detailing the Office of Colorado’s Child 
Protection Ombudsman for July 1, 2012, to June 30, 2013.  

On June 10, 2013, I was selected to be the new Child Protection Ombudsman. I am honored to 
be here and serving Colorado’s children. I look forward to working to improve the quality of life 
of our most important resource. 

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the tremendous dedication and efforts of Becky 
Miller Updike, Colorado’s first Child Protection Ombudsman. She had the initial charge of taking 
the dreams of the many individuals who helped create this office and make it a reality. Becky 
established the operation of the Ombudsman Office. This included creating a work plan, writing 
procedures, hiring a staff, establishing an Advisory Council, data tracking, website development, 
marketing initiatives, community outreach, and establishing partnerships and stakeholder 
relationships. As a result of Becky’s efforts, the Ombudsman program is a viable, respected, and 
needed member of the child protection community. Our office calls and contacts regarding 
concerns, issues and requests for resources have doubled from the first year. The marketing 
and outreach that Becky and her staff put in motion has blossomed into an additional resource 
for the public and created better understanding of the child protection system in Colorado. The 
Ombudsman Office is making a difference in the lives of children owing much to Becky and her 
staff’s efforts over the past two years.  

We would like to extend special thanks to: 

• Senator Linda Newell, for her leadership on Senate Bill 10-171 and her continued 
support of this office; 

• Our partners from the State Department of Human Services, including Executive 
Director Reggie Bicha; Dee Martinez, Deputy Executive Director of Enterprise 
Partnerships; Director, Office of Children, Youth and Families; Mary McGhee, Division 
Director, Boards and Commissions; and Margery Bornstein, manager, Child Abuse 
Records and Appeals, Board and Commission Division; 

• Members of the Child Welfare Action Committee whose vision and groundwork has 
been instrumental in our continued development; 

• Our Advisory Council, for your willingness to volunteer your time and expertise to our 
office; 

• Our county partners, for your willingness to work with us so that we may better serve 
children and families; and 
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• Families and stakeholders who contacted our office. We are grateful and honored to 
have your trust. 

I look forward to building on the foundation that Becky and her staff have built and moving the 
program forward to improve the quality of child protection in Colorado. On behalf of Sabrina 
Byrnes, Karen Nielsen, Lisa Kruetzer-Lay, and myself, allow me to say thank you for your 
ongoing support and trust. 

Working Together for Colorado’s Children, 

 

Dennis G. Goodwin, Child Protection Ombudsman 
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Executive Summary 

The following report summaries the activities undertaken by the Office of Colorado’s Child 
Protection Ombudsman during Year 2 of the office’s existence.  

The Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman (“Ombudsman Office”) officially opened 
June 1, 2011, and is managed and hosted by the National Association of Counsel for Children 
(NACC). The Ombudsman Office was established through the passage of Senate Bill 10-171 in 
2010, which passed both the Colorado State House and Senate by a unanimous vote.  

The Ombudsman Office was created to be an independent, trusted intermediary between the 
public and child protective services in Colorado. Its purpose is to help identify and provide 
feedback regarding concerns within the child protection system, and to look into individual 
complaints to ensure no children in the child welfare or youth corrections systems fall through 
the cracks. 

Becky Miller Updike was chosen to serve as the first Colorado Child Protection Ombudsman and 
served two years in the role. In June 2013, Ms. Updike moved on in furtherance of her career to 
aid children and families in a different capacity. Dennis Goodwin was hired in mid-June 2013 as 
the new Child Protection Ombudsman for the State of Colorado. Sabrina Byrnes has served as 
Associate Ombudsman for the office since January 2012 and was joined by Karen Nielsen in 
March 2013. Ms. Nielsen serves as the Office’s Intake and Administrative Coordinator. Shortly 
thereafter, Ombudsman Office sought a part time Quality Assurance and Research Specialist to 
complete the team. In June 2013, Lisa Kruetzer-Lay joined the office in that capacity. The 
Ombudsman Office continued to work with Ground Floor Media and Relish Studios, along with 
Center for Policy Research, for continued assistance with program design maintenance and fine 
tuning of the Data Management System, as well as data analysis and report preparation. 

I. Year 2 Accomplishments 
During FY 2012-2013, the Ombudsman Office continued to strive for outstanding customer 
service, as well as ongoing efforts to establish relevance within the child protection 
community. Further, the Ombudsman Office became an established presence and 
consistent resource for the general public and other constituents to reach out to in times of 
need and/or crisis. The Ombudsman Office views Year 2 as a success in these areas. The 
Ombudsman Office established a presence both publicly through media involvement and 
outreach, as well as through ongoing involvement in the legislative process.  
 

II. Legislative Efforts 2013 

The Ombudsman Office actively supported three bills during the 2013 Colorado General 
Assembly’s legislative session. Each of the bills the Ombudsman Office supported was 
directly related to issues identified in the Year 1 Annual Report in 2012. 
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SB 13-278  
Created a definition of a “drug-endangered child” with respect to child abuse or neglect.  
 
Primary sponsors for this bill were Senators Kerr and Newell and Representative Young.  
 
This bill was signed into law by the governor on May 28, 2013. 
 
The Ombudsman Office supported this bill based on Issue item #4 from the Year 1 Annual 
Report, Identifying Substance Abuse and Implications for Parenting. The Ombudsman Office 
continues to see a significant number of cases and complaints wherein substance abuse is 
present or is correlated with the case. The Ombudsman Office continues to prioritize 
addressing substance abuse as it relates to parenting and caring for children. 
 

SB 13-255  
Addressed Child Fatality Review Teams by increasing their capacity and resources, 
clarifying responsibilities and processes of State and Local Child Fatality Review Teams in 
the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment and Colorado Department of 
Human Services, including adding the Ombudsman to the Department of Public Health 
and Environment Review Team.  
 
Primary sponsors of this bill were Senators Kefalas and Newell and Representatives May 
and Singer. 
 
The bill was signed into law by the governor on May 14, 2013.  
 
The Ombudsman Office supported this bill based on ongoing concerns about Child Fatality 
Review processes and also building upon concerns cited in the Year 1 Annual Report, Issue 
Item #9. 
 
HB 13-1271  
Created a Child Abuse Reporting Hotline and authorized the Colorado Department of 
Human Services to adopt rules governing the hotline system, providing consistent 
practices in response to reports of known or suspected child abuse.  
 
Primary sponsors of this bill were Representatives Singer and May and Senators Newell and 
Nicholson.  
 
This bill was signed into law by the governor on May 14, 2013. 
 
The Ombudsman Office supported this bill based on ongoing concern about inconsistent 
intake practices across the state, and also building upon concerns cited in the Year 1 Annual 
Report, Issue Item # 2 addressing Intake inconsistencies or issues. 
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III. Other Year 2 Initiatives/Special Projects 
 
The Ombudsman Office was involved in the following special projects during FY 2012-2013: 
 

• The Ombudsman Office facilitated meetings between adoption stakeholders and 
CDHS staff regarding Annual Report Year 1 Issues and ongoing concerns in 
November 2012. 

• The Ombudsman Office also facilitated a follow-up meeting between adoption 
stakeholders and CDHS staff regarding ongoing issues and concerns in April 2013. 

• The Ombudsman Office facilitated a Grievance Process Roundtable for county and 
state DHS staff in April 2013. 

 
IV. Year 3 Goals 

Year 3 goals will focus on recognizing best practices, encouraging the training and modeling of 
those practices, as well as continuing to make relevant policy and practice recommendations. The 
Ombudsman Office will further pursue avenues for tracking compliance with and disposition of 
those recommendations. The Ombudsman Office has comprised the following list of goals for FY 
2013-2014: 

• Explore solutions to improve efficiency of obtaining reports and records needed for 
reviews and/or investigation from law enforcement agencies, coroner’s offices, district 
attorneys, and state and county departments of human services. The Ombudsman 
Office will work to continually improve records requesting protocol, as well as provide 
necessary education to agencies regarding the Ombudsman’s role and statutory 
directive in the review of child protection complaints. During FY 2013-2014, the 
Ombudsman Office will explore the benefits of pursuing subpoena power to ensure that 
the Ombudsman Office has timely access to all necessary records to provide an 
adequate, timely, and thorough review of complaints. 

• Review and revise the process in which the Ombudsman Office compiles and documents 
outcomes of investigations.  

• Track recommendations, as well as monitor compliance and overall disposition of 
recommendations made to state and county Human Services. 

• In an effort to remain current in policy and practice throughout Colorado, the 
Ombudsman Staff will participate in ongoing trainings regarding upcoming process and 
practice trainings. The Ombudsman Staff will also participate, as time and workload 
permit, in Colorado’s New Child Welfare Training Academy to ensure accurate reviews 
of complaints against the most current trainings being offered by the Colorado 
Department of Human Services. 
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• With the extreme increase in complaints received in FY 2012-2013 over those received 
in Year 1, it will be imperative to review staffing and budgetary needs in order to 
continue to perform at the level required by the statute and by the contract. 

The Ombudsman Office will continue to: 

• Provide ongoing education and outreach to county departments, stakeholders, policy 
makers, and any other child serving population, as well as the general public regarding 
the roles and responsibilities of Ombudsman Office. 

• Collaborate with the Colorado Department of Human Services regarding systemic issues, 
recommendations, and solutions. 

• Maximize the utilization of data input and collection from the comprehensive 
Management Information System for tracking of trends and overall consistent and 
relevant data collection. 
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Overview of the Ombudsman Office: Year 2 
 
The Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman (“Ombudsman Office”) was created 
to be an independent, trusted intermediary between the public and child protection in 
Colorado. The ombudsman’s purpose is to help identify and provide feedback regarding 
concerns and to look into individual complaints to ensure no children fall through the 
cracks. 
 
The Ombudsman Office reviews and investigates complaints, tracks themes and trends, and 
makes system improvement recommendations to the Colorado Department of Human 
Services, the governor, and the state legislature through an annual report. 
 
The critical issues surrounding child welfare, such as child safety and well-being, evoke 
strong emotions among families, communities, and professional stakeholders. The 
ombudsman works closely with county and state child welfare stakeholders, foster care, 
adoption, children’s advocates, juvenile justice, policy makers, faith communities, and 
others to further the collective mission of ensuring that every child has the opportunity to 
grow and develop safely and with the promise of a healthy future. 
 
Legislative History and Authority 
 
The Ombudsman Office opened in June 2011, and is managed and hosted by the National 
Association of Counsel for Children (NACC), the Colorado-based non-profit selected as the 
vendor for the contract with the Colorado Department of Human Services. The Ombudsman 
Office was established through 
the passage of Senate Bill 10-171 
in 2010. (See Appendix A.) The 
bill passed by a unanimous vote 
of both the Colorado House and 
Senate. The bill was brought to 
the governor and legislature by 
the Child Welfare Action 
Committee as top priority among 
29 recommendations offered to 
improve the child protection 
system. 
 

