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The Youth Law Center, established in 1978, is a national public inter-
est law firm that works to protect children in the nation’s foster care 
and justice systems from abuse and neglect, and to ensure that they 
receive the necessary parenting, support, and services to thrive. Our 
core belief is that every child and youth has the potential to live a 
healthy and productive life. Our mission is to ensure justice for every 
system-involved child and youth through ensuring effective, devel-
opmentally appropriate parenting, strong family and community re-
lationships, freedom from abuse or neglect, appropriate educational 
support and opportunities, effective health and mental health care, 
and the ability to become thriving adults.
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Acronyms
Below is a list of abbreviated terms used throughout this report. Please see the Appendix 
for a glossary of key terms. 

BHS:		  Sacramento County’s Behavioral Health Services Division

CDSS:		  California Department of Social Services

CPS: 		  Sacramento County’s Child Protective Services Division

CPSU:		  Centralized Placement Support Unit

CFT:		  Child and Family Team

DCFAS:		  Sacramento County’s Department of Child, Family and Adult Services

ETCFT:		  Expedited Transition Child and Family Team

FIT: 		  Flexible Integrated Treatment

FFA: 		  Foster Family Agency

FSP: 		  Full Service Partnership

ICC: 		  Intensive Care Coordination

ISFC: 		  Intensive Services Foster Care

SMHS: 		  Specialty Mental Health Services

STRTP: 		 Short-Term Residential Therapeutic Program

TSCF: 		  Temporary Shelter Care Facility 

TBS: 		  Therapeutic Behavioral Services

TFC: 		  Therapeutic Foster Care
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Introduction

California has been reforming its child 
welfare system for well over a de-
cade, centering children and fami-
lies one step and initiative at a time. 
These efforts have included increased 
funding for community and family 
supports and creating systems and 
processes to better support children 
at home with families. Finally, in 2017, 
implementation began in earnest of 
the state’s Continuum of Care Reform 
(CCR), which was “built around [the 
notion] that reliance on congregate 
care should be limited to short-term, 
therapeutic interventions” and that “all 
children served by the foster care sys-
tem need, deserve, and have an ability 
to be part of a loving family, and not to 
grow up in a congregate setting.”1 

While descriptions of CCR frequent-
ly focus on restrictions it placed on 
congregate care, the reform effort is 
perhaps more notable for its unprec-
edented investment in community 
supports, i.e., the systems needed 
to support children in family settings 
instead of in congregate care.2 CCR’s 
initial implementation was followed by 
a succession of financial investments 
of hundreds of millions of dollars made 
available to counties to build a foster 
care system to better support children 
in community settings and with fami-
lies.3 However, California has a coun-
ty-run child welfare system. The State 
can provide funding and structure, 
but it is up to the counties to actually 
use that funding and structure to build 
something new. 

There are many possible approaches 
to building a foster care system to sup-
port children with families and in their 
community, but three core strategies 
appear necessary:

1. �Increasing kin supports, connections, 
and placements (including relatives 
and non-relative extended family 
members); 

2. �Connecting youth to community-
based therapeutic supports; and

3. �Developing emergency home-based 
options that youth can access when 
they need them.

Each of these three components 
contribute to a healthy system. When 
a county does not build all three, its 
child welfare system frequently has 
symptoms of an unhealthy system. For 
older youth, these symptoms most fre-
quently manifest in a disparately high 
number of youth needing emergen-
cy placements, frequent placement 
changes, and, in worst case situations, 
youth missing or living in unlicensed 
institutions in violation of state law. 

For almost a decade, Sacramento 
County has struggled with emergen-
cy placements and placing children 
in unlicensed settings. Most recently, 
the County resorted to using a for-
mer juvenile detention facility where 
the youth slept in cells: the Warren E. 
Thornton Youth Center (WET Youth 
Center). Also notably, Sacramento 
County has some of the lowest num-
bers of youth placed with kin as a first-
time placement in California.4

As a result of Daniels v. County of 
Sacramento,5 filed in June of 2023, the 
County stopped using the WET Youth 
Center and pledged to no longer use 
unlicensed institutions as part of its 
child welfare system. As described 
in this report, after years of missteps, 
the County acted quickly to move 
children from the WET Youth Center 
to licensed, appropriate foster homes, 
including many relative placements. 
Importantly, the County has used this 
change as an opportunity for a sys-
temic child welfare reform effort. This 
reform includes, in part, expanding 
funding and availability of communi-
ty-based therapeutic supports for at-
risk foster youth, dedicated initiatives 
focused on increasing connections and 
placements with kin, an expansion of 
community-based therapeutic set-
tings through Intensive Services Foster 
Care (ISFC) for youth with complex 
care needs, and the creation of several 
small, home-like emergency settings 
for older youth. The County has already 
launched many of these reforms and 
seen gains quickly in no small part due 
to multiple departments, including the 
Department of Child, Family, and Adult 
Services and the Behavioral Health 
Services division, working together 
with support from leadership. 

While many of Sacramento’s current 
strategies are best practices, sys-
temic change does not and cannot 
happen immediately. There is a long 
road ahead, and much depends on 
the County’s continued willingness to 
prioritize and staff these reforms. But 
no reform can happen without the first 
step, and we believe what is described 
below is a beginning to real reform. 
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1

3 County has continued to work with 
us throughout the process to provide 
necessary and correct information for 
this report.

In summary, our analysis finds that 
Sacramento County is making prog-
ress in its efforts to connect youth 
to community-based mental health 
services and to develop home-based 
settings for emergency placements. 
The County’s efforts to increase 
family-finding and engagement still 
needs more improvement. Overall, 
the County’s efforts are first steps in 
what appears to be a systems reform 
that could help better serve some of 
the most vulnerable young people in 
Sacramento County. We have provided 
a list of recommended next steps at 
the end of this report. 

We applaud the County for acting 
swiftly to close the WET Youth Center 
and find lawful placements for those 
youth, and for its continued collabora-
tion with the Youth Law Center.

When transitioning youth out of the 
WET Youth Center, the County leased 
several residential homes for youth 
awaiting placement. These homes, 
referred to as the Welcome Homes, 
recently received provisional licensure 
as Temporary Shelter Care Facilities. 
Forward process has not been without 
bumps. Licensure took nearly one full 
year, and some advocates have ex-
pressed concerns about the conditions 
at the homes. 

Next steps: Primarily, taking steps to 
ensure that no young person is placed 
in an unlicensed setting. Secondarily, 
but of equal importance, decreasing 
the number of youth who need emer-
gency placement through the steps 
described above to increase the number 
of kin placements and increase ac-
cess to community-based therapeutic 
supports so that youth have what they 
need when they need it and in a family 
setting whenever possible. We think 
this multi-tier approach is the only way 
the County will be successful in helping 
youth thrive and avoid unlicensed and 
emergency placements on a sustained 
basis.

In writing this report, the Youth Law 
Center received and reviewed ano-
nymized data provided by Sacramento 
County. Data production and analysis 
was delayed due to extensive discus-
sions with the County over the spec-
ificity and accuracy of the data. The 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

This report reflects on the first year 
since the closure of the WET Youth 
Center in Sacramento and the entry of 
the court’s Final Judgment outlining 
the County’s commitments. While an 
impressive amount of progress has 
been made, there is more work to be 
done. 

Sacramento’s kinship care numbers 
have remained low, but the County has 
initiated several promising partner-
ships to improve placements with kin, 
including a Kinship Sprint with Think 
of Us. 

Next steps: Continuing the new kinship 
initiatives to create a county-wide focus 
on kin placements with the ultimate 
goal of increasing kin-first and predom-
inate kin placements to ensure that 
children have the opportunity to be at 
home with family whenever possible. 

The County has taken a number of 
steps to increase access to commu-
nity-based mental health services, 
including expediting referrals, creating 
more outpatient clinics, and increasing 
funding for innovative programs to 
treat youth in foster care. 

Next steps: Continuing the focus and 
implementation on this excellent work, 
including tracking appropriate outcome 
metrics to demonstrate impact, such as 
more youth accessing services, fewer 
placement disruptions, and stronger 
community and family relationships.

“When is the best time to plant a 
tree? Twenty years ago. … When is 
the next best time? Now.”

