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Response to Starving Teenagers


My 14 year old son is 5’ 7” and weighs 140 lbs.  He isn’t big for his age.  Last Saturday night, I fed him and six of his friends an endless supply of pizza, chicken wings
and potato skins.  They watched the Yankees suffer as they alternately yelled, groaned and chewed.  Seven noisy teenage boys, full of life and junk food, sprawled around our den.  Gallons of lemonade disappeared along with Halloween decorated cupcakes.

Sunday morning, I read with absolute horror and profound sadness about four adolescent boys who gnawed on window sills, ate wallboard instead of pizza and rummaged in a trash can for food.  Neighbors admit noticing the painfully emaciated boys, even watched them cut grass with a scissors.  DYFS workers allegedly visited their home 38 times without noticing or intervening to protect the boys.  Given the responsibility for children in New Jersey, the workers from DYFS have failed so miserably that, perhaps, prosecutors will consider charging them with child endangerment.  How can we begin to trust that the other 14, 300 children in foster care are safe?  
Special Deputy Human Services Commissioner Colleen Maguire wonders if “we’re dealing with negligence, indifference or gross incompetence.”  It frankly doesn’t matter.  We are dealing with vulnerable children.  Does anyone care?  The same newspaper that reported this outrageous story devoted several pages to the candidates in 
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the upcoming state legislature elections.  These politicians noted property taxes, the environment, homeland security and rising health care costs as issues to define their candidacy.  Not one mentioned the safety of our children or the debacle that is DYFS.

Governor McGreevy is “shocked and angry” again.  Initially, no comment came from the perennially silent Commissioner Harris. Then, she is quoted as planning to send out 7000 letters to DYFS staff reiterating the importance of child safety.  Finally, Harris acknowledged that she has a staffing problem.  I thought little Faheem Williams made that clear in January.  I’m really wondering how the Assemblyman feels who told me in August that the media and I pick on DYFS.  Does he feel?  

The travesty at DYFS is well beyond a state of  emergency.  When will the bureaucrats leave their offices in Trenton, get out into the field and stay in the trenches until they are convinced that the children are safe. Investigations and outside panels will never “fix” the tragedy.  Only inspired leadership will provide the courage, commitment and caring necessary.  Crumbling and demoralized, DYFS has lost its heart, lost its soul.   Tonight, I watched with tears on my face as my strong healthy son devoured his turkey and potato dinner with a teenager’s gusto.  He weighs 100 pounds more than that other 14 year old boy.  

Linda Van Fossen is the Executive Director of the Counseling Centers for Human Development in Cranford, NJ.  The Center has satellite offices in Monmouth and Ocean Counties also.   