“THE OFFICE OF THE CHILD PROTECTION 

OMBUDSMAN HAS THE POWER AND DUTY 

TO FACILITATE A PROCESS OF INDEPENDENT, 
IMPARTIAL REVIEW OF FAMILY AND 

COMMUNITY CONCERNS; REQUEST 

INDEPENDENT, ACCURATE INFORMATION 

AND TO CONDUCT CASE REVIEWS TO HELP 

RESOLVE CHILD PROTECTION ISSUES AND 

OVERALL SYSTEMIC ISSUES. “ 

Senate Bill 10-171 
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Pursuant to C.R.S. Sections 19-3.3-101 through -109, the Ombudsman has the power and 
duty to facilitate a process of independent, impartial review of family and community 
concerns; request independent, accurate information; and conduct case reviews to help 
resolve child protection and overall systemic issues. Anyone may file a confidential 
complaint or concern with the Ombudsman. The office must report annually to the 
governor, legislature, and executive director of Colorado Department of Human Services 
regarding systemic issues, data trends, and recommendations for improvements. The 
Ombudsman Office also serves as a resource and “systems navigator” to stakeholders and 
the general public by assisting with individual cases while also providing ongoing public 
education and resources to promote the best interest of children and families. 
The Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS) is required to manage and monitor the 

Ombudsman Office contract and associated performance and program responsibilities, and 
to administer the contract independent of the divisions of the department that are 
responsible for child welfare, youth corrections, or child care. CDHS is responsible for 
developing policies and procedures and, as necessary, to facilitate the operation of the 
Ombudsman Office and training to the Ombudsman Office staff to ensure compliance with 
Colorado and federal laws and regulations. CDHS is also responsible for providing for the 
availability of legal counsel to the extent specified in the budget and for the purposes 
specified by law.  

  

“The Ombudsman shall also be a key advisor 
concerning issues relating to child safety and 
protection in Colorado by virtue of his or her 
responsibility and authority to make advisory 
recommendations to the state department, county 
departments, county commissioners, the governor, 
and the general assembly based upon the 
ombudsman’s experience and expertise.” 
    -Senate Bill 10-171 



 

11 
 

Goals, Accomplishments, and Challenges 
 
During Year 2, the Ombudsman Office continued to strive to achieve high level performance 
while meeting the needs of constituents and stakeholders across Colorado. Although 
challenges arose throughout the year, the Ombudsman Office met those challenges with 
enthusiasm and drive, always maintaining a desire to work towards a safer community and 
stronger families for children across Colorado. During times of challenge, the Ombudsman 
Office reached out to the National Ombudsman Association and other Child Protection 
Ombudsmen across the country for guidance in overcoming such challenges. The 
Ombudsman Office further utilized the knowledge of Center for Policy and Research in 
obtaining data analysis that was accurate and met the requirements of the Child Protection 
Ombudsman Workgroup.  
 
Goals 
 
Goals for the second year of operation included: 
 

• Conducting roundtable discussions with county representatives; 
• Creating a standard complaint template that counties may choose to incorporate in 

their current complaint processes; 
• Exploring systemic issues identified in Year 1 and Year 2; 
• Improve timeliness through established protocols; 
• Conduct outreach to counties, child-serving professionals, policy makers, with a 

focus on reaching families and youth; and 
• Maximize utilization of the comprehensive Management Information System for 

case tracking. 
 
Accomplishments 
 
All of the above listed goals were accomplished in Year 2 of operations.  
 
The following were accomplishments achieved in Year 2: 
 

• Participation in and successful passage of relevant child protection legislation, as 
outlined in the Legislative Efforts section of this report. 

• Maintaining excellent customer service, as well as continual improvement of 
response and resolution time frames with a dramatic increase in call volume. 

• Completion of four investigations into both county Departments and state 
Department policy and practice, including the compilation of relevant 
recommendations for overall systemic improvements. 
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• Established ongoing dialogue and relationships between adoption stakeholders and 
the Colorado Department of Human Services on issues identified in FY 2011-2012. 

• Achieved a solid transition between Ms. Updike and the incoming Ombudsman, 
Dennis Goodwin, as well as solidified a solid and well-rounded staff of professionals 
from across the child protection continuum in an effort to possess expertise from all 
spokes of the child protection wheel. 

 
Challenges 

During Year 2, the Ombudsman Office faced new challenges derived primarily from delving 
further into the work and completing reviews and investigations on a larger call volume, as 
well as with more complex issues. Two of the primary challenges faced were: 

• Timeliness of reviews and investigations; and 
• Independence of the Ombudsman Office. 

 

Timeliness of Reviews and Investigations 

The Ombudsman Office continues to strive to finalize reviews within 30 business days and 
investigations within 60 business days. Over the course of Year 2, the Ombudsman Office 
has had challenges around gathering reports from agencies oftentimes leading to the 
Ombudsman Office not meeting this standard consistently, particularly during an 
investigation. When records are required to complete a review and/or investigation, the 
Ombudsman Office generates a letter the agency or entity explaining the role of the office 
and the statutory mandate that permits the release of all records. The Ombudsman Office 
further ensures a strong commitment to confidentiality and reassures that no information 
will be released prior to authorization by a charging agency or resolution of criminal or civil 
judicial matters. The Ombudsman Office continues to face resistance from agencies around 
the releasing of records. As leaders and/or supervisors within public agencies change, 
consistency in records release changes. The Ombudsman Office is tasked continually with 
providing education and re-education concerning the need and statutory authority to 
obtain necessary records. 
 
During FY 2013-14, the Ombudsman Office will seek legislative action to enable it to use the 
power of a subpoena for securing the needed records in a timely fashion. The authority of a 
subpoena will eliminate legal questions, be specific about the records needed, and set a 
deadline for production of records.  
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Independence of the Ombudsman Office 

The topic of independence is one that was a challenge in Year 1 and continued throughout 
Year 2. At present, the contract for the Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman is 
housed under the Colorado Department of Human Services. This poses two separate 
challenges: 

• Public perception of true impartial and independent review of complaints; and 
• Investigation of actions or inactions within the Colorado Department of Human 

Services by the Ombudsman Office. 

Public Perception 

Oftentimes during the complaint process or following complaint resolution, 
complainants express concern regarding the Ombudsman Office’s true independence 
from the Colorado Department of Human Services based on the knowledge of where 
the contract is held and managed. This often reflects a complainant’s fear of retribution 
by state or county Department staff, as well as draws the actions of the Ombudsman 
Office into question, particularly in instances when the Ombudsman Office affirms the 
actions of the county or agency about which the complainant was concerned. There 
continues to be a level of mistrust expressed from the community and other 
stakeholders when filing a complaint with the Ombudsman Office, posing continual 
challenges in the establishment of relevance and trust within the community. 
Questions continue to arise with regard to whether the Ombudsman Office would have 
the ability to conduct a truly independent investigation into county and or state 
practice, given that the Colorado Department of Human Services holds and oversees 
the contract for the Ombudsman Office. 

Investigation of the Colorado Department of Human Services 

The Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman is not solely charged with the 
review and investigation of complaints concerning county departments of human 
services. The Ombudsman Office is also charged with reviewing, and if necessary, 
investigating complaints concerning the Colorado Department of Human Services. As 
the holder and overseer of the Ombudsman contract, this presents an entire set of 
unique challenges when moving forward with a review or investigation, as well as 
offering recommendations for improvement to policy or practice. 

In Year 2 the Ombudsman Office encountered significant obstacles in its investigation 
of the Colorado Department of Human Services report on a child fatality case, the first 
such investigation relating not to a County Department but to the State Department 
itself. The State Department opposed this investigation, and in the Ombudsman’s view, 
did not fully disclose information as required. The Colorado Department of Human 
Services is aware of these concerns and the ongoing challenges this poses to the 
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Ombudsman Office. The Colorado Department of Human Services has expressed 
ongoing support of the Ombudsman Office and publically supports the concept of 
independence for the Ombudsman Office as essential to its effectiveness and success 
in contributing to systemic improvements. The Ombudsman Office will continue to 
maintain a dialogue regarding the topic of independence with the Colorado 
Department of Human Services moving into Year 3. 

Budget 
 
The Ombudsman Office is funded by state general fund dollars as determined by the 
enabling legislation in 2010. The 
allocation is based on the state’s 
fiscal year, which begins July 1 of 
every year. Therefore, FY 12-13 
would have funded any operations 
between July 1, 2012, and June 30, 
2013. The general fund allocation is explained in Table 1. 

 
The total Ombudsman Office 
budget from July 1, 2012, through 
June 30, 2013 was $370,000. Figure 
1 details the office’s expenses in 
Year 2. As anticipated in the fiscal 
note, the majority of the allocation 
is spent on staffing capacity, as the 
primary function of the 
Ombudsman Office is to provide 
intake, interviewing, research, and 

investigatory functions. Indeed, 65 percent of the Ombudsman Office’s Year 2 expenses 
went toward staffing and personnel expenses. The Ombudsman Office spent 20 percent of 
the operating budget on general operating expenses and administrative support, followed 
by 10 percent spent on research and data consulting, with the remaining 5 percent split 
between attorney fees and marketing strategies. 

Given the significant increase in call and work volume that the Ombudsman Office has seen 
in its second fiscal year, building on the consistent growth from Year 1, it is anticipated that 
an increase in funding will be necessary to maintain an effective staffing capacity. As 
reported in the Fiscal Note attached to SB 10-171, the Ombudsman Office budget was 
based on the following information outlined in the Program Costs section of the note:  

 
  

Table 1. Estimated Contract Costs Under SB 10-171 
(all numbers are rounded)* 

 FY 11-12 FY 12-13 
Contract Services $343,000 $343,000 

Operating Expenses/Legal Services 27,000 27,000 
Total $370,000 $370,000 

*Table from the fiscal note for SB 10-171. 

66% 
10% 

1% 

20% 

3% 

Figure 1. OCCPO Year 2 Expenses 

Staffing and Personnel 

Research, Data Analysis, and MIS 

Marketing 

Operating Expenses 

Legal Fees 



 

15 
 

During the past two fiscal years, an average of 156 complaints were reported 
to the Division of Child Welfare, with 93 complaints (60%) related to child 
protection matters[.] (Appendix B) 

 
During FY 2012-2013, the Ombudsman Office received 297 complaints related to child 
protection matters. 
 
Advisory Council 
 
In accordance with the recommendations of the Child Welfare Action Committee, the 
Ombudsman Office created an advisory council during Year 1. The functions of the advisory 
council have maintained through Year 2 operations. The advisory council has seen 
resignations from a few of its members at the close of Year 2, and the Ombudsman will 
work diligently to collect and review applications and select individuals that most 
appropriately meet the needs of the Ombudsman Office. The Ombudsman Office will 
consider community outreach and prioritize geographic and demographic diversity when 
selecting new members to the council.  
 