– Richard Powers, The Overstory (2018).
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Over the next several months, the 
County and the Youth Law Center en-
gaged in discussions regarding ending 
the County’s use of unlicensed care. In 
June 2023, the Youth Law Center filed 
a taxpayer lawsuit to stop the County 
from using the unlicensed WET Youth 
Center to house foster youth and to 
require the County to build out the 
necessary programs and services to 
avoid future use of unlicensed settings. 
The Youth Law Center and the County 
simultaneously filed a stipulated Final 
Judgment in which the County agreed 
to take specific action to close the 
WET Youth Center, move all children 
and youth to licensed placements, 
seek support from CDSS and experts 
in areas such as transition services and 
family finding strategies to prevent the 
future use of unlicensed placements, 
and provide quarterly data to assess 
the impact of their strategies. By June 
16, 2023, all youth were moved out 
of the WET Youth Center. The Court 
entered the Final Judgment on June 
27, 2023, retaining jurisdiction for five 
years.  

The County ultimately stopped hous-
ing children and youth at the office 
building in August 2022 and moved 
them to the more problematic WET 
Youth Center. The WET Youth Center 
was a former juvenile justice facility 
that closed in 2009. The facility was 
not licensed to care for children in 
foster care and was harmful to young 
people who have experienced trauma. 
Youth and children slept in the facil-
ity’s original cells that were outfitted 
with metal bed frames and had their 
original toilets covered with wooden 
boxes. Staff prepared microwavable 
and air fryer meals in a breakroom 
that also stored cubicles, printers, 
and office supplies.7 In February 2023, 
CDSS notified Sacramento County that 
it was operating the WET Youth Center 
without a license and was required to 
submit a licensing application within 
45 days. 

In March 2023, the Youth Law Center 
sent a demand letter to Sacramento 
County to cease operation of the WET 
Youth Center and develop individual 
transition plans for every youth cur-
rently housed there. The County ap-
plied for a license to operate the WET 
Youth Center as a Temporary Shelter 
Care Facility (TSCF) in April 2023, but 
CDSS denied that application in May, 
finding that the WET Youth Center 
was “a former youth detention facility, 
with a jail-like setting,” and violated 
the personal rights of youth in fos-
ter care to live in a safe, healthy, and 
comfortable home, to be placed in the 
least restrictive setting possible, and 
to have trauma-informed de-escala-
tion and intervention techniques used 
without the threat of law enforcement 
intervention.8 

Background

For nearly a decade, Sacramento 
County moved children and youth 
in foster care from one unlicensed 
setting to another. The County previ-
ously leased space for its Centralized 
Placement Support Unit (CPSU) on the 
campus of the Children’s Receiving 
Home of Sacramento. The CPSU was 
intended to be an intake unit for youth 
awaiting placement at a foster home, 
but in February 2016 the California 
Department of Social Services (CDSS) 
cited the County for operating the 
CPSU as an unlicensed shelter. CDSS 
found that children and youth brought 
to the CPSU unlawfully stayed there 
for extended periods of time, slept on 
the floor, and went unsupervised. The 
Youth Law Center sent demand letters 
to both the County and CDSS to ensure 
compliance with the law and require 
closure of the CPSU. CDSS ordered 
Sacramento County to close the facility 
by September 30, 2017. However, the 
County did not ultimately close the 
CPSU until 2020. 

Sacramento County next moved the 
children and youth to a County-owned 
office building. That building was not 
intended to house children, as it lacked 
beds, showers, and full kitchen facili-
ties. In May 2022, in response to a com-
plaint about unlicensed care, CDSS 
determined that housing children and 
youth at the office building “posed an 
immediate health and safety risk” and 
that Sacramento County could not 
continue to house children and youth 
there.6 
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Increased placement instability has a 
negative effect on safety, permanency, 
and well-being. Child development 
research is clear that children need 
consistency, predictability, and at-
tachment to caring adults to thrive.9 
Youth who experience numerous 
placements have been found to 
experience delayed permanency, 
academic difficulties, and challenges 
developing meaningful attachments.10 
Youth placed at the WET Youth Center, 
especially those who experienced 
a high number of episodes, are at a 
greater risk of experiencing the nega-
tive effects associated with placement 
instability.

Chart 1 below shows the distribution in 
the number of episodes experienced 
by youth. 

Chart 2 shows the percentage break-
down for the number of episodes 
experienced by youth.

episodes. Nearly 50% of the youth (61) 
who stayed at the WET Youth Center 
had at least two episodes, while 9% of 
youth (12) had five or more episodes. 
A few youth had exceptionally high 
numbers of episodes–specifically, two 
youth had 12 episodes and one had 
15 episodes. All three of these young 
people were 17-year-old girls of dif-
ferent races. Some youth experienced 
several back to back stays with brief 
gaps (suggesting some stays were 
essentially one long stay that was doc-
umented as separate stays), while oth-
ers experienced stays spread out over 
several months. For the youth with 
the highest numbers of episodes, 
from their first entry date to their last 
release date, they spent more days in 
the WET Youth Center than not. 

To provide a picture of the youth who 
stayed at the WET Youth Center and 
to better understand the needs of the 
youth and the County, we analyzed 
demographic and stay data provided 
under the terms of the Final Judgment. 
In total, from August 2022, when the 
County began housing youth in foster 
care at the WET Youth Center, to June 
2023, when it closed, 133 children and 
youth had stayed there. Many youth 
experienced long stays, as well as 
multiple stays, and the youths most 
represented in this unlicensed setting 
were Black girls ages 14 through 18. 

NUMBER OF EPISODES

Each time a youth left and returned 
to the WET Youth Center was doc-
umented as a separate stay, or epi-
sode. For the 133 youth who stayed at 
the facility, there were 292 individual 

The Youth at the WET Youth Center
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CHART 1. Number of Episodes (Stays) for the 
133 Total Youth at the WET Youth Center  

(Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)

CHART 2. Number of Episodes (Stays) for the 
133 Total Youth at the WET Youth Center  

(Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)
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The lengths of stay at the WET Youth 
Center varied widely for both cumu-
lative and individual lengths of stay. 
Since many youth had multiple epi-
sodes, the cumulative length of stay 
is based on their combined lengths of 
stays for all episodes. The individual 
length of stay is based on the length of 
an individual episode. 

Out of the 133 total youth, nearly 40% 
of youth stayed for a combined total 
of 10 days or less, 34% stayed for 11-30 
days, and 27% stayed for over 30 days. 
Several young people stayed over 
100 days; the longest total lengths of 
stay were 200, 190, 166, 146, 108, and 
103 days. Four of the youth with the 
longest lengths of stay were 17-year-
old girls, one was a 14-year-old girl, 
and one was a 15-year-old boy. Chart 
3 shows the breakdown of cumulative 
lengths of stay. 

LENGTH OF STAY

Group care settings, such as the WET 
Youth Center, are harmful to a child or 
youth’s healthy development. Addi-
tionally, agencies receiving federal 
child welfare dollars are required to 
place children in a “safe setting that 
is the least restrictive (most fami-
ly-like) and most appropriate setting 
available and in close proximity to the 
parents’ home with the best interest 
and special needs of the child … [.]”11 
Unlawful placements such as the WET 
Youth Center are by definition not safe 
settings for youth. A young person 
who has been removed from their 
home and family has already experi-
enced trauma, and a group care facility 
compounds the effects of that trauma 
by depriving youth of individualized 
nurturing from engaged adults, as well 
as opportunities to develop critical 
thinking and decision-making skills.12 
The longer a youth stays in such a 
facility, the more harm is caused. 

Out of 292 individual episodes, nearly 
60% were for 10 days or less, which 
is the legal limit children and youth 
may stay in a Temporary Shelter Care 
Facility–the type of facility license 
the County eventually sought for the 
facility and was denied. In addition, 35% 
of individual episodes were for 11-30 
days, and 7% were over 30 days. The 
longest individual stays were 106, 98, 
87, 76, and 75 days. Two of those lon-
gest stays were 14-year-old girls, two 
were 15-year-old boys, and one was a 
17-year-old girl. Nearly all of the youth 
who stayed over 30 days were age 14 
or older, but one child was 11 years old 
and another was 13 years old. Chart 
4 shows the breakdown of individual 
lengths of stay. 

“Unlawful placements such as the WET 
Youth Center are by definition not safe 
settings for youth.”

