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p!aihts, relating.to.action; inaction,--or de~isiqns.Of . 
:~'.- providers of otJvof-home care to,children and~jiouth 
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and inyestigates complaints by private citizens against govem- 
memage-n-ci-es:. "~ An ombudsman does not have authority 
to make decisions. Rather, he or she protects:the rights of indi- 
~/iduals against the government by•investigating complaints, 
providing opinions, and advocating on ~ their behalf. 

In Scandim/via~ ~vhere_the concept originated.in the 19th cen- 
tury; ornbudsmenlarehighly respected individuals appoimed by 
the COuncil of, .Min!s!~rsf__~T.heir opinions carry great weight imd 
are often highly:publicized. Their independence is Zealously 
protected. They-not only investigate complaints brought by in- 
dividuals,againSt th-e.government, but dis o initiate investiga- 
tions:on their own. In •addition t0~ombudsmen who serve the 
public, Scandinavian cOuntries~also have specialized ombuds- 
men who repr-esent~the rigMs of groups-wit h special interests, 
such as Childreni c0flsumers,,the military, and:women. 
" ? ~ - "  ° "  " S - ~  v ~ . - . ~ . ~ ~ . . - .  . . 

ombudsmen for Children Abroad 
To, the author's: knOwledgei only one ombudsman:program- 
abroad se~es childr~en: it~.0fit-of=home care~ the population 
group targeiedhyS~ateChfillenge grants .under the JJDPAct. 
One of the o!dest b mbudSman:lik~ programs:for childrem "A 
Voice for the Child in .car-"e. (vc- C), is based.in LondOn,En- 
glandfl With just.five part-tjhae'Staff-riie~bEtg, VCC~ecfiiits, 

- trains, and. coo?dinates a network of vohinteer representatives 
Yor children in.secure Care The representatNes assist children 
in filing;=ihvestigating, andxesolving the-children's)comlslaints. 
In addition, ~the representatives initiate complaints:about,viola~ 
tions oFthe fights of  cliiidren:in care. Unlike most ombudsmen 
for'children; hfwev~er, they do not. work. throughlthe.media to 
bring attention to policy issues affecting children in care. 

Although VCC:lbri~Vides~an impohant model for.ombudsman 
programs servihg:_chi)i:lTen:iri outrof~hnme care" Several other 
countries hav.e=alsb estab!ished:0mbudsman programs. These 
programsProxddfy_a!uable !essnns.in-es~blishin_g successful : 
ombudSman.progvams..The l~opulation servedbythese=pr0- 

-. grams includes:ciaildrenin-out,of-home care,-who com/nand 
disproportionate attention because of their VulnerabilitY to gov- 

: ernmem actions." Moreover, all.of.these programs are either in 
small countries or i n the-states of large couritries and, therefore, 
operafe at.a levelanalogous to the State ombudsman officeen- 
yi•sioned~under the State Challenge gran~t program. 

The first office of:an Ombudsman for children was established 
by theNorwegian parliament in 1981. The Norwegian office of 

.ombudsman 'has been studied andldescribed in professional lit- 
eratur e more extensively thanany other ombudsman program. 
Othercountries, such as Costa Rica, New Zealand, and Swe- 
den,have directly° emulated the~Norwegian-office, and most 
~other Countries.that haveadopted ombudsman programs for 
children have Used some elements of the Norwegian program. 3 

The law establishing theombudsman's office prov!des it with 
• broad dlscretmn 40 promote the interests of children vis-a-vis 
publicand private authorities and to follow Up the development 

of conditions under which children "gi'6w u~p '"Tlie-ombudsma 
'h~g -specifidadthisrify tO l~irtifi~te~n~plan~r~?~o "efigu~e tacit 

. . . .  - , • ' , . .  • - ~ "  ~ - . ~ ' : - ~ ' ~ - - - , ~  : ~ " ~ - - - ~ T :  leDslatlon relating to the protection of_chddren S:lnte-rests:~s ~ 
o h s e ~ e d  prOpo~e mead-tireS ~hich c an~s~6]ve~6~r~e~Feon:, 

--:flicts befweenchildren and socieiy;"~declu-6~C~h~blic  - 
about children's rights. Th e ombudsman may act_on his .ni--her 
own Volition or in response to particular 6as~g; affdm~c-]ssue 
.opinions wheneverThe of  She cho0~s.~:~he~b~id~ma~nalso-has 
free access to institutions 'and reco-fds. 4_ __~_ . . . . . . . .  :-'~\-. 

Withinjust:afew years 0f~the 0ffice's:inception,-sur~eys of 
both adults;:and school:aged efiildre~Lifi~N~orw~7~-Sho~ve-d;that • 
almost everyone ~knew aboUt:the ombud~man.f0r eliildren aiicl- 
.approved o(thd OU]c~'swork-.~;Fh~b-ffic~?l~s:~ddr-e~se~l~.a- Wide ~ 
ranging number, of issues, including'the:protectionv0f refugee 
and immigrant:chjldrenl/proh~bit]0n-.of-6o@o~al:punishment;. 
regulation 0fviolefi.tt0ys ?affd rfiedim?de~610pmfnt of a minis~ 
try for' children, youth, and families; ahdthe.ps~ctiosocial Care 
of children in hospitals: Sev~eraAoi~-p~a~ti~61~e~aii~es fia~)e 
esulted from the  ombudsman.s advocacy,.mcludmg .the. enact-  

ment of a law thai re/iuii'fs-local planners ~ totak~e:childi'eti'~-in- 
teres-tsintf-a~couritiia.local planningdecisi0ns: .Many of these 
initiatNes have b~en?the fes'ult~f ~6~r/lai~~s0~n~i~ ~- 

- brought by children themselvfs.Hfxve~,:er, the'-la~v'e~blishing- 
the ombudsman's: office' provides'~that:the~ombudsman:may ;not~ 
proceed in an individual .ca'S~e-without(the child's pern~isgibn',-- 
and that the ornhudsmaff;mayn0t intC~ene;in intrafamilial: 
matters such as child eustody.disputes~.: 

OmbudSman Programs=inIhe : 
United States-: 
In ways.simiiar,tb the Scandinavian ombudsman programs, 
:seve~:al st/~tf~,inc!uding Alaska, Hawaii(Iowa, andNebraska, 
have e stablished~State ombudsman :programs.that have.theau- 
th6rity to.investigaie ciiiznn.cf~plaints.about~administi~ative 
action or ifiaction. Such 0mbUdgrrfen Are Usually bfised iri_the 
legislative brancl~: of~~ime-~mme~nt