The Child Protection Ombudsman Advisory Council serves as an advisory body to the 
Ombudsman Office, ensuring the Ombudsman Office’s compliance with the applicable laws 
and notifying the Ombudsman of any public policy concerns that may arise regarding child 
welfare. The council operates with the goal of improving the child protection system and 
the services provided to children in general. The council also assists the Ombudsman Office 
with community outreach, and all council members should use their unique experiences 
and connections to advance those outreach efforts. The advisory council is comprised of 
individuals who are passionate about ensuring that the Colorado child welfare system 
operates in the best interest of Colorado’s children and who are committed to the 
improvement of the system. The Ombudsman Office advisory council members, as well as 
their affiliation, are listed in Table 2. 
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First 
Name 

Last Name Representing City Stakeholder Category 

Sister 
Michael 
Delores  

Allegri President, Colorado Foster 
Parent Association/Mt. St. 
Vincent Home/Current 
Foster Parent 

Denver Foster Care & Provider 

Latisha Alvarado Former Foster Youth/Current 
College Student 

Lakewood Former Foster Youth 

Terraine  Bailey GAL, Bailey Law Firm/Board 
of Directors of Office of the 
Child’s Representative 

Denver Guardian Ad Litem 

Jim  Barclay President & CEO, Lutheran 
Family Services Rocky 
Mountains 

Denver & 
Colorado 
Springs 

Child Placement 
Agencies (CPA)/Foster 
Care 

Debi Brilla Foster Parent Greeley Foster Parent 

Dianne  Briscoe Judge Denver Judicial 

Deborah  Cave President, Colorado Coalition 
of Adoptive 
Families/Adoptive Parent 

Louisville Adoption 

John Ciccalella President, Ciccalella Family 
Law, P.C. / Board of Directors 
National Association of 
Counsel for Children 

Colorado 
Springs 

Family Law 

Brian  Cotter Denver Police 
Department/Foster Parent 

Denver Law Enforcement 

Elisa Hicks Rite of Passage & Ridge View 
Youth Services Center 

Denver Division of Youth 
Corrections/ 
Provider 

Kim  Johnson Social Worker, Denver Indian 
Family Resource Center 

Denver Indian Child Welfare 

Martha  Johnson Deputy Director, La Plata 
County Department of 
Human Services 

Durango County Department of 
Human Services 

Julie Krow Office Director, Colorado 
Department of Human 
Services 

Denver State Department of 
Human Services 

Lori  Moriarity Board of Directors and Co-
Founder, National & 
Colorado Alliance for Drug 
Endangered Children 

Arvada Substance Abuse and 
Law Enforcement 

Janet Rowland Former County 
Commissioner, Center for 
Local Government, Colorado 
Mesa University 

Grand 
Junction 

County Commissioner 

TABLE 2. OFFICE OF COLORADO’S CHILD PROTECTION OMBUDSMAN 
ADVISORY COUNCIL 2013-2014 
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Shari  Shink Founder/President, Rocky 
Mountain Children’s Law 
Center 

Denver Legal Advocate 

Kathryn  Wells Physician, Denver Health and 
Denver Department of 
Human Services 

Denver Medical Professional 

Tom  Westfall Parent 
Educator/Trainer/Former 
County Department of 
Human Services Director 

Sterling Consultant 

Kendall Marlowe Executive Director, National 
Association of Counsel for 
Children 

Denver/ 
National 

Legal Advocate 

Dennis Goodwin Ombudsman, Office of 
Colorado’s Child Protection 
Ombudsman 

Statewide 
 

Ombudsman’s Office 

Sabrina  Byrnes Associate Ombudsman, 
Office of Colorado’s Child 
Protection Ombudsman 

Statewide Ombudsman’s Office 

Karen Nielsen Intake & Administrative 
Coordinator, Office of 
Colorado’s Child Protection 
Ombudsman 

Statewide Ombudsman’s Office 

Lisa 
 

Kruetzer-Lay Quality Assurance & 
Research Specialist, Office of 
Colorado’s Child Protection 
Ombudsman 

Statewide Ombudsman’s Office 
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Staff Members’ Biographies 

Dennis Goodwin, Child Protection Ombudsman, has served the public as a law 
enforcement officer for 34 years. Most recently, Dennis served as the police chief and law 
enforcement director at Arapahoe Community College. His experience includes 15 years as 
a detective/police agent with the Lakewood Police Department and 12 years as the chief 
investigator with the Jefferson County District Attorney’s Office. Dennis brings 10 years of 
child abuse investigation experience to the Ombudsman’s Office. He has served on the 
Colorado Child Fatality Review, the Kempe Center START Team, and has presented and 
trained law enforcement and Human Service case workers throughout the state regarding 
best practices in investigating child abuse cases. 

He received a bachelor’s degree in criminology from Florida State University in 1979. Dennis 
attended the FBI National Academy in Quantico, Virginia in 1998 and the Northwestern 
University School of Staff and Command in 2001. He received the Investigator of the Year 
Award for Jefferson County in 1988 and the Administrator of the Year award at Arapahoe 
Community College in 2013. 

“I’m honored to be entrusted with this critical responsibility to protect and serve Colorado’s 
children and families,” he said. “I know that social workers, community leaders, law 
enforcement and the courts are working hard all across the state on the challenges of child 
welfare. We all want to do better, and I look forward to working together to make Colorado 
a better, safer place for children.” 

Sabrina Byrnes, Associate Ombudsman, has been involved in public and private child 
welfare since 1994. Sabrina held positions as ongoing child welfare case manager, adoptions 
case manager, and intake case manager at Jefferson County Division of Children, Youth and 
Families over an eight-year period. She also served as a child protection intake supervisor, 
supervising a split team of day and night child protection intake staff. In 2009, Sabrina was 
the recipient of the Excellence in Practice Award through CDHS for her work on the 
development and implementation of the Family Integrated Treatment Court in Jefferson 
County. 

For a little over three years, Sabrina worked for the Butler Institute for Families as a child 
welfare trainer, where she assisted with the creation and implementation of the state Child 
Welfare New Caseworker Training Academy, as well as advanced supervisor trainings. She 
also traveled the state training foster parents on issues around helping traumatized children 
heal in placement. Sabrina served on the planning committee for the West Coast Child 
Welfare Trainer’s Conference in 2011. She is a certified CORE DEC (Drug Endangered 
Children) Trainer and will be working in conjunction with the local and national DEC offices 
on the delivering of CORE DEC and discipline specific materials. Sabrina has participated as a 
member of the Colorado Department of Human Services Child Fatality Review Team and is a 
current member of the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment’s Child 
Death Review Team. Sabrina offered testimony on several legislative matters during the 
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2012-2013 Colorado Legislative Session and presented to the Children’s Legislative Caucus 
on substance abuse issues, as well as the functions of a Child Protection Ombudsman. 
Sabrina has presented nationally on child welfare related issues, and is preparing to present 
internationally at the International Society for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect 
(ISPCAN) European Regional Conference in Dublin, Ireland on the importance of 
collaboration in child welfare. Her expertise are in the areas of safety and risk assessment, 
domestic violence, forensic interviewing of latency age children, and substance abuse. 

Lisa Kruetzer-Lay, Quality Assurance and Research Specialist, has been involved in assisting 
Colorado youth and families since 1997. She has a bachelor’s degree in social work from 
Fort Hays State University and a master’s degree in public administration from the 
University of Colorado at Denver. Lisa has worked as a community based services worker 
and a residential intake director at Savio House. She was a sexual abuse lead worker at 
Jefferson County Division of Children, Youth, and Families as well as completing 
investigations for the Intake Department and carrying cases for the Early Intervention 
Services Team and Family Integrated Treatment Team. Lisa assisted in the development of 
the Quality Assurance Program to oversee that children were receiving appropriate care 
and treatment in residential care. She helped in the formation of the Collaborative Foster 
Care Program for Jefferson and Arapahoe counties. 

Most recently, Lisa was providing families under court jurisdiction with visitation services 
for Jefferson County Division of Children, Youth, and Families. Through Maple Star 
Colorado, she has been completing SAFE Home Studies for potential foster parents, 
adoptive parents, and kinship providers. 

Karen Nielsen, Intake and Administrative Coordinator, has been involved in public health 
and child welfare since 1994. Karen held positions as outpatient senior counselor, support 
staff supervisor, and administrative coordinator over an 18-year period at Jefferson County 
Public Health. She was further the onsite drug and alcohol liaison for eight years at Jefferson 
County Division of Children Youth and Families. Karen also served as member of the 
Jefferson County Division of Children, Youth and Families Utilization Review Team for 
eleven years, and served as a Design and Implementation Subcommittee member for the 
HB1451 Jefferson County Collaborative Management Interagency Oversight Group for two 
years. Karen also served as a member of the State of Colorado Specialized Women’s 
Substance Abuse Program Collaborative Interagency Group for twenty-one years, and as a 
member of the Adult Diversion Council, Office of the District Attorney 1st Judicial District for 
seven years. 

Additionally, Karen is a Certified Addiction Counselor III (CAC III) since 1990, as required by 
the Colorado Department of Regulatory Agencies. Most recently, Karen worked for 
Specialized Out-patient Treatment Services, LLC as an admissions and administrative 
coordinator, where she assisted with completing intakes and evaluations, identifying, 
consulting, collaborating, and educating a wide variety of community agencies and 
attorneys on agency DUI and substance abuse treatment services. Karen has twenty-four 
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years of experience in treating individuals with substance abuse and mental health issues in 
outpatient and residential settings, and has a vast knowledge within the field of substance 
abuse and mental health treatment. Her expertise is in the areas of community 
collaboration, substance abuse, women’s issues, parenting, cultural issues, and in the child 
welfare system. 

Kendall Marlowe is the Executive Director of the National Association of Counsel for 
Children, the national advocacy organization of attorneys and other professionals 
representing children and families in child welfare, juvenile justice, and custody cases. Mr. 
Marlowe served as chief of the Bureau of Operations and as Deputy Director for the 
Department of Children and Family Services in Illinois, where he was also spokesperson for 
the Department of Juvenile Justice and the Governor’s Long Term Care Reform Task Force. 
Mr. Marlowe grew up in a family that welcomed six adolescent foster youth, has been a 
foster and adoptive parent himself, and worked as a social worker with at-risk, homeless, 
and foster youth on Chicago’s South Side. He holds a master’s in social work from the 
University of Chicago School of Social Service Administration, where he received the Wilma 
Walker Honor Award, and a J.D. and Certificate in Child and Family Law from the Loyola 
University Chicago School of Law, where he was an Honorary ChildLaw Fellow.  
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Outreach Efforts 

 
The legislation that created the Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman 
mandated that the office educate the public about child maltreatment and the role of the 

community in 
strengthening families and 
keeping children safe. The 
Ombudsman staff 
participate in many 
community events and 
educational forums on an 
ongoing basis. 