CHART 3. Cumulative Lengths of Stay 
for the 133 Total Youth at the WET 

Youth Center (Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)
Length of Stay Count of Youth
7 or more days 98
Fewer than 7 days 35

133

Length of Stay Count of Youth
1-10 Days 52
11-30 Days 45
31-60 Days 17
61-90 Days 10
90-200 Days 9

133

39%

34%

13%

7%

7%

1-10 Days
11-30 Days
31-60 Days
61-90 Days
90-200 Days

CHART 4. Individual Lengths of Stay for All 
292 Episodes (for the 133 Total Youth) at the 

WET Youth Center (Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)

Average of Length of Stay
12.81506849

Row Labels Count of Length of Stay Length of Stay Count of Youth
1 1 1-10 Days 170
2 24 11-30 Days 102
3 20 31-60 Days 13
4 35 Over 60 Days 7
5 21
6 21 292
7 13
8 13
9 8
10 14
11 4
12 11
13 14
14 12
15 8
16 13
17 4
18 2
19 4
20 7
21 6
22 4
24 1
25 2
26 5
27 2
28 1
30 2
31 2
33 1
34 1
35 2

NOTE: This sheet came from a different set of data that displayed each stay as a different row, rather than combining multiple stays for individual children. So this shows data for 
292 stays, whereas "Cumulative Length of Stay" shows data for 133 youth.

58%

35%

5% 2%

1-10 Days
11-30 Days
31-60 Days
Over 60 Days
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RACE AND ETHNICITY

Black children and youth were most 
harmed by the County’s use of un-
licensed care, as they made up the 
largest percentage of youth at the 
WET Youth Center and were also over-
represented when compared to the 
County’s foster care population and 
general population of children. About 
10% of Sacramento County’s general 
youth population is Black14 while 34% 
of Sacramento County’s foster youth 
are Black15–already reflecting a signifi-
cant disparity–but a striking 47% of the 
youth at the WET Youth Center were 
Black. 

Chart 7 shows the full breakdown 
for the five main race and ethnicity 
categories. While nearly 50% of youth 
were Black, 25% were Latino, 23% were 
white, and Native American and Asian/
Pacific Islander youth combined made 
up only 5%.

CHART 7. Race/Ethnicity of 
the 133 Total Youth at the 

WET Youth Center (Aug 2022 - 
Jun 2023)

White
Latino
White Race/Ethnicity Number of Youth
Black Black 62 47%
Black Latino 33 25%
White White 31 23%
Latino Native American 4 3%
White Asian/Pacific Islander 3 2%
Black 133 100%
Black
White
Black
Black
Latino
Latino
Latino
Black
White
Latino
Black
Black
Latino
Asian/Pacific Islander
Asian/Pacific Islander
White
Native American
Latino
White
Latino
Black
Black
Latino
Black
Black
Latino
Black
Black
Latino
Latino
White
White
Black
Latino
Latino
White
White
White
Native American

47%

25%

23%

3% 2%

RACE/ETHNICITY OF THE 
133 TOTAL YOUTH AT THE 
WET YOUTH CENTER (AUG 

2022 - JUN 2023)

Black

Latino

White

Native American

Asian/Pacific
Islander

GENDER

Sixty-three percent of the 133 youth 
at the WET Youth Center were iden-
tified as cisgender female, 36% were 
identified as cisgender male, and 1% 
were identified as transgender male. 
There were nearly twice as many girls 
as boys in the facility, and the majority 
of youth with the 10 highest number 
of episodes and 10 longest lengths of 
stay, both cumulative and individual, 
were girls. Chart 6 shows the break-
down of youth by gender. 

CHART 6. Gender of the 133 
Total Youth at the WET Youth 
Center (Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)

Gender
F Gender Number of Youth
F Female 84
F Male 48
F Transgender Male 1
F 133
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F

63%

36%

1%

gender of the 133 total youth 
at the wet youth center (aug 

2022 - jun 2023)

Female

Male

Transgender Male

AGE

Of the 133 youth, 90% were ages 14 
to 18, while 8% were ages 12 and 13, 
and 2% were under age 12. The young-
est children included a one-year-old 
whose mother was housed in the 
facility; they were there together for a 
total of four days. Other young children 
included a 10-year-old who was there 
for 10 days and an 11-year-old who was 
there for 36 days. As discussed above, 
long stays in group care facilities are 
harmful for youth, but any length of 
stay in group care is particularly harm-
ful for younger children, and the WET 
Youth Center was entirely unsuitable 
for infants.13 Chart 5 shows there were 
similar percentages of youth from ages 
14 to 18, but youth age 17 made up the 
highest percentage at 23% of the youth 
in the WET Youth Center.

CHART 5. Age of the 133 
Total Youth at the WET Youth 
Center (Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)

Age 
1

10 Average 15.41 Age
11 Under Age 12
12 Age 12
12 Age 13
12 Age 14
12 Age 15
12 Age 16
13 Age 17
13 Age 18
13
13
13
13
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
14
15
15
15
15
15
15
15
15

2% 4%
4%

19%

20%
16%

23%

12%

Under Age 12 Age 12

Age 13 Age 14

Age 15 Age 16

Age 17 Age 18
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CHART 8. Membership, or 
Eligibility for Membership, in 

a Tribe for the 133 Total Youth 
at the WET Youth Center  

(Aug 2022 - Jun 2023)

Member or elgible 
for membership in 
tribe
unknown
pending Member or Eligible for Membership in a TribeNumber of Youth
unknown Yes 4
unknown No 17
No Pending 4
No Unknown 108
No 133
unknown
No
unknown
unknown
No
unknown
unknown
unknown
No
No
No
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
pending
unknown
Yes
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
No
unknown
unknown
No
No
No
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
No

3%

13%

3%

81%

MEMBERSHIP, OR 
ELIGIBILITY FOR 

MEMBERSHIP, IN A TRIBE 
FOR THE 133 YOUTH AT THE 
WET YOUTH CENTER (AUG 

2022 - JUN 2023)

Yes No Pending Unknown

4

17

4

108
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YOUTH IN WET YOUTH 
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MEMBERSHIP STATUS

TRIBAL MEMBERSHIP 
STATUS

Courts, county welfare departments, 
and probation departments all have an 
affirmative and continuing duty to in-
quire whether a child may be an Indian 
child in order to ensure that the re-
quirements of the Indian Child Welfare 
Act of 1978 (ICWA) are followed. The 
purpose of ICWA is “to protect the best 
interest of Indian Children and to pro-
mote the stability and security of Indi-
an tribes and families by the establish-
ment of minimum Federal standards 
for the removal of Indian children and 
placement of such children in homes 
which will reflect the unique values of 
Indian culture… .”16 ICWA was enacted 
“in response to unwarranted removal 
of Indian children from their families 
and tribal communities in alarming 
numbers.”17 ICWA contains additional 
protections to help ensure that tribal 
youth or those who are believed to be 
connected to a tribe who do enter the 
foster care system are placed in fami-
ly-based settings. 

In order to comply with ICWA require-
ments, including providing notice to 
the designated tribal representative 
and  placing a youth with available ex-
tended family or their tribe, the County 
must know a youth’s tribal member-
ship status.18 As shown in Chart 8 be-
low, the County did not know whether 
more than 80% of youth at the WET 
Youth Center had membership or eligi-
bility for membership in a tribe. When 
asked about this data discrepancy, the 
County shared that they will develop 
and provide new training to ensure 
tribal membership status is appropri-
ately recorded going forward. We hope 
we are able to share more accurate 
information in future reporting. 

“...the County did 
not know whether 
more than 80% of 
youth at the WET 
Youth Center 
had membership 
or eligibility for 
membership in a 
tribe.”
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during their stay, as well as during their 
transition to a licensed placement. 
These services included Intensive Care 
Coordination (ICC), substance use and 
prevention treatment services, and 
intensive mental health services, such 
as High Fidelity Wraparound or a Full 
Service Partnership. 

Finally, the County developed emer-
gency placements based in small 
houses, rather than institutional 
facilities. These houses, known as the 
Welcome Homes, provide short-term 
options in residential neighborhoods 
where youth can be connected to 
necessary services while the County 
continues to look for family-based 
placements. The County initially leased 
three houses, each for a different 
population of youth: girls; boys; and 
special circumstances, such as siblings 
or parenting youth. For each of these 
homes, the County applied for Tempo-
rary Shelter Care Facility licenses with 
a maximum capacity of 6 youth. Youth 
are only permitted to stay up to 10 
days in TSCFs, meaning that the Coun-
ty is limited not only in the number of 
youth they can house in the Welcome 
Homes, but also in the length of time 
each youth can stay at a Welcome 
Home, with the goal of preventing the 
long stays experienced by so many 
youth at the WET Youth Center. 

clear deadlines for each task or goal 
and communicate frequently with the 
youth and family, as well as with each 
other. 