 
Outreach Efforts 
 
The Ombudsman Office Outreach Efforts included trainings, presentations, participation in 
community collaborations, and partnerships for special projects. Highlights of these efforts 
include (Appendix C): 
 
 Presentation to Colorado Human Services Director’s Association members, Aurora, CO 
 Presentation to legal and social work staff of Children’s Hospital, Aurora, CO 
 Presentation to Colorado Counties Inc. County Commissioners quarterly meeting, 

Denver, CO 
 Presentation on Child Fatality Review Processes at the US Ombudsman Association 

Annual Conference, Spokane, WA 
 Served as an expert panelist for University of Denver Conflict Resolution Summit, 

Denver, CO 
 Presentation on Adoption Collaboration to Adoption Alliance staff, Aurora, CO 
 Presentation to State Meth Task Force and Attorney General, Denver, CO 
 Served as expert panelist for Denver Post live webinar, Denver, CO 
 Presentation at Colorado Bar Association’s Juvenile Law Section, Denver, CO 
 Presentation to CDHS Child Welfare Leadership Council quarterly meeting, Denver, CO 
 Presentation to CDHS Quarterly Child Welfare Trainer’s Meeting, Denver, CO 
 Presented as panelists on substance abuse issues to Children’s Legislative Caucus at 

State Capitol, Denver, CO 
 Presentation to Children’s Legislative Caucus, Colorado Capitol, Denver, CO 
 Keynote speaker at Optimist Club monthly breakfast, Denver, CO 
 Presentation to Kempe Center’s Fostering Futures staff & interns, Aurora, CO 
 Presentation to the Colorado Foster Parent’s Association on Ombudsman Office 

functions and substance abuse issues, Breckenridge, CO 

 

“THE OMBUDSMAN WILL EDUCATE THE PUBLIC ABOUT 
CHILD MALTREATMENT AND THE ROLE OF THE 
COMMUNITY IN STRENGTHENING FAMILIES AND 
KEEPING CHILDREN SAFE.” 

-SENATE BILL 10-171 
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 Presentation at National Association of Drug Endangered Children National Conference 
on substance abuse issues and child welfare, Des Moines, IA 

 Webinar for National Association of Drug Endangered Children regarding substance 
abuse issues and child welfare, Westminster, CO 

 Participation in the Child Abuse Prevention Month kick-off rally, Denver, CO 
 Presentation to Voices for Children, Boulder, CO 
 Participants in the Adoption Resource Fair, Denver, CO 
 
Online Presence 
 
During Year 2, the Ombudsman Office has maintained its online presence that was 
established during Year 1. The Ombudsman Office continues to work in partnership with 
Relish Studios regarding the office’s website, protectcoloradochildren.org. The site launched 
in September 2011 and since that time, the Ombudsman Office has maintained and 
updated the site with pertinent information, articles, investigative reports, and findings. The 
website includes: 
 
 Links to file a complaint, send the office suggestions, or report Ombudsman successes 

on every page on the website. 
 A homepage giving an overview of the Ombudsman Office and providing Twitter, blog, 

and news updates about the office. It also provides links to connect to the Ombudsman 
Office on Twitter, Facebook, and its RSS feed. 

 The “About Us” tab gives more details about the Ombudsman Office, including the 
office’s history, duties, powers and authorities, what the office cannot do, and who may 
complain to the Ombudsman Office. The “About Us” tab has several subpages, including 
a contact information page, links to an overview of the Ombudsman Office Advisory 
Council, a brief history of the office, the Ombudsman Office policies and procedures, 
and an overview of the Ombudsman Office staff members. (Appendix D) 

 A “Filing Complaints” tab providing information on ways to file a complaint with the 
Ombudsman Office and an explanation of the call process in narrative and flowchart 
form. 

 A “Resources” tab that describes the Ombudsman Office’s resource referral and 
information services. 

 A “Reports” tab with links to news reports. The Ombudsman Office will publish 
additional types of reports on this page (e.g., annual reports and investigation findings) 
as they are drafted. 

 Finally, the Ombudsman Office has a “Blog” tab that provides news and updates about 
the office. 

 
The Ombudsman Office also established profiles on the social networking sites Facebook 
(OmbudsmanCO) and Twitter (@OmbudsmanCO). The Facebook page has grown from 227 
“likes” in Year 1 to 262 in Year 2, while the Twitter feed has grown from 77 followers in Year 1 
to 99 in Year 2. The Ombudsman Office maintains the pages with up-to-date information 
pertaining to the office and other related topics. 
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Media Communications and Engagement 
 
During Year 2, the Ombudsman Office continued to engage with local media regarding relevant 
topics surrounding child protection. The Ombudsman Staff participated in a live webinar with 
The Denver Post, alongside other relevant child protection advocates from across Colorado. 
Further, Ombudsman staff were the subject of multiple newspaper and local media interviews 
throughout the year. Those contacts include, but are not limited to, 9News, The Denver Post, 
Fox 31, and Channel 7, along with other various local media outlets. National Public Radio also 
featured information regarding the Office of Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman. 
 
Outreach to Counties and State Human Services 
 
Throughout Year 2, the Ombudsman Office continued to reach out to local child welfare 
agencies throughout the 64 Colorado counties. The Ombudsman also participated in 
discussions and presentations with the Colorado Human Services Director’s Association, as well 
as Colorado Counties Inc. and the Colorado Department of Human Services Child Welfare 
Leadership Council during FY 2012-2013.  
 

  

 

 

 

“CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT 

PREVENTION MUST BE PROACTIVE” 
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Overview of Contacts to the Ombudsman Office: 
 Inquiries, Reviews, and Investigations 

From July 1, 2012, to June 30, 2013, the office received 
317 total contacts (Appendix E). Of these: 

• 297 contacts (94%) were non-systemic; and 
• 20 contacts (6%) involved systemic issues.  

 
This chapter provides details on the non-systemic 
contacts to the Ombudsman Office during FY 2012-2013. 
This chapter includes data on: 

• The race or ethnicity of the child on the case;  
• The familial circumstances of the child on the case; 
• Contacts received and resolved by month; 
• The nature of the contacts to the Ombudsman Office; 
• Timeliness of case resolution; 
• The office’s response to contacts; and 
• The disposition or results of the contacts.  

 

It also includes information on how those contacting the Ombudsman Office:  

• Heard about the office; 
• Are related to the child welfare case they are looking for help with; and 
• Tried contacting other complaint or help mechanisms before calling the 

Ombudsman. 
 

Information about Referring Parties 

When an individual contacts the ombudsman 
for an inquiry or complaint, Ombudsman 
Office staff members collect some basic 
information about the referring individual. 
Table 3 shows how the party contacting the 
Ombudsman Office is related to the child on 
the child welfare case. Most of the parties 
contacting the Ombudsman Office are a 
relative to a child in the child welfare system. 
One third of the parties are the biological 

parent, and 30 percent are another type of biological relative. A few are DHS employees, 
attorneys, or another type of community professional.1 

                                                            
1 The numbers in the tables and figures presented in this report may not add up to 100 percent due to rounding. 

Table 3. Relationship of Referring Party to the 
Family or Child on the Case: in Non-Systemic Cases 

Biological Parent 33% 
Child’s Grandparent 16% 

Foster/Adoptive Parent 4% 
Other Relative 14% 

Friend/Neighbor 3% 
DHS Employee 3% 

Attorney 3% 
Advocate 2% 

Medical Professional 2% 
Law Enforcement 2% 

Other 11% 
Unknown 8% 

Number (297) 

20 

297 

Figure 2. Types of Contacts 
Received by the Ombudsman's 

Office (n=317) 

Systemic 

Non-Systemic 
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There was a wide variety of ways that the 
contacting parties heard about the 
Ombudsman Office. About 10 percent of 
contacting parties heard about the office by 
being a previous contact to the office or 
through the media. Seven percent heard about 
the office from the Colorado Department of 
Human Services; 6 percent from the 
Ombudsman Office’s website, Facebook page, 
or Twitter feed; 5 percent heard about the 
office from a legislator; while 4 percent heard 
about the office from a friend or family 
member or a County DHS employee. (See 
Table 4 for more details).  

The Ombudsman Office accepts contacts from 
individuals through a variety of methods. 

Referring parties can call the office using a local number or a 1-800 number, complete and 
submit a complaint form on the Ombudsman website, email an office staff member (the email 
addresses are available on the website), download a complaint form and fax it to the office, use 
regular mail, or set an appointment and meet with an ombudsman office staff member in 
person. As displayed in Figure 3, most of these contacting parties contacted the Ombudsman 
Office over the phone (83%). A few of the 
referring parties mailed or emailed their 
complaints to the office (7% and 8%, 
respectively), while just 2 percent went to the 
office in person to speak to the Ombudsman 
Office staff members.  

For 41 percent of the referring parties, the 
Ombudsman Office was the first place that 
they went for help with their complaint or 
inquiry. The Ombudsman Office regularly 
suggests that callers contact counties or 
agencies to file their complaints, if appropriate. Figure 4 displays other previous actions taken 
by referring parties prior to contacting the Ombudsman Office. 

 

 

 
 

Previous contact to Ombudsman Office 

 
 

10% 
Media 9% 

State DHS 7% 
Ombudsman’s website, Facebook page, or 

Twitter feed 6% 

Legislator’s office 5% 
Friend or family member 4% 

County DHS 4% 
Attorney 3% 

Medical professional 3% 
Internet search, operator, or phone book 3% 

Court or Judicial 2% 
Law enforcement 2% 

Community agency 2% 
GAL or CASA 2% 

Advisory board 2% 
Other 16% 

Unknown 20% 
Number (297) 

Table 4. How the Referring Party Heard about 
the Ombudsman Office in Non-Systemic Cases 

83% 

8% 
2% 7% 

Figure 3. How Referring Party Contacted 
the Ombudsman's Office in Non-Sytemic 

Contacts (n=297) 

Phone Email 

Walk-In Mail 
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Information about the Child on the Case 

The Ombudsman Office also collects limited information on the child about whom the referring 
party is calling. There were a total of 351 children included in the cases included in the 297 
contacts received by the Ombudsman Office in FY 2012-2013. This is an average of 1.2 children 
per Ombudsman Office case. Of these 351 children, about half are Caucasian, just under one 
quarter (22%) are Hispanic, 3 percent are African American, and 2 percent are Native American.  

 

Table 5. Information about the Children on the Non-Systemic Cases  

Total number of non-systemic cases 297 

Total number of children covered by the non-systemic cases 351 

Average number of children per OCCPO case 1.2 

Race/Ethnicity of the children involved in OCCPO cases  

African American 3% 

Hispanic 22% 

Native American 2% 

White, non-Hispanic 49% 

Refused/Unknown 24% 

Number 351 

 

 

24% 

9% 5% 6% 
15% 

41% 

0% 

20% 

40% 

60% 

County State 
Complaint 

Department 

Ombudsman 
Office 

Other Unknown None 

Percentage of parties contacting the Ombudsman's Office who previously 
used other complaint mechanisms. Some complainants took more than 

one previous action.  

Figure 4. Previous Actions Taken by Referring Parties 
 Contacting  the Ombudsman's Office in Non-Systemic Cases 

(n=297) 
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Over three-quarters of the contacts made to 
the Ombudsman Office included cases 
where the child was living with one or both 
biological parents or other relative. Eight 
percent were living with a foster family 
when the contact came into the 
Ombudsman Office, and 5 percent were 
living with an adoptive family. See Figure 5 
for more information.  

 

 

 

Nature of Contacts 

Ombudsman Office staff members ask parties who contact the office to describe their 
concerns. If the referring party has several, then the staff member asks the party to identify his 
or her top three issues. This helps the Ombudsman Office focus its actions on the referring 
party’s priorities.  

As shown in Figure 6, the most commonly cited nature of the contacts made to the 
Ombudsman Office was a lack of response by an agency or caseworker, with 17 percent of the 
referring parties citing this as the nature of their contact. Other frequently given natures were 
child health, safety, and well-being (16%); case or ongoing case work (e.g., a concern with the 
management, decisions, services, being offered to a party during their child welfare case), with 
15 percent of referring parties citing that as the nature of their contact; the intake or 
assessment process (14%); and placement issues (e.g., Interstate Compact on the Placement of 
Children, kinship placement, non-kinship placement, etc.). Fewer than 10 percent of the 
contacts were in regard to contact or visitation, the Colorado Department of Human Services, 
the Colorado Department of Youth Corrections, mandated reporting, permanency, the removal 
of children, a call for resources or information, a non-complaint, or another issue. 

 

 

76% 

8% 

5% 
3% 7% 

Figure 5. Familial Circumstances of Child on 
the Case for Non-Systemic Contacts (n=351) 

Biological  

Foster 

Adoptive 

Other 

Unknown 
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Contacts to the Ombudsman Office, by Month 

Figure 7 shows the number of contacts that came into the Ombudsman Office by month during 
the current fiscal year (FY 2012-2013) and the previous fiscal year when the office first opened 
(FY 2011-2012). The Ombudsman Office received a total of 297 non-systemic contacts this year. 
During the first 13 months of operation, the Ombudsman Office received 135 non-systemic 
contacts. As shown in the figure, the number of contacts started low at the beginning of the 
fiscal year, with just six coming in during July 2012. The number of contacts increased to 17 in 
August 2012 and 20 in September of that year. In October, the number fell to 11. There were 
about 21 contacts per month during November, December, and January. Beginning in February 
2013, the contacts increased and stayed at or above 29 contacts per month through the end of 
the fiscal year. The most contacts came into the office during March and May of 2013, when 
the office received 43 and 42 contacts, respectively. During FY 2011-2012, the highest number 
of contacts in a month came in January 2012, when the office received 19 contacts.  

1% 

8% 

6% 

3% 

4% 

13% 

< 0.5% 

1% 

17% 

14% 

1% 

16% 

1% 

15% 

1% 

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 

Other 

Unknown 

Non-Complaint 

Resource/Information 

Removal of children 

Placement 

Permanancy 

Mandated reporting 

Lack of response 

Intake/Assessment 

Department of Youth Corrections 

Child health, safety, and wellbeing 

CDHS 

Case/Ongoing 

Contact/Visitation 

Figure 6. Nature of the Non-Systemic Contacts (n=297) 
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Contacts Resolved, by Month  

During FY 2012-2013, the Ombudsman Office resolved 287 total cases. Of these, 275 of the 
contacts were made to the office during FY 2012-2013 and 12 were made to the office during 
the previous fiscal year. The cases that are open and have not been resolved will be worked on 
during the next fiscal year.  

Figure 8 shows the number of contacts that the Ombudsman Office resolved by month during 
the current and previous fiscal years. The office resolved three contacts in July 2012. The 
number of contacts resolved then increased to about 11 resolved cases per month from August 
to October 2012. The Ombudsman Office resolved 18 cases in November 2012 and then 
resolved more than 20 cases per month for the rest of the fiscal year. In March and May of 
2013, the Ombudsman Office resolved the most contacts, closing 40 in March and 62 in May. In 
FY 2011-2012, the office resolved 120 cases.  
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Figure 7. Number of Non-Systemic Contacts Received by Ombudsman Office, 
by Month 
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Time Frames of Ombudsman Office Contact Resolution 

In FY 2012-2013, the average amount of time that the Ombudsman Office spent resolving a 
contact was an estimated 20 business days.2 Over time, the Ombudsman Office began resolving 
contacts much more quickly. In the first quarter of FY 2012-2013, the average number of 
estimated business days from the date the case opened to the date the case was resolved was 
49.4. This average fell to 23.57 business days in the second quarter. It decreased even further 
to 16.97 business days in the third quarter, and fell to 7.11 business days in the final quarter. 
(These data only include the 275 resolved cases that came into the office during the current 
fiscal year.) Thus, the speed with which contacts were resolved was significantly faster after the 
first quarter and continued to improve throughout FY 2012-2013. The Ombudsman Office’s 
contact resolution average complied with the Work Group time frames in Quarters 2 to 4. 
Further detail can be found in Table 6. 

  

                                                            
2 The estimated number of business days was calculated by subtracting the estimated number of weekend days from the Total Number of 
Days. For example, cases that took a total of one day to resolve remained the same, cases that took a total of seven days to resolve were 
converted to five business days, cases that took a total of 14 days to resolve were converted to 10 business days, etc. Using this methodology 
results in an estimate that will be higher than the actual number of business days. 
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Table 6. Time Frame for Contact Resolution, Total and by Quarter Case Opened In,  
for FY 2012-2013 

 Total Number of Days Estimated Number of 
Business Days 

Contacts made to the Ombudsman in FY 2012-
2013 

  

Average 27.65 20.37 
Median 11 9 

Range 1-256 1-184 
Number 275 275 

Contacts made to the Ombudsman in Quarter 1   
 Average 68.09 49.40 

Median 61 45 
Range 1-256 1-184 

Number 43 43 
Contacts made to the Ombudsman in Quarter 2    

 ♦Average 32.17 23.57 
Median 7 5 

Range 1-192 1-138 
Number 53 53 

Contacts made to the Ombudsman in Quarter 3    
Average 22.87 16.97 
Median 15 11 

Range 1-105 1-75 
Number 97 97 

Contacts made to the Ombudsman in Quarter 4    
Average 9.18 7.11 
Median 7 5 

Range 1-51 1-37 
Number 82 85 

 The differences between the Quarter 1 Total Number of Days and Estimated Number of Business Days means and the Quarters 2, 
3, and 4 Total Number of Days and Estimated Number of Business Days means are statistically significant at <.001. 
♦ The differences between the Quarter 2 Total Number of Days and Estimated Number of Business Days means and the Quarters 1 
and 4 Total Number of Days and Estimated Number of Business Days means are statistically significant at ≤.003. 

 

The Ombudsman Office closed cases at a much faster rate in FY 2012-2013 than in the first 
fiscal year. As shown in Table 7, the average number of business days the office resolved cases 
in during FY 2011-2012 was 41.8, compared to an average of 20.4 business days during FY 2012-
2013. This difference is statistically significant.  

 

Table 7. Number of Business Days for Contact Resolution,  
FY 2011-2012 and FY 2012-2013 

 FY 2011-2012 FY 2012-2013 
Contacts made and closed in each fiscal year   

Average 41.81 20.37 
Median 20.50 9 

Range 0-256 1-184 
Number 120 275 

 The difference between the averages is statistically significant at .001. 
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Of the 22 contacts that were opened in FY 2012-2013 and still open at the end of the fiscal year: 

• None came in during the first quarter of operations; 
• Two came into the office during the second quarter; 
• Two came in during the third quarter.  
• Eighteen were received during the fourth quarter.  

 

The Ombudsman also has two contacts that were opened during FY 2011-2012. This is a total of 
24 open cases that the Ombudsman office staff will continue to work in FY 2013-2014. 

 

Figures 9 and 10 give more details on 
closure time frames of the contacts by 
quarter. As shown in the two figures:  

 

• In Quarter 1, 44 percent, or 19 
contacts, were resolved within the 
30-business-day requirement;  

• Timeliness improved during 
Quarter 2. Thirty-nine (or 71%) of 
the contacts that came into the 
Ombudsman Office during the second quarter of operations were resolved within the 
30-business-day standard; 

• During the third quarter, the Ombudsman Office resolved about 80 percent, or 79 of the 
contacts, within 30 business days; and 

• The Ombudsman Office is within the 30-business-day range for 80 percent, or 80, of the 
contacts that came into the office during the fourth quarter.  
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Figure 9. Percentage of Non-Systemic 
Contacts Resolved in 30-Day Time Frame,  

by Quarter (n=297) 
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Classification of Contacts 

A contact to the Ombudsman’s Office can be 
classified in one of four ways: Inquiry, Review, 
Investigation, or a Non-Complaint. As shown 
in Figure 11, the majority of contacts to the 
office during FY 2012-2013 were classified as a 
review. This means that the Ombudsman 
Office staff members conduct an initial search 
of TRAILS and Colorado Court Database and 
gather any other information necessary to 
determine whether the complaint warrants an 
investigation by the ombudsman. Every complaint that falls under the Ombudsman Office’s 
jurisdiction will proceed as an ombudsman review. Only one contact (i.e., less than 1 percent of 
contacts in the current fiscal year) that came into the office elevated to the level of an 
investigation, which includes a comprehensive independent inquiry into relevant facts, records, 
and statements of witnesses considering the best interests of the child. Investigations include a 
review of records and actions or inactions, and may also include assessing additional facts, 
additional testimony, to include the re-interview of previous witnesses or reporting parties. 
Seventeen percent of the contacts that come into the Ombudsman Office during FY 2012-2013 
were classified as inquiries (i.e., a question or a request for information), while just 4 percent 
were non-complaints, which may include requests for materials, assistance, or other 
information that is relevant for tracking but is not considered a complaint. 

 

During the Ombudsman Office’s last fiscal year, the office had more inquiries and non-
complaints (19% and 7%, respectively) and a greater percentage of investigations, with 4 
percent of the contacts elevating to the level of investigation. There were also fewer reviews 
(70% of contacts). 