To increase family finding and engage-
ment, the County sought technical 
assistance from state entities and 
engaged with outside consultants. The 
Catalyst Center21 presented a detailed 
proposal to support transition services 
and make connections, and the Cen-
ter for Excellence in Family Finding, 
Engagement, and Support helped the 
County identify the need to broaden 
its definition of “kin” to align with recent 
state law changes and to re-evaluate 
family members who had previously 
been excluded.22 The County re-evalu-
ated those homes based on the newly 
available exemptions and processes. 
The County also broadened the role of 
kin in the foster care process beyond 
placement; even if a young person was 
not able to live with kin, they were still 
engaged as supports, dinner partners, 
confidants, and other roles to strength-
en and grow the relationship youth 
have with caring adults.

To connect youth to community-based 
mental health services, the County’s 
Department of Child, Family, and Adult 
Services (DCFAS), including its Child 
Protective Services (CPS) division, 
worked closely with the county Be-
havioral Health Services (BHS) division. 
They set priorities and problem-solved 
in order to connect youth who were 
housed at the WET Youth Center to 
appropriate mental health services 

In compliance with the court’s Final 
Judgment, by June 16, 2023, Sacra-
mento County had moved all children 
and youth out of the WET Youth Center 
to licensed placements or temporary 
placements pending licensure. To do 
so, the County focused on three main 
strategies: 

1.	Increasing family finding and 
engagement; 

2.	Connecting youth to community-
based mental health services; and 

3.	Developing home-based settings 
for emergency placements.19 

As an essential part of this approach, 
the County was also required to 
convene Expedited Transition Child 
and Family Team (ETCFT) meetings to 
develop individualized plans to transi-
tion each youth who was staying at the 
WET Youth Center to an appropriate 
licensed placement as expediently as 
possible. The ETCFT meetings were 
modeled on the Child and Family Team 
(CFT) principles and structure outlined 
in state law,20 with enhanced require-
ments to support greater participation 
and collaboration, frequent communi-
cation, and clear actions for successful 
transition planning for each youth. For 
example, the transition plans needed 
to identify strategies for family finding 
and engagement, assessments to 
be completed, specific supports or 
services to be provided, safety risks, 
and logistical, back-up, and teaming 
plans. The ETCFT was required to set 

The County’s Three-Pronged 
Approach to Cease Unlicensed 
Care at the WET Youth Center

Moving Away from Unlicensed Care and Emergency Placements in Sacramento County  
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To evaluate the County’s progress in 
preventing unlicensed care in compli-
ance with the Final Judgment, we have 
grouped its various actions and efforts 
under the three-pronged approach 
in the previous section and assessed 
whether the County is “Meeting Expec-
tations,” “Making Progress,” or “Needs 
Improvement” in each of the three 
categories. Our assessment is based 
on the County’s statements about its 
efforts, as well as documentation and 
data it provided. For this report, we find 
that the County is making progress in 
its efforts to connect youth to commu-
nity-based mental health services and 
to develop home-based settings for 
emergency placements. The County’s 
effort to increase family-finding and 
engagement, however, still needs 
improvement. 

youth placed with kin and the number 
of youth linked to mental health ser-
vices. The County and the Youth Law 
Center are also required to conduct 
quarterly status conferences concern-
ing the Final Judgment for three years 
and can bring the matter back to court 
if needed. These provisions allow the 
parties to exchange information and 
assess the impact of the County’s 
efforts, as well as to brainstorm what 
other strategies can or should be 
considered. 

The goal of the Youth Law Center’s 
work with Sacramento County was 
to help stop a cycle of utilizing un-
licensed settings to house youth in 
foster care and to build out and prior-
itize community-based services and 
supports that enable youth to remain 
in family-based settings. The County 
successfully closed the WET Youth 
Center, but lasting change requires on-
going efforts and transparency about 
outcomes and data. Under the Final 
Judgment, the County is required to 
provide de-identified data on a quar-
terly basis, including the number of 

Assessment of the County’s Progress
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15%, with October as low as 4.8%. The 
County’s rates for overall kinship care 
(all youth in care who are placed with 
kin) for the same time period was more 
consistent, ranging between 26.2% and 
29.5%. However, as the chart shows, 
the overall rate has trended slightly 
downward over the past year.

In the fall of 2023, the County launched 
its Kin-First Initiative to “strengthen 
kin-first culture, provide upfront family 
engagement, enhance family finding, 
and support kinship caregivers and the 
children in their care.”29 The initiative 
is a partnership between Sacramento 
County and Casey Family Programs 
that includes support from CDSS, the 
UC Davis Center for Excellence in Fam-
ily Finding, Engagement, and Support, 
Think of Us, and Implematix. Think of 
Us is a child welfare research and de-
sign lab, and Implematix partners with 
state and local agencies to improve 
the provision of services to people in 
need.30

and placement disruption, and leads 
to better mental and behavioral health 
outcomes and opportunities for per-
manency.27 Social workers are also 
required by law to conduct an investi-
gation to identify and contact relatives 
once a child has been removed from 
the physical custody of their parents, 
and preferential consideration is given 
to relatives, which includes NREFMs.28 
The County has struggled to place 
youth in foster care with family mem-
bers, especially as a first placement, 
but has initiated efforts, as described 
below, to improve their practices and 
increase their kinship care numbers.

Chart 9 shows the percentage of youth 
in kinship care from July 2023 to June 
2024, based on the County’s data. On 
average, the County placed 20.7% of 
youth entering care with kin as their 
first placement. November and Janu-
ary saw rates over 30%, while July, Oc-
tober, and December were lower than 

INCREASING FAMILY 
FINDING AND 
ENGAGEMENT

Finding: Needs Improvement

Sacramento County has taken some 
positive steps to increase the rate 
at which youth are placed with kin, 
which includes both relatives and 
non-relative extended family members 
(NREFMs), but more work is required.23 
The County was required to utilize 
all available resources and supports, 
including those listed in CDSS’s Com-
plex Care Resource Guide,24 to find 
appropriate licensed placements for 
all children and youth in care from the 
date of the Final Judgment forward. 
These resources include consultation 
and technical assistance from CDSS 
and other experts on issues including 
transition and permanency planning, 
family finding, recruitment, and sup-
porting youth with higher needs in the 
least restrictive setting. The County 
was also encouraged to utilize innova-
tive foster care delivery models, such 
as Mockingbird Family’s extended 
family network,25 and the Children and 
Youth System of Care Strike Team.26 

Over the past year, the County has 
utilized many, but not all, of these 
resources. For example, the County 
did not seek permanency planning 
support and case consultations from 
trauma and family engagement ex-
perts. To its credit, however, the County 
acknowledges its need for improve-
ment and has taken some initial and 
encouraging steps toward prioritizing 
family finding and kinship care. 

Kin-First Initiative and Kinship 
Sprints
For youth in foster care who have been 
removed from their homes, maintain-
ing familial connections is critical to 
the child’s well-being. Maintaining 
these connections minimizes trauma 

Jul. 2023 Aug. 2023 Sept. 2023 Oct. 2023 Nov. 2023 Dec. 2023 Jan. 2024 Feb. 2024
First Placement with Kin14.3% 19.4% 21.7% 4.8% 33.3% 11.8% 32.4% 28.0%
Currently Placed with Kin29.3% 29.5% 29.5% 28.9% 26.9% 27.2% 27.3% 27.8%
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CHART 9. Percentage of Youth in Kinship Care  
(Jul. 2023 - Jun. 2024)
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Updated Family Engagement 
Strategies
Families can be engaged as addi-
tional supports in a youth’s life even 
when they are unable to live together, 
providing the opportunity to build or 
maintain relationships. These supports 
can include participation in CFT meet-
ings, providing respite for caregivers, 
providing transportation for the youth, 
attending school or sporting events, 
or having meals together. The County 
reported that it has enabled relatives 
who are unable to care for a youth 
to still participate in the youth’s life in 
some way, building out a youth’s sup-
port network and increasing opportu-
nities for placement in the future. 