Contact Outcomes 

Of the 275 resolved contacts that came into the Ombudsman Office during the current fiscal 
year, just over half (56%) were resolved with the Ombudsman Office affirming the child welfare 
agency and/or caseworker actions. In 2 percent of the cases, the office affirmed the agency or 
caseworker actions, and also offered some additional recommendations on how the case may 
have been handled differently. Eighteen percent of the contacts were closed due to a lack of 
information, and 11 percent were closed with a resource referral. In 2 percent of the resolved 
contacts, the office found that the agency or caseworker was not in compliance with policy of 
law in the handling of the original case. Table 6 gives more information.  

 

17% 

<0.5% 

78% 

4% 

Figure 11. Ombudsman Classification of 
Non-Systemic Contacts FY 2012-2013 

(n=297) 

Inquiry 

Investigation 

Review 

Non-Complaint 
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Table 8. Ombudsman Office Contact Dispositions for Non-Systemic Cases, FY 2012-2013 (n=275) 

Affirmed Agency or Worker Actions  56% 

Affirmed with Recommendations 2% 

Agency or Worker Non-Compliance with Policy or Law 2% 

Case Closed per Complainant 3% 

Case Closed, Lack of Information  18% 

Resource Referral 11% 

Systems Problem Identified 1% 

Declined to Investigate 2% 

Case Closed, Duplicate Complaint 4% 

Investigation Initiated <0.5% 

Other <0.5% 

Not Applicable 2% 

 

Of the 12 resolved contacts resolved during the current fiscal year that came in during the 
previous fiscal year, three-quarters of the cases (or nine contacts) ended with the Ombudsman 
Office affirming the agency or caseworker actions, two contacts (17%) ended with a resource 
referral, and one contact (8%) ended with the office finding caseworker or agency non-
compliance with law or policy.  

FY 2011-2012 Investigation Resolution 

During FY 2011-2012 the Ombudsman Office opened three investigations that did not reach 
resolution until FY 2012-2013. Two investigations involved Logan County while the other 
involved a child in Park County. The delay in resolution to these cases was as follows: 

1) Complexity of Issues. Investigations into complaints involving actions and inactions 
to county practice, along with policy violations are extremely in depth and take a 
great deal of time to gather documentation, as well as reviewing the materials and 
seeking further clarification to the issues. In these two instances, there was a great 
deal of information sought and provided, extending the time frames for resolution. 
The Ombudsman Office seeks to deliver the most accurate information in an effort 
to provide accurate recommendations that will target the issue and serve to 
improve compliance and practice for future family involvements.  
 

2) Restrictions on Release. Oftentimes cases that the Ombudsman Office has under 
review and/or investigation are also involved in criminal or civil proceedings that 
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disallow for the release of information prior to the resolution of those matters. In 
the instance of one of these investigations, a gag order was issued in the criminal 
case, disallowing the Ombudsman Office to release any information in the 
investigation until receiving release from the district attorney in the charging matter. 
Once the order was lifted, the Ombudsman Office compiled the information 
necessary for the complete investigation into the complaint and issued findings to 
the county, as well as to the Colorado Department of Human Services and the 
public. Based on these restrictions, two remaining investigations that were initiated 
in FY 2011-2012 remain on hold pending release from the criminal justice and 
judicial systems. 

In these three investigations, the Ombudsman Office found instances of practice concerns, 
along with policy violations. It is important to note that the Ombudsman Office also found areas 
of strength in each investigation, and that information, along with the findings of concern were 
forwarded to Logan County and Park County for response prior to releasing the reports to the 
Colorado Department of Human Services or posting the reports on the Ombudsman website. 
The complete public release of these reports outlining concerns and strengths identified by the 
Ombudsman Office can be found at www.protectcoloradochildren.org under the “Reports” tab. 

FY 2012-2013 Investigations 

The Ombudsman Office opened one investigation in FY 2012-2013 in which the office 
investigated a child fatality review report released from the Colorado Department of Human 
Services. The Ombudsman released a report detailing the findings of the investigation on April 
24, 2013, and found that the CDHS public report contained numerous errors and omissions. 
This report, in its entirety, can be located on the Ombudsman website at 
www.protectcoloradochildren.org under the “Reports” tab. 

It is the Ombudman Office’s position that the practice of child fatality review should include a 
thorough, accurate, and transparent account of practices and involvement with the child and 
family. Findings from child fatality reviews may be used in conjunction with other data 
measures to inform systemic improvements within the child protection community, as well as 
provide information to the general public, which will foster accountability and transparency.  

Investigative Recommendations 

In all of the above investigations, the Ombudsman Office offered a comprehensive list of 
recommendations to both the county Departments and the Colorado Department of Human 
Services. In making recommendations, the Ombudsman Office is seeking to offer solutions to 
issues on a multi-level basis, including recommendations for specific caseworkers, 
recommendations for agency improvement around specific practice related issues and issues 
for improvement in overall child protection policy. It is the Ombudsman Office’s desire to work 
with county Departments and the Colorado Department of Human Services to improve overall 

http://www.protectcoloradochildren.org/
http://www.protectcoloradochildren.org/
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child protection policy and practice to ensure the safety and well-being of Colorado’s children. 
A comprehensive list of the Ombudsman recommendations can be found in Appendix F. 

Conclusions  

The following are key findings of a statistical analysis of information recorded by ombudsman 
office staff on all contacts to the office during Fiscal Year 2012-2013: 

• The Ombudsman Office received 317 contacts: 297 non-systemic contacts and 20 
systemic contacts. 

• The Ombudsman Office was the first place that 41 percent of complaining parties 
turned for help, with smaller fractions reporting that they had used a county (24%) 
and/or state (9%) complaint process. 

• During the 12-month study period, contacts averaged 24.75 per month, with referral 
activity increasing after November 2012. 

• Most contacting parties were biological parents (33%), grandparents (16%), or other 
relatives (14%). 

• Most contacting parties learned about the Ombudsman Office by having previously 
contacted the Ombudsman Office (10%) or through the media (9%). 

• The majority of cases (78%) were classified by ombudsman staff as needing a review. 
Only one contact involved an investigation. 

• Overall, 73 percent of cases referred during FY 2012-2013 were resolved within 30 
business days, with the rate of resolution within this time frame steadily rising from 44 
percent during the first quarter to 71 percent in Quarter 2, and 80 percent in Quarters 3 
and 4. 

• During Quarters 2, 3, and 4, the Ombudsman Office met the timeliness standards set by 
the Child Protection Ombudsman Work Group for contacts. 

• Over half (58%) of all cases were resolved with an affirmation of agency and/or 
caseworker policy. Most of the remainder were closed by the Ombudsman Office due to 
a lack of information (18%) or with a resource referral (11%). 

• In six (2%) of the 287 contacts that the Ombudsman Office resolved during the current 
fiscal year, the office found agency or caseworker non-compliance with law or policy. 

• The Ombudsman Office closed two investigations that were initiated during FY 2011-
2012. 

• The lengthy nature of the investigation process reflects the time required to contact and 
interview various professionals and/or obtain reports and documents, as well as court 
orders that restrict completion of the Ombudsman Office investigation and/or release of 
investigative reports. 

• The Ombudsman Office initiated an investigation on one case during FY 2012-2013. 
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Issues Tracked by the Ombudsman Office in Year 2 
 

The Ombudsman Office has been fully operational for two years at the writing of this report. 
Although the Ombudsman Office has been gathering large amounts of data throughout these 
two years, the data pool continues not to be large enough to adequately track and identify 
significant trends or issues. The Ombudsman Office, alongside of the Colorado Department of 
Human Services, began operating the Ombudsman Office with the shared knowledge that it 
may be two or more years of consistent data collection before trends or themes would emerge 
with some measure of reliability. This being said, the data collected throughout Year 1 and into 
Year 2 continues to identify areas of potential themes or issues.  
 
Issues Identified in FY 2011-12 
 

• Risk and Safety Assessments 
• Intake Inconsistencies or Issues 
• Mandatory Reporting of Child Abuse 
• Substance Abuse and Implications for Parenting 
• Systems Navigation Issues 
• Concerns and/or Fear of Retribution 
• Training Issues 
• Adoption Subsidies 
• Child Fatality Review Team/Ombudsman Office’s Role 
• Child Protection Team Issues 
• Grievance Processes 
• Allegations of Child Abuse and/or Lack of Representation in Divorce (Civil) Cases 

 
Summary of FY 2011-2012 concerns and Status at end of FY 2012-2013 
 
Risk and Safety Assessments: The Ombudsman Office notes that at least 75 percent of its 
reviews involved issues regarding risk and safety assessments, including misuse of the tools, 
lack of documentation, or failure to complete the tools. The Ombudsman Staff shared this 
concern with the Colorado Department of Human Services leadership and supervisory staff in 
July 2012, and published concerns in the first Annual Report, September 2012. CDHS staff 
acknowledged the concerns and advised the Ombudsman Office that new Risk and Safety 
Assessment tools were being created. The Ombudsman Staff suggested that CDHS implement 
additional trainings or safeguards of the current process until the new tools became available. 
As of June 2013, the Ombudsman Office continues to find errors around risk and safety 
assessments and is unaware of any interim support and/or training that was initiated during the 
last fiscal year to address these concerns while a new tool was being developed and introduced. 
In July 2013, the Ombudsman Office again brought the issue to CDHS and was advised that 
training roll-out for the new tools will begin to take place in September 2013, with aspirations 
for full roll-out in October 2013 should TRAILS be able to support the new tool.  
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Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to monitor existing and new 
tools for effectiveness and appropriate use and will remain in communication with CDHS 
regarding any issues identified during and after roll-out.  

 
Intake Inconsistencies or Issues: The Ombudsman Office identified a significant number of 
complaints and concerns regarding inconsistent intake practices across counties. Ombudsman 
staff found reports of abuse or neglect by mandatory reporters not being entered into TRAILS, 
and found reports of abuse added as notes to prior reports rather than being added to TRAILS 
as new reports. The passage of HB 13-1271 created a Child Abuse Reporting Hotline and 
requires CDHS to adopt rules around consistent and accurate recording of child abuse and 
neglect reports and allegations. The Ombudsman Office testified in favor of and supported the 
passage of HB 13-1271.  
 

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to track and monitor intake 
issues and inconsistencies for trends. 

 
Mandatory Reporting of Child Abuse: The Ombudsman Office received numerous concerns 
from mandatory reporters regarding the handling of reports. Frustrated physicians, clergy, 
educators, and community members who are legally required to report child abuse and neglect 
do not know if or how their reports were ever acted upon, and sometimes assume their report 
was not investigated and thus ignored. The Ombudsman staff continued to receive complaints 
and concerns from mandatory reporters about this issue in Year 2. Physicians were the most 
frequent complainants, citing that in some instances, they should be privy to the status of the 
report follow-up. 

The Ombudsman Office applied for grant funding from CDHS to provide an independent online 
discipline-specific mandatory reporter training for medical personnel, clergy, law enforcement, 
educators, and child care providers. The funding request was denied by CDHS, citing a conflict 
of interest. 

During Year 1, the Ombudsman Office surveyed County Human Services Directors about 
mandatory reporter issues, and more than 80 percent of the respondents believed that school 
personnel, medical responders, clergy, and first responders need more or better training about 
mandatory reporting.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office continues to strongly support broad and 
accessible discipline-specific training for all mandatory reporters. 

Substance Abuse and Implications for Parenting: The Ombudsman Office reported a strong 
relationship (approximately 80% of cases reviewed) between the involvement of substance 
abuse by caregivers and child welfare involvement. The first Annual Report cited a need to 
monitor the issue and implications for safe parenting. The first Annual Report supported 
legislative attention to caregiver substance abuse issues as a child abuse and neglect prevention 
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measure. The Ombudsman Office continued to see a strong relationship between caregiver 
substance abuse and child welfare involvement in cases reviewed or investigated in Year 2. 

The passage of SB 13-278 creates a definition of drug-endangered children in Colorado, and 
attempts to support stronger understanding and collaboration among law enforcement, courts, 
and child welfare professionals as it relates to decision making and intervention with families 
substance abuse and child welfare. The Ombudsman Office testified in favor of and supported 
the passage of SB 13-278. The Ombudsman Office will continue to track and monitor substance 
abuse as it relates to child welfare involvement.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office strongly supports improved training for child 
welfare professionals regarding risks of substance abuse and implications for children 
and families. 

Systems Navigation Issues: About 70 percent of contacts and complaints to the Ombudsman 
Office during FY 2011-2012 involved some element of misunderstanding about “the system” 
(i.e., child welfare, the courts, other stakeholders.) Many complainants failed to understand 
decisions being made about their family and expectations for compliance with courts and social 
workers. At least 70 percent of contacts and complaints to the Ombudsman Office in FY 2012-
2013 continued to involve some element of misunderstanding or lack of clarity about decisions 
made about families and expectations set forth for families by the child welfare system 
stakeholders including human services and courts.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office continues to support more and/or better 
training for child welfare professionals and other stakeholders around educating clients 
about system navigation, decision-making, and expectations. 

 
Concerns and/or Fear of Retribution: During Year 1, the Ombudsman Office received an 
unanticipated number of calls involving fear of retribution. Several complainants stated that 
they did not, or would not, file a complaint with a human services entity (or other child welfare 
agency) for fear of retribution. Ombudsman staff continued to received complaints or concerns 
involving fear of retribution in Year 2. Complainants feared that decisions would be made 
differently in their case if they filed a grievance, or that they would not be unified with the child 
involved (whether through reunification, placement, and/or adoption). Other fears of 
retribution involved reduced ability to negotiate rates of reimbursement by providers, and 
adoption subsidies by adoptive parents. 

Whether such fears of retribution are real or perceived, there is a growing number of clients 
(both families and providers) who report evidence of or fear retribution from county or state 
human services.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will monitor, and also suggests that CDHS 
monitor, reports of threats of retribution, by county and by worker, to monitor for 
trends. The Ombudsman Office supports legislative or policy changes that address the 



 

40 
 

issue of threats of retribution from within the system, to decrease and mitigate 
inequities across counties while promoting the best interest of children and families. 

Training Issues: The Ombudsman Office reported complaints from at least eight county 
departments of human services regarding training in Year 1. Complaints concerned geographic 
challenges for trainings held exclusively in the Denver metro area. Complaints also addressed 
the need for updated training and an increased variety of trainings. Complainants felt the 
training offerings were outdated and lacking in variety.  

The Ombudsman Office continued to receive complaints regarding child welfare training at all 
levels during FY 2012-2013. In 2013, CDHS issued a request for proposals for the Child Welfare 
Training Academy. The Kempe Center for Children was selected as the new host for the Child 
Welfare Training Academy and is working diligently to revise training competencies to assess 
areas of need for revision or enhanced caseworker training. The Ombudsman Office applauds 
CDHS for prioritizing improvement of child welfare training.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to track and monitor 
complaints and concerns regarding training issues. 

Adoption Subsidies: The Ombudsman Office received concerns and complaints from adoptive 
parents, stakeholders, and the Colorado Coalition of Adoptive Families (COCAF). The primary 
concerns were variation in adoption subsidy negotiations by county statewide, and lack of post-
adoption services and supports for families.  

Throughout FY 2012-2013, the Ombudsman Office continued to facilitate the conversation 
between adoption stakeholders and CDHS, working toward recognition and resolution of these 
issues. The Ombudsman Office initiated meetings and facilitated dialogue between adoption 
stakeholders (parents and COCAF leaders) and CDHS in November 2012 and April 2013. CDHS 
officials agreed to convey concerns to CDHS Policy Advisory Committee (CDHS PAC/SubPAC) as 
of the April 2013 meeting. 

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to lead and facilitate 
communications between adoption stakeholders and CDHS regarding adoption 
subsidies, post-adoptive services, and other issues brought forth in these dialogues. The 
Ombudsman Office will continue to track and monitor complaints, trends, and 
legislative/policy progress on these issues.  

Child Fatality Review Team/Ombudsman Office’s Role: In the first Annual Report, the 
Ombudsman Office reported challenges establishing the role of the Ombudsman at CDHS Child 
Fatality Review Team (CFRT) meetings. Specifically, some CFRT members questioned the ability 
of the Ombudsman to initiate an investigation (at the Ombudsman’s discretion) as opposed to 
only investigating issues brought to the Ombudsman via complaints. The Ombudsman agreed 
to further explore the issues in the Year 1 Annual Report.  
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The role of the Ombudsman Office was further questioned by members of the CDHS CFRT in 
the Year 2 meetings. The Ombudsman was advised by legal counsel that indeed, the 
Ombudsman Office has the legal authority and responsibility to initiate investigations at the 
Ombudsman’s discretion, and is not limited to investigating issues that arise solely from public 
complaints. Members of the CFRT registered strong opposition to the Ombudsman’s 
participation in the CDHS CFRT based on the Ombudsman’s ability to initiate investigations 
independently and the CFRT’s apprehension about sharing information freely in the presence of 
the Ombudsman. Also during Year 2, SB 13-255 passed, which modified the role of the Colorado 
Department of Public Health and Environment’s (CDPHE) role in child fatality review, and also 
added the Ombudsman to the CDPHE Child Fatality Review process. While some county 
stakeholders expressed interest in removing or limiting the role of the Ombudsman in 
participating in CDHS CFRT, no legislative amendment occurred and the Ombudsman now 
serves on both the CDHS and CDPHE Child Fatality Review processes by law.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office continues see value in participation in the 
Review Team and will continue to participate in and monitor these processes.  

Child Protection Team Issues: The Ombudsman Office listed Child Protection Teams (CPTs) as a 
concern in the first Annual Report because CPTs vary widely across counties, and county staff 
report variances in the scope and effectiveness of Child Protection Teams. 
 
The Ombudsman Office continued to monitor Child Protection Teams in Year 2, and 
participated in an ad hoc work group with counties and other stakeholders to explore ways to 
maximize the effectiveness of CPTs. Several county workers question the effectiveness of CPTs 
and report that workers spend a lot of time preparing for very short presentations on cases 
with minimal yield for their efforts that does not change or improve practice. Other counties, 
however, find the CPT process to be a positive and valuable learning experience. 

The Ombudsman Office supports flexibility for counties to conduct Child Protection Team 
meetings in whatever manner most effective and productive for improving and analyzing 
practice. The Ombudsman Office suggests that CDHS assist counties in identifying effective 
practices of CPTs, while also assisting counties in maximizing effectiveness of time and effort 
spent preparing for and participating in CPTs.  
 

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to monitor the issue and is 
willing to continue serving on the ad hoc work group to help improve CPTs statewide. 

 
Grievance Processes: The Ombudsman is mandated to explore grievance processes across child 
welfare and to recommend ways to streamline and eliminate duplication across grievance 
processes. In Year 1, the Ombudsman Office surveyed county Human Services directors to 
explore their perspectives about grievance processes. The results of that survey were 
documented in the first Annual Report.  
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The Ombudsman Office continued to explore grievance processes in Year 2. The Ombudsman 
Office hosted and facilitated a Grievance Process Roundtable, inviting counties, state, and other 
stakeholders to share about individual grievance processes and explore ways to streamline 
processes and decrease duplication. Participants presented their grievance processes and 
materials, and discussed challenges and strengths. The Ombudsman Office compiled the 
meeting summary and materials used by each entity for grievances and made materials 
available for all child welfare stakeholders to use as a reference or template. 

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to explore ways to improve 
and streamline grievance processes across child welfare systems. 

Allegations of Child Abuse and/or Lack of Representation in Divorce (Civil) Cases: In Year 1, the 
Ombudsman Office reported receiving a large number of complaints from parents alleging 
abuse or neglect in the home of their current or former spouse, many times during or related to 
civil (divorce) proceedings. The Ombudsman identified a lack of resources for these 
complainants, especially for those who were unable to afford private legal representation. 
 
The Ombudsman Office continued to receive a significant number of complaints in this category 
in Year 2. The Ombudsman Office continues to consider each individual complaint based on the 
merits of the complaint, and is unable to become involved in civil disputes that involve no 
evidence of inappropriate action or inaction of the child welfare system. 

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman will continue to track and monitor complaints 
involving alleged child abuse in conjunction with a civil case, but is not equipped to 
assist parents in finding resources and assistance in these cases. The Ombudsman Office 
will seek no further action or research on these issues, beyond the initial impartial 
review of the case for inappropriate child welfare action or inaction.  

 
New Issues Identified FY 2012-2013 
 
The following list of issues has been extracted from the second year’s observations and data 
collection during case research and review, or from direct input from large stakeholder groups. 
Some of the issues identified in Year 1 continued to prove to be ongoing issues in Year 2. The 
Ombudsman’s monitoring of these issues is clarified in the above section of this report. The 
issues below are currently being discussed by the Ombudsman Office and the Colorado 
Department of Human Services to determine level of concern, actions needed, or actions 
already being taken to achieve systemic improvement and effectiveness in Colorado’s child 
protection system. 
 

• Lack of after-hours response to law enforcement; and 
• Ombudsman oversight. 

 
Lack of After-hours Response to Law Enforcement: In Year 2, the Ombudsman Office received 
complaints from three separate law enforcement jurisdictions regarding lack of or inadequate 
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responses from county departments of human services after-hours and or during weekends. 
Specifically, law enforcement officials complained that county DHS workers either failed to 
respond or responded inappropriately to requests to respond to an arrest scene with children 
present. Law enforcement reported that on numerous occasions, county DHS workers claimed 
they were understaffed and unable to respond directly to the scene, leaving law enforcement 
to find care for the child or children involved until county DHS workers were able to respond.  
 