Other Technical Assistance 
and Outside Support
The County reported that it has utilized 
several other third party resources 
to address family finding practices. 
For example, the County shared that 
county staff have attended webinars 
provided by the Center for Excellence 
in Family Finding, Engagement, and 
Support and attended meetings with 
the Catalyst Center. The County also 
reported that it has consulted with 
Alia, a Minnesota-based nonprofit that 
helps redesign child welfare systems 
around supporting families, on sup-
portive transition services for youth 
who were at the WET Youth Center, as 
well as some youth at the Welcome 
Homes.

The County’s work with Think of Us 
includes participating in its Kinship 
Accelerator program. The Kinship 
Accelerator is designed in partner-
ship with CDSS, the Center for Excel-
lence, Casey Family Programs, and 
eight counties, including Sacramento. 
The Kinship Accelerator provides a 
forum for technical assistance and 
resource-sharing, and includes data 
profiles and Kinship Sprints to the 
participating counties. A Kinship Sprint 
is an in-depth, on-the-ground strategy 
to understand how a county’s child 
welfare system is working and what 
gaps exist. Sacramento County is the 
first of the participating counties that 
will receive a Sprint. The County’s par-
ticipation in this program is a significant 
and promising step forward, but this 
work is only just beginning.
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health contract with BHS to provide 
outpatient Specialty Mental Health 
Services (SMHS) so long as they meet 
minimum qualifications, including 
staffing, Medi-Cal certification, and 
capability to provide the full array of 
SMHS.31 Additionally, FFAs and STRTPs 
can request a mental health contract 
with BHS to provide high fidelity Wrap-
around services, Flexible Integrated 
Treatment (FIT), and TBS to youth 
throughout their time in foster care.32 
These changes allow services for a 
youth to be delivered by one provider, 
expands the pool of mental health pro-
viders, promotes continuity of care and 
placement stabilization, and leverages 
the FFAs’ long standing relationship 
with foster parents they have trained.

The County reported several addition-
al changes to STRTP programs. For 
example, Medi-Cal rates for STRTP 
providers who prioritize young people 
from Sacramento County have been 
increased as one approach to address 
the lack of programs serving local 
youth. Additionally, the increased fund-
ing will help facilitate hiring and reten-
tion of staff to work with youth display-
ing heightened mental and behavioral 
health symptoms and prepare provid-
ers for increased utilization of services. 
While these strategies will reduce the 
distance of placement for some youth, 
community-based services should 
be prioritized over more residential 
placements. The County must contin-
ue investing in both preventative and 
intensive community-based services 
that support young people in their 
current homes and placements.

In fact, the County has explored sever-
al innovative models of care that could 
be expanded or built upon. The County 
has developed STRTPs of one and 
two, in which the program is designed 
specifically for those one or two youth, 
and bridges to ISFC homes where 
youth can stay until intensive services 
and family engagement are arranged. 

New CPS and BHS Planner 
Liaison
The County has created a new role to 
serve as the liaison between CPS and 
BHS, in order to improve communica-
tion and service provision. The Planner 
Liaison will help identify appropriate 
service types and expedite referrals 
when needed. So far, the Liaison has 
conducted listening sessions with 
Foster Family Agencies (FFAs) and 
provided technical assistance to social 
workers. As coordination and collabo-
ration between CPS and BHS were key 
to moving youth from the WET Cen-
ter to licensed care, this is a positive 
step that demonstrates the County’s 
commitment to providing necessary 
services to youth in foster care and 
preventing the use of unlicensed 
placements. 

New Youth Intensive 
Placement Pool
The County increased funding for sev-
eral mental health contracts serving 
children and youth in child welfare 
placements and combined those 
contracts into one funding pool with 
a total of $13,550,000 (an increase of 
more than $9 million) available for this 
population. The new Welcome Homes 
are included in this funding pool, as 
well Therapeutic Foster Care (TFC) 
homes, Intensive Services Foster Care 
(ISFC) homes, Short-Term Residen-
tial Therapeutic Programs (STRTPs), 
Wraparound services for youth step-
ping down from STRTPs, and other 
innovative settings. The County is also 
utilizing an open enrollment process to 
enable more providers with the requi-
site staff, training, and documentation 
to participate.

This pooling strategy has allowed 
the County to build out a continuum 
of placements and services. A Foster 
Family Agency (FFA) that provides TFC 
or ISFC services can request a mental 

CONNECTING YOUTH 
TO COMMUNITY-BASED 
MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

Finding: Making Progress

The County has taken a number 
of steps toward better access and 
availability of mental health services 
for youth in foster care. Many of these 
efforts are new and still being imple-
mented, but we are encouraged by the 
variety of strategies, the specific focus 
on youth in foster care, and the collab-
oration among system partners.

The County’s Behavioral Health 
Services Division was required to 
make mental health and substance 
use treatment services available to 
every youth at the WET Youth Center 
during their stay and throughout their 
transition to a licensed placement. 
Required services included Intensive 
Care Coordination (ICC) to identify and 
access appropriate services, facilitate 
transition planning, and support the 
child’s overall well-being. Required 
services also included substance use 
and prevention treatment services, and 
intensive mental health services such 
as High Fidelity Wraparound or a Full 
Service Partnership, if indicated. Ad-
ditionally, every child and youth who 
spent at least seven cumulative days 
at the WET Youth Center were to be 
referred to and promptly receive ICC 
and Therapeutic Behavioral Services 
(TBS), unless their CFT determined 
that TBS were not appropriate.

As discussed in more detail in the fol-
lowing sections, the County has made 
a number of changes to increase the 
provision of behavioral health services 
for children and youth in care, espe-
cially for youth with higher needs for 
intensive therapeutic services.
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Homes should receive a TBS referral. 
To facilitate this expedited referral pro-
cess, the County increased available 
funding for TBS from $1.1 million to 
$4.6 million, which allowed the County 
to expand TBS capacity by 25% and in-
crease compensation for this special-
ized staffing.34 According to the County, 
in October 2023 (before the contracts 
were amended in November) 84% of 
100 TBS slots were utilized, and by 
March 2024, 94% of 125 slots were 
utilized. Given the importance of pro-
viding therapeutic services to support 
a youth’s well-being and placement 
stability, these changes could have a 
significant positive impact on youth in 
foster care with higher needs. 

Provision of ICC and TBS 
to Youth Who Were at the 
WET Youth Center for One 
Cumulative Week
As mentioned above, for every child 
and youth who spent at least seven 
cumulative days at the WET Youth 
Center from August 2022 to June 2023, 
the Final Judgment required that they 
be referred to and promptly receive 
ICC and TBS, unless their Child and 
Family Team determined that such 
services would be inappropriate. ICC is 
an important service to help facilitate 
the coordination and provision of other 
services, and TBS helps manage chal-
lenging behaviors to allow youth to 
be successful in their current environ-
ments. These services are very likely to 
support the identification of an appro-
priate placement and the necessary 
services for those youth who remain 
without family-based placements.

The County provided data on the num-
ber of eligible youth who received ICC 
and TBS, and that data is summarized 
in the following charts. As noted above, 
a total of 133 youth spent time at the 
WET Youth Center, and, according to 
the County’s analysis, 60 youth were 

around the county and have providers 
partner with trusted community-based 
organizations who have capacity and a 
desire to host outreach, engagement, 
or mental health services for families.

Increased Referrals to 
Therapeutic Behavioral 
Services
Therapeutic Behavioral Services (TBS) 
are one-on-one mental health services 
targeting one or two specific challeng-
ing behaviors for an individual youth, 
providing assistance in managing or 
reducing the behavior, as well as strat-
egies and skills to increase success 
in the youth’s current environment. 
Previously, the County provided TBS to 
youth once they received a placement 
removal notice, commonly referred to 
as a “14-day notice.” Placement chang-
es not only disrupt a youth’s stability 
in a home-based setting, but can 
also disrupt their school attendance, 
participation in enrichment activities, 
and connections to family members, 
friends, and other supportive adults. 
Preventing a placement change can 
help protect a youth’s stability and op-
portunities for normalcy and healing. 

After receiving an average of 50 
unduplicated 14-day notices a month, 
the County decided to provide TBS at 
the first indication of destabilization, 
in order to prevent the issuance of a 
14-day notice. For youth in foster care 
who are already linked to behavioral 
health services, the County reported 
that it amended its contracts to allow 
providers to make referrals for TBS 
within one business day of a crisis 
that threatens the youth’s placement 
stability, in addition to providing ICC for 
continuity of services, and providers 
are expected to begin services within 
three days of the referral. The Coun-
ty also reported that the contracts 
require a TBS referral for all youth who 
are newly placed into sheltered care, 
meaning that all youth at the Welcome 

In 2023, the County submitted at least 
eight Complex Care Child-Specific 
Requests for Exceptional Needs to 
support STRTPs-of-one and STRTPs-
of-two. This individualized STRTP 
model employs intensive staffing 
ratios, multi-systemic involvement, 
and a range of intensive supports and 
services.33 The County also received 
complex care funding to provide an 
enhanced ISFC rate for FFA place-
ments, substance use treatments, and 
additional supervision. While these 
services were funded through AB 153 
complex care funding, they are the 
kinds of innovative services that can 
be continued through the new funding 
pool. 

Increased Access to 
Outpatient Services
The County reported that the Flexible 
Integrated Treatment (FIT) program 
has added at least 15 walk-in clinic 
sites and the Transition Age Youth Full 
Service Partnership (FSP) has added 
at least two walk-in clinic sites. These 
outpatient clinics allow resource 
parents to access behavioral health 
services without first calling the Mental 
Health Access Line. Families can find 
providers accepting new clients by 
reviewing the Adult and Child Provider 
Walk-In Hours List available online and 
updated weekly. Each site will offer the 
youth and their caregiver a choice of 
having an immediate assessment for 
behavioral health services or schedul-
ing an assessment for a later date. 

The County’s BHS also worked with 
CPS to identify high-need zip codes 
based on a combination of the highest 
number of CPS reports, CPS reports of 
Black children, high child deaths, high 
youth suicide rates, high poverty, fewer 
resources, and high call volume into 
the CPS system. BHS is adding more 
FIT locations for children’s outpatient 
mental health services in those areas, 
but intends to form relationships 

Moving Away from Unlicensed Care and Emergency Placements in Sacramento County  
Daniels v. County of Sacramento Progress Report    15

https://dhs.saccounty.gov/BHS/Documents/Adult%20%26%20Child%20Provider%20Walk-in%20Hours%20List.pdf
https://dhs.saccounty.gov/BHS/Documents/Adult%20%26%20Child%20Provider%20Walk-in%20Hours%20List.pdf


eligible youth receiving other services 
also receive TBS. Additionally, the 
County reported unknown reasons for 
one-fifth of these youth, and another 
eight percent were indicated as either 
returning home and no longer being 
in care, or being “AWOL,” which refers 
to a youth who is “absent without 
leave” or otherwise absent from their 
placement.

The County acted quickly to transition 
youth out of the WET Youth Center and 
into licensed settings, and now they 
must ensure that all eligible youth are 
receiving the appropriate services to 
support their success in these licensed 
settings and to prevent potential future 
placement disruption. Despite the pas-
sage of time since these youth tran-
sitioned out of the WET Youth Center, 
the County should continue efforts to 
provide any additional eligible youth 

least restrictive setting possible.37 In 
other words, ICC can help to ensure 
that those youth who spent a signifi-
cant period of time at the WET Youth 
Center have the necessary supports to 
prevent the kind of placement insta-
bility that led to their stay at the WET 
Youth Center.

Unfortunately, according to the Coun-
ty, zero eligible youth received TBS. 
Chart 11 shows the various reasons 
the County cited for not providing 
TBS to these youth. More than half of 
youth were indicated to have de-
clined to participate or engage in TBS. 
Seventeen percent were indicated as 
already receiving, or having previously 
received, Wraparound or FIT services. 
However, TBS is never a stand-alone 
intervention and is used in conjunc-
tion with other therapeutic services, 
so the County should ensure any 

there for at least 7 cumulative days.35 
Of those 60 youth, Chart 10 shows the 
number of youth who did and did not 
receive ICC and TBS. 

Although not all eligible youth re-
ceived ICC services, more than two-
thirds did. ICC is a type of Specialty 
Mental Health Service (SMHS), and all 
youth with child welfare involvement 
are categorically eligible for SMHS.36 
ICC can be particularly important for 
youth with higher needs because an 
ICC Coordinator helps ensure that 
all necessary assessments, referrals 
and linkages to services and supports 
occur; facilitates collaborative relation-
ships between the youth, their family, 
and other systems partners; supports 
the caregivers in meeting the youth’s 
needs; and provides coordinated 
care planning to allow the youth to 
be served in their community, in the 

55%

17%

20%

5%
3%

REPORTED reasons THAT 
youth at the wet youth 

center for 7 cumulative days 
did not receive tbs

Declined Services

Received Wrap or FIT Services

Unknown

No Longer in Care

AWOL

60

18

0

42

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65

TBS

ICC

Number of Youth who Received Services

S
e

rv
ic

e

YOUTH AT THE WET YOUTH CENTER FOR 7 CUMULATIVE 
DAYS

Received Services Did Not Receive Services

55%

17%

20%

5%
3%

REPORTED reasons THAT 
youth at the wet youth 

center for 7 cumulative days 
did not receive tbs

Declined Services

Received Wrap or FIT Services

Unknown

No Longer in Care

AWOL

60

18

0

42

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65

TBS

ICC

Number of Youth who Received Services

S
e

rv
ic

e

YOUTH AT THE WET YOUTH CENTER FOR 7 CUMULATIVE 
DAYS

Received Services Did Not Receive Services

CHART 10. Youth at the WET Youth Center for 7 
Cumulative Days

CHART 11. Reported Reasons that 
Youth at the WET Youth Center for 7 

Cumulative Days Did Not Receive TBS

Moving Away from Unlicensed Care and Emergency Placements in Sacramento County  
Daniels v. County of Sacramento Progress Report    16



of 2023 and Quarters 1 and 2 of 2024. 
These totals are aggregated from 
weekly totals throughout the quarter, 
so they reflect duplication of youth 
who received services during multiple 
weeks, multiple sessions of services 
each week, and multiple types of ser-
vices each week. 

Looking across this one-year span, 
there were several increases in critical 
services from the first quarter to the 
last. For example, the number of peer 
support services provided to youth in 
foster care increased more than three-
fold from Quarter 3 of 2023 to Quarter 
2 of 2024. The number of ICC services 
steadily increased until declining in the 
final quarter, yet still remained higher 
in the final quarter than in the first. The 
provision of case management ser-
vices fluctuated throughout the year, 
but more than doubled from the first 
quarter to the last. These are critical 
community-based services and sug-
gest that the County’s investments are 
on the right track.

clarifications and corrections to the 
data provided, and eventually we 
agreed on updated terms. 

The County has now provided data re-
flecting the average number of hours 
per week that each type of mental 
health service was provided to all 
youth in foster care, as well as the total 
number of youth in foster care who 
were linked to each type of mental 
health service. In addition, the Coun-
ty has provided the same metrics for 
youth at risk of placement instability, 
which is defined as youth who stayed 
at a Welcome Home, who received 
a 14-day placement removal notice, 
or who experienced both during the 
relevant quarter. 

All Foster Youth

Chart 12 shows the total number of 
mental health services provided to 
youth in foster care through the Coun-
ty’s BHS division for Quarters 3 and 4 

with these services to ensure they 
have all necessary supports to main-
tain placement stability, especially giv-
en the increased funding for TBS and 
enhanced focus on providing mental 
health services for youth in foster care. 