Recommendations: The Ombudsman Office has discussed this issue with CDHS and 
continues to monitor and track the issue. The Ombudsman Office recommends that 
CDHS monitor the issue for county action, inaction, and compliance with law in 
situations involving arrests and decisions about child care and custody. 

Ombudsman Oversight: The Ombudsman Office has served via contract at the pleasure of 
Colorado Department of Human Services since the office opened in 2011. During this time, the 
Ombudsman Office has maintained compliance with the law and the contract with CDHS, 
including monthly reporting and meeting with CDHS leadership. While the Ombudsman Office 
understands and appreciates the value of collaboration and partnership with the Colorado 
Department of Human Services, the Ombudsman asserts that the office is unable to function 
truly independently while being managed by the entity it was intended to monitor and 
investigate.  

Recommendations: The Ombudsman Office, together with the Ombudsman Advisory 
Council and members of the legislature, will begin to explore avenues through which 
to function independently of the Colorado Department of Human Services. In the spirit 
of true independence and best practice, (according to the American Bar Association 
and the United States Ombudsman Association), the Ombudsman Office can and 
should be managed by a neutral entity independent of the Colorado Department of 
Human Services. Only then can the public, legislature, and child protection 
stakeholders be assured that the Ombudsman Office is able to function in an 
independent and unbiased manner working for the best interest of children and 
families. 
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Special Projects Pursued by the Ombudsman Office in Year 2 

The Ombudsman Office pursued two special projects during Year 2. 

• Special Project I: Facilitation of Adoption Stakeholder and CDHS Meetings 
• Special Project II: Facilitation of Grievance Process Roundtable 

Special Project I: Facilitation of Adoption Stakeholder and CDHS Meetings 

• The Ombudsman Office facilitated an initial meeting between adoption stakeholders 
and CDHS staff regarding Annual Report Year 1 Issues and ongoing concerns in 
November 2012. 

• The Ombudsman Office later facilitated a follow-up meeting between adoption 
stakeholders and CDHS staff regarding ongoing issues and concerns in April 2013. 

The Ombudsman Office received concerns and complaints from adoptive parents, stakeholders, 
and the Colorado Coalition of Adoptive Families (COCAF) during Year 1. The primary concerns 
were a variation in adoption subsidy negotiations by county statewide, and lack of post-
adoption services and supports for families. The Ombudsman Office continued to facilitate the 
conversation between adoption stakeholders and CDHS, working toward recognition and 
resolution of these issues. 

In Year 2, the Ombudsman Office initiated meetings and facilitated dialogue between adoption 
stakeholders (parents and COCAF leaders) and CDHS in November 2012 and April 2013. CDHS 
officials agreed to convey concerns to CDHS Policy Advisory Committee (CDHS PAC/SubPAC) as 
of the April 2013 meeting. Specific issues and concerns submitted to CDHS by COCAF and the 
Ombudsman Office are included in Appendix G.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to lead and facilitate 
communications between adoption stakeholders and CDHS regarding adoption 
subsidies, post-adoptive services and other issues brought forth in these dialogues. The 
Ombudsman Office continues to receive complaints involving lack of post-adoptive 
services and supports available to adoptive families. In the interest of permanency and 
preventing disruption of adoptions, the Ombudsman Office shares concern about the 
need for additional services and supports for adoptive families. The Ombudsman Office 
will continue to track and monitor complaints, trends, and legislative/policy progress on 
these issues.  

Special Project II: Facilitation of Grievance Process Roundtable 

• In April 2013, the Ombudsman Office facilitated a Grievance Process Roundtable for 
county and state DHS staff. Participants included representatives from CDHS; the 
Ombudsman Office; ; Arapahoe, Boulder, Denver, Jefferson, Larimer, and Eagle 
counties; and the Center for Policy Research.  
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The Ombudsman Office is mandated to explore grievance processes across child welfare and to 
recommend ways to streamline and eliminate duplication across grievance processes. 

In Year 1, the Ombudsman Office surveyed county Human Services directors to explore their 
perspectives about grievance processes. The Ombudsman Office continued to explore 
grievance processes in Year 2. The Ombudsman Office hosted and facilitated a Grievance 
Process Roundtable, inviting counties, state, and other stakeholders to share about individual 
grievance processes and explore ways to streamline processes and decrease duplication. 
Participants presented their grievance processes and materials, and discussed challenges and 
strengths. The Ombudsman Office compiled the meeting summary and materials used by each 
entity for grievances, and made materials available for all child welfare stakeholders to use as a 
reference or template. 

A summary of Grievance Process Survey conducted by Center for Policy Research, along with 
the meeting minutes, and the grievance materials submitted by participants of the meeting are 
included in Appendix H.  

Year 3 Action Step: The Ombudsman Office will continue to explore ways to improve 
and streamline grievance processes across child welfare systems.  
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Moving Forward: Year 3 Plans 

The Ombudsman Office is looking forward to another successful year. Under new leadership, 
the Ombudsman Office will look to improve how daily business is conducted including how the 
Ombudsman Office provides services to Colorado families, professionals, and stakeholders. The 
Ombudsman Office is now fully staffed with experienced and dedicated professionals willing to 
make a difference. 

 
In addition to the Year 3 Goals listed earlier, the Ombudsman’s Office will strive to improve the 
following areas of performance: 

 
• Initial Response Time to Initiating Complainant. The Ombudsman Office strives for a 

positive and responsive client experience for every complainant that reaches out to the 
Ombudsman Office. Standards for a return call to the initial complainant are two 
business days. The Office has improved in this standard dramatically over Year 2 and will 
continue to offer an exceptional client experience for all those reaching out to the 
Ombudsman Office.  

 
• Timelines for Completion of Reviews and Investigations. As the Year 2 data reflects, the 

Ombudsman Office reached the established standard for completion of reviews in 
Quarters Two, Three and Four. The Ombudsman Office will continue to use best efforts 
to bring resolution to complaints within 30 working days. Further, the Ombudsman 
Office will strive for timely completion of investigations. The Ombudsman Office goal for 
completion of investigations is 60 business days; however, this time frame often 
requires extensions based on challenges previously listed in this report. When 
challenges and/or delays arise, the Ombudsman Office will be diligent in offering 
notification to the County Department or other agency being investigated, as well as the 
Colorado Department of Human Services when necessary.  

 
• Effective and Efficient Completion of Reviews and Investigations. The Ombudsman 

Office strives to ensure an exemplary customer service experience for each individual or 
agency reaching out to the Ombudsman Office. The Ombudsman Office will continue to 
provide thorough and efficient reviews and investigations of all complaints that meet 
review and/or investigation criteria, communicating outcomes of such reviews and 
investigations to all parties directly involved in the process (e.g., complainant, county 
directors or appropriate staff, agency staff).  

 
• Data Tracking. During Year 2 the Ombudsman Database has become fully operational 

and is now being used for all data tracking purposes. The Ombudsman Office will 
continue to input all necessary information into the database to ensure that a thorough 
analysis of all data, as well as documentation of developing trends can be appropriately 
identified and analyzed at the conclusion of Year 3. 
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• Public awareness. The Ombudsman Office will develop and implement ongoing 
strategies to increase public awareness of the purpose, functions, and accessibility of 
information relating the Ombudsman Office. The Ombudsman Office will continue to 
provide education to the public concerning prominent child maltreatment issues 
Colorado children are facing, as well as the role of the community, and the necessity for 
collaboration in strengthening families and overall prevention and recognition of child 
abuse and neglect.  

 
• Ongoing Promotion of Best Practice Standards. In every review and/or investigation, 

the Ombudsman Office is continually looking at standards that meet or exceed those 
outlined in Volume VII, as well as areas that warrant review and possible clarification or 
change to related child protection rule and policy. As part of the Ombudsman Office 
mission, the Ombudsman staff will continue to promote better outcomes for children 
and families involved in the child protection system, utilizing data gained through 
reviews and investigation to provide recommendations for individual County or worker 
practice, as well as overall systemic improvements.  

 
• Document Compliments; Solicit and Highlight Successes and Compliments about 

Individuals, Organizations, or Efforts. The Ombudsman Office recognizes that the field 
of child protection is overwhelming and exhausting work that often does not receive the 
appreciation or recognition warranted for a job well done. The Ombudsman Office will 
continue to make an effort to solicit compliments and highlight best practice successes 
across child protections systems. The Ombudsman Office will track notable and positive 
outcomes and report these outcomes to the county Departments and the Colorado 
Department of Human Services to be used as a model for best practice standards. 

 
• Continue to Provide and Independent Forum to Register Concerns. The Ombudsman 

Office strives to provide child welfare and youth corrections stakeholders an 
independent forum to register their concerns. The Ombudsman Office is committed to 
achieving its legislative mandate, which includes, but is not limited to, remaining 
independent of the child welfare and youth corrections system; providing an impartial 
review of concerns; accepting complaints or concerns from anyone; serving as a 
resource and “system navigator” to educate the general public and stakeholders about 
these two systems; and promoting the best interest of children and families. 
 

• Provide Appropriate and Adequate Resource Referrals to Constituents and 
Stakeholders reaching out to the Ombudsman Office. The Ombudsman Office receives 
numerous calls weekly from members of the public seeking a variety of resources within 
the community, including resources for out-of-state complainants or need for services 
outside of Colorado. The Ombudsman Office will continue to grow the list of resources 
previously compiled to ensure that the information is readily accessible, current, and 
relevant for all callers to the Ombudsman Office. 
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The Ombudsman Office continues to prioritize the highest level of commitment toward 
improving and strengthening Colorado’s child protection systems. The Ombudsman Office staff 
welcomes input from any member of the public and continues to seek opportunities for 
outreach and public education to promote better outcomes for children and families. We join 
our partners statewide in working to make Colorado a leader in ensuring children are protected 
and given the opportunity to thrive.  
 

Conclusions 

While Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman Office workload volume continues to increase, 
data continue to reveal strengths and challenges about child protection in Colorado. The role of 
the Ombudsman is to ensure an independent and impartial mechanism for reviewing 
grievances and investigating concerns to inform the improvement of policies and systems that 
exist to protect Colorado’s most vulnerable children. 

This report summarizes the second year of data collected by the Ombudsman Office and 
evaluates Ombudsman Office response time to public input. Finally, this report summarizes the 
primary issues monitored by the Ombudsman Office over the past two years and provides 
recommendations for further exploration and improvement of these issue areas.  

Colorado’s Child Protection Ombudsman continues to strive to serve as an independent 
intermediary between the public and Colorado’s child protection system, addressing individual 
grievances while tracking data and trends to assess greater systemic issues and concerns. The 
Ombudsman Office was created to improve systems that protect children, and the data and 
recommendations presented in this report seek to serve that purpose. The staff of Colorado’s 
Child Protection Ombudsman Office are honored to serve the children and families of Colorado, 
and enter their third year of service dedicated to continued improvement of child protection. 
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