Quarterly Data on the Array 
of Mental Health Services 
Provided
The Final Judgment requires de-iden-
tified data on the mental health 
services provided to foster youth each 
quarter, including an aggregated 
weekly record of the array of mental 
health services offered and the num-
ber of minutes per week each youth 
received each specialty mental health 
service. After receiving the first round 
of quarterly data in November 2023, 
the Youth Law Center and the County 
engaged in extensive discussion and 
negotiation regarding specific data 
that would satisfy the requirements in 
the Final Judgment. We also discussed 

All Foster Youth
Q3 (Jul-Sept) Q4 (Oct-Dec) Q1 (Jan-Mar) Q2 (Apr-Jun)

Cancellation 182 168 140 211
Case Management 318 473 163 750
Client Non-Billable 2005 2114 1710 1479
Crisis Intervention 246 155 117 106
ICC 3254 3486 3637 3416
Medication Services 71 35 102 253
Mental Health Services 4968 4723 5259 4579
No Show 209 233 182 225
Other 642 472 623 784
Outreach and Engagement 248 225 223 184
Peer Services 190 219 408 650
TBS 411 437 252 340
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CHART 12. Total Count of Mental Health Services Provided to Foster Youth (Q3 2023 - Q2 2024)
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Unlike the total foster care popula-
tion, the provision of TBS for youth 
at risk of placement instability 
increased each quarter, with the final 
quarter, Quarter 2 of 2024, nearly four 
times higher than the first quarter, 
Quarter 3 of 2023. This suggests a 
positive impact of the County’s deci-
sion to increase funding and expedite 
referrals for TBS and possibly reflects 
a focus on the most vulnerable youth 
in foster care. Most other services, 
including ICC, peer services, crisis 
intervention, and general mental 
health services, rose dramatically from 
Quarter 4 of 2023 to Quarter 1 of 2024, 
then sharply declined in Quarter 2. It 
is unclear if this is because the overall 
number of youth at risk of placement 
instability decreased, or if other factors 
contributed to this drop. It will be 
important for the County to continue 
analyzing its mental health services 
data to determine whether foster youth 
are receiving necessary services, and if 
not, what policy and practice changes 
they must make.

Foster Youth at Risk of 
Placement Instability

To better understand how the County 
is meeting the needs of youth most at 
risk of placement instability (i.e., those 
youth likely to be housed at the WET 
Youth Center if it were still in opera-
tion), we identified three subgroups on 
which to focus: youth who stayed at a 
Welcome Home; youth who received 
a 14-day notice; and youth who both 
stayed at a Welcome Home and 
received a 14-day notice during the 
quarter (in order to avoid duplication). 

Chart 13 shows the total number 
of mental health services provided 
to foster youth at risk of placement 
instability for Quarters 3 and 4 of 2023 
and Quarter 1 of 2024. Just like Chart 
12, these totals are aggregated from 
weekly totals throughout the quarter, 
so they reflect duplication of youth 
who received services during multiple 
weeks, multiple sessions of services 
each week, and multiple types of ser-
vices each week. 

On the other hand, the provision of 
other important services fluctuated 
significantly and ultimately decreased 
from the beginning to the end of the 
one-year period. The number of gen-
eral mental health services (which are 
defined as individual or group thera-
pies and interventions that are sepa-
rate from other types of intensive and 
rehabilitative specialty mental health 
services) peaked in Quarter 1 of 2024, 
then dropped to its yearly low in Quar-
ter 2. The provision of TBS decreased 
by about half between Quarter 4 of 
2023 and Quarter 1 of 2024, and de-
spite increasing in the final quarter, was 
still lower than in the first. Although 
the County reported an increase in 
TBS for all Sacramento County youth 
by March 2024, the numbers are still 
fairly low and it is likely that most youth 
in care received less intensive ser-
vices over TBS. In general, the large 
number of ICC and general mental 
health services provided reflects that 
many youth in foster care are at least 
receiving some form of coordinated 
mental health care.

At Risk of Placement Instability
Q3 (Jul-Sept)Q4 (Oct-Dec)Q1 (Jan-Mar)Q2 (Apr-Jun)

Cancellation 16 35 46 31
Case Management 128 65 61 80
Client Non-Billable 578 761 1507 1069
Crisis Intervention 38 77 144 108
ICC 903 1055 1921 994
Medication Services 2 2 130 18
Mental Health Services 1000 1260 2235 1505
No Show 13 28 23 19
Other 232 66 284 343
Outreach and Engagement 81 69 225 87
Peer Services 59 91 156 100
TBS 53 130 152 200
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their lawyers, and others. Additionally, 
in June 2024, the Sacramento County 
Grand Jury raised a number of con-
cerns about staff training and youth 
safety, many of which the County did 
not dispute as areas of concern.41 

The County has addressed some 
of these issues–for example, it has 
sought to find new homes equipped 
with sufficient confidential spaces–
but it must ensure that the Welcome 
Homes comply with all licensing 
requirements and protect the rights of 
youth in foster care. Furthermore, the 
County should continue prioritizing ef-
forts to support youth in family-based 
settings over congregate care settings 
like the Welcome Homes. The Wel-
come Homes are an improvement, but 
they are not the goal.

It is impressive and commendable that 
the County was able to create the Wel-
come Homes so quickly and provide 
home-based emergency placements 
for youth who need them. Compared 
to the former juvenile detention facility 
and office spaces previously utilized 
for this population of youth, this is an 
extraordinary accomplishment. 

Notwithstanding this significant 
improvement, it is important to ac-
knowledge that there are still areas 
of concern with the Welcome Homes 
that need to be addressed. Due to 
the lengthy period of time it took to 
become licensed, two of the Welcome 
Homes received complaints about 
providing unlicensed care in violation 
of Health and Safety Code Section 
1508, which CCLD investigated and 
substantiated.40 Not all of the Welcome 
Homes had appropriate confidential 
space, which is important for youth 
meeting with mental health providers, 

OPERATING LICENSED 
HOME-BASED SETTINGS 
FOR EMERGENCY 
PLACEMENTS

Finding: Making Progress

Overall, the County has made progress 
since utilizing the unlicensed WET 
Youth Center to care for children and 
youth in foster care. All of the Wel-
come Homes currently in operation 
are provisionally licensed by CDSS 
as temporary shelter care facilities. 
A provisional license indicates that (1) 
the facility is in substantial compliance 
with applicable law and regulation; (2) 
an urgent need for licensure exists; 
and (3) a corporate applicant’s board 
of directors, executive director, and of-
ficer are eligible for licensure.38 CDSS’s 
Community Care Licensing Division 
can issue a provisional license for up to 
six months or 12 months if it believes 
full compliance with licensing regu-
lations will be achieved in that time 
frame.39 
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Sacramento County has made great strides in the one year since closing the WET Youth Center. To continue to make prog-
ress and keep unlicensed care in its past, the County should implement the recommendations below.

1.	 �Continue to utilize all available resources, including those required by the Final Judgment, to build a healthy 
child welfare system. 

There are both required and suggested resources listed in the Final Judgment, some of which the County has not fully 
utilized. The County must continue to explore and use all available resources to create the infrastructure that allows all 
youth to grow up in a loving family.

2.	 �Ensure that youth first entering foster care are placed with kin by taking clear steps to implement CDSS’ new 
Kin-First best practices, including establishing a “firewall” policy and supervisory support to increase kin-first 
placements. 

A kin-first firewall policy requires specific actions and internal review processes to help identify and enable placement 
with kin as youth enter care. CDSS and the UC Davis Center for Excellence in Family Finding, Engagement, and Sup-
port published a Kin-First Policy Guide Toolkit with best practice recommendations and resources to support building 
a kin-first culture.

3.	 �Provide ICC and TBS to all youth who stayed at the WET Youth Center and are still in care, as well as all other 
youth at risk of placement instability.

By continuing to prioritize youth most at risk of placement instability and ensuring they have all necessary behavioral 
health services and other supports, the County can reduce the need for emergency placements. The County identified 
a number of reasons that eligible youth at the WET Youth Center did not receive TBS, including that several youth are 
no longer in care. For those who are still in the County’s care and supervision, however, periodic check-ins and offers of 
services would help promote placement stability and permanency.

4.	 �Conduct prompt and frequent CFT meetings for youth at the Welcome Homes to ensure youth have a  
family-based placement within the 10-day maximum.

The County reported that CFTs attempt to meet within 48 to 72 hours of a youth entering a Welcome Home, then ev-
ery two weeks thereafter while they remain in the Welcome Home. However, because TSCFs like the Welcome Homes 
have a maximum stay of only 10 days, more frequent CFTs are likely to be needed to comply with the law. Given the 
short time that TSCFs are permitted to care for youth, a prompt CFT meeting and frequent follow-up meetings are 
necessary to develop a transition plan and begin identifying kin and family-based placement options right away.

Recommendations and Conclusion
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5.	 Update county policies to provide guidance and expectations for use of the Welcome Homes. 

Pursuant to the Final Judgment, the County provided emergency placement policies, but those policies did not reflect 
the existence of the Welcome Homes and where they fall in the continuum of care for foster youth.

6.	 �Provide greater transparency in the creation of new facilities to care for youth in foster care, including prompt 
notification of plans to utilize a new facility and seek licensure. 

In February 2024, the County needed to move youth between facilities and began utilizing a new unlicensed home as 
a temporary measure. In March 2024, the County and the Youth Law Center met to discuss this potential violation of 
the Final Judgment and, ultimately, executed an agreement detailing a process for notification that includes explaining 
the need for the new facility and receiving a valid license prior to housing any children or youth there. The County’s 
commitment to this process is a promising step forward.

7.	 �Provide greater transparency about outcomes measures and data to reflect the County’s progress in their efforts 
to reform their system and protect the rights of youth in foster care. 

The County has explored other productive resources and partnerships that are not listed in the Final Judgment. The 
County should publicly report on all of its efforts to explore and implement each resource, as well as other steps it has 
taken to improve its kinship care practices, expand the array and capacity of behavioral health services offered, and 
place youth in home-based settings over group care settings. In addition, the County should publicly report on its ef-
forts to monitor and evaluate its practices, staff, and facilities in order to meet its legal requirements to protect youth in 
its care. As mentioned on page 19, there have also been reports of licensing violations and conditions at the Welcome 
Homes that raise concerns about youth privacy and safety, and the County should provide regular public updates on 
what steps it is taking to address those concerns.

 
The County has entered a new chapter in its child welfare system in which it prioritizes family connections, access to com-
munity-based services, and licensed, short-term emergency placements for youth in foster care. There is still work to do, 
but the County has made a solid start that is laying the foundation for a child welfare system in which all children and youth 
have the care they deserve. 
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Child and Family Team (CFT)

A CFT is a group of individuals who 
are convened by the placing agency 
to identify the strengths and needs of 
a youth and their family and to help 
achieve positive outcomes for safety, 
permanency, and well-being. CFTs 
provide input into the development of 
a child and family plan and placement 
decisions, and include individuals who 
provide both formal and informal sup-
ports to the child and family. 

Expedited Transition Child and 
Family Team (ETCFT)

ETCFTs were utilized by Sacramento 
County to transition youth out of the 
WET Youth Center. They were mod-
eled after Child and Family Teams 
outlined in state law and policy, but 
required additional members, such as 
the youth’s attorney and mental health 
support team, and frequent meet-
ings to ensure expedient transitions. 
ETCFTs are described in paragraphs 
20-22 of the Final Judgment entered 
June 27, 2023. 

Flexible Integrated Treatment 
(FIT)

FIT provides outpatient mental health 
services for youth under age 21 with 
serious emotional disturbance. The 
services range from basic outpatient 
to more intensive, and are strengths-
based, youth and family-driven, 
and provided in collaboration with 
child-serving systems, agencies, and 
other individuals involved with the 
youth.

Foster Family Agency (FFA)

A foster family agency is a public 
agency or nonprofit organization that 
certifies and supports foster parents 
and resource families and works with 
county agencies to find homes for 
youth in foster care. 

Full Service Partnership (FSP)

A full service partnership is a collabo-
rative relationship between the County 
and the client, and when appropriate 
the client’s family, through which the 
County plans for and provides the full 
spectrum of community services so 
that the client can achieve their identi-
fied goals. 

Wraparound Services

Wraparound services are intensive 
community-based services that are 
wrapped around a child as an alter-
native to high-level group home care. 
The services are delivered through a 
collaborative multidisciplinary team 
approach, build on the child and fam-
ily’s strengths, and are tailored to their 
unique and changing needs. 

Intensive Care Coordination 
(ICC)

ICC is a Medi-Cal specialty mental 
health service (SMHS) available to 
young people under age 21. Services 
include facilitating assessments, care 
planning, and coordinating services 
for children who have more intensive 
needs, who are involved in multiple 
child-serving systems, and/or whose 
treatment requires cross-agency col-
laboration. An ICC Coordinator works 
with the Child and Family Team to 
foster a collaborative relationship and 
ensure the youth receives medically 
necessary services in the least restric-
tive setting possible.

Intensive Services Foster Care 
(ISFC)

An ISFC program ensures youth in 
foster care who require intensive treat-
ment and behavioral supports, or who 
have specialized health care needs, 
receive the services they need while 
in a home-based family care setting or 
transitioning out of a congregate care 
setting. ISFC requires specially trained 
resource parents and professional and 
paraprofessional support.

Short-Term Residential 
Therapeutic Program (STRTP)

An STRTP is a 24-hour residential facil-
ity that provides an integrated program 
of specialized and intensive care and 
supervision, services and supports, 
and treatment. The care and supervi-
sion is trauma-informed, nonmedical, 
and for a short term. 

Appendix: Glossary of Key Terms
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Therapeutic Behavioral 
Services (TBS)

TBS are a type of SMHS available 
to young people under age 21 who 
are experiencing serious emotional 
challenges. These services are inten-
sive, short-term behavioral interven-
tions that are provided in conjunction 
with another SMHS. TBS are provided 
one-on-one in the youth’s home, 
school, and community in order to 
help the youth, caregivers, and other 
support persons learn ways to man-
age the youth’s behaviors so that they 
can be successful in their current 
environment.

Therapeutic Foster Care

TFC is a type of SMHS that youth un-
der age 21 are entitled to as a Medicaid 
Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnos-
tic, and Treatment (EPSDT) benefit. It is 
provided by a TFC parent under the di-
rection of a mental health professional.

Specialty Mental Health 
Services (SMHS)

SMHS include a range of Medi-Cal 
mental health services, including 
those available to youth under age 
21 through the Medicaid Early and 
Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and 
Treatment (EPSDT) benefit. SMHS are 
carved out of Medi-Cal managed care 
plans and are provided by county 
mental health plans. Youth with child 
welfare involvement, juvenile justice 
involvement, or who are experiencing 
homelessness are entitled to receive 
all medically necessary SMHS.

Temporary Shelter Care Facility 
(TSCF)

A TSCF is a 24-hour residential facility 
owned and operated by the county, or 
on behalf of a county by a private non-
profit agency, that provides no more 
than 10 calendar days of residential 
care and supervision for children under 
18 years of age who have been re-
moved from their homes as a result of 
abuse or neglect, as defined in Welfare 
and Institutions Code Section 300. 
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1.	 Cal. Dep’t of Social Servs., Continuum 
of Care Reform: Successes to Date and 
Looking Ahead (Mar. 2022), https://www.
cdss.ca.gov/Portals/9/CCR/CDSS_CCR_Is-
sue_Brief_APU.pdf.

2.	 Contrast this with the federal parallel 
to CCR, the Family First Prevention Services 
Act, which was enacted after CCR and 
made similar but more extensive restric-
tions on congregate care placements, and 
offered no additional funding for commu-
nity supports for children in the foster care 
system.

3.	 These investments include, in part, 
$139 million for youth with complex care 
needs, more than $450 million through the 
Behavioral Health Continuum Infrastructure 
Program, and increased funding to relative 
caregivers through the Approved Relative 
Caregiver program and other reforms. 
Additionally, much of the billion-dollar 
investment in CalAIM (the state’s multi-year 
initiative to reform Medi-Cal) and other 
improvements to the children’s behavioral 
healthcare system are intended to expand 
community supports that can be leveraged 
for foster youth in the community.

4.	 See Cal. Dep’t of Social Servs., CCR 
Dashboard, Placements and Exits from 
Foster Care, First Placement by Coun-
ty, https://public.tableau.com/app/
profile/california.department.of.social.
services.dashboard.design/viz/CCRDash-
board_17060562329960/Placementsan-
dExits (Sacramento’s rate of placing foster 
youth with relatives as a first time place-
ment (15%) is lower than the overall rate for 
the State (33%), and the rate for Los Angeles 
(44%).) (last visited Sep. 3, 2024).

5.	 To view the Complaint and Final Judg-
ment, see Youth Law Center, Youth Law 
Center and County of Sacramento Reach 
Settlement Agreement, https://www.ylc.org/
ylc_sacramento_county_settlement_agree-
ment/ (last visited September 3, 2024). 

6.	 See Letter from Kevin Gaines, Depu-
ty Dir., Community Care Licensing, to Dr. 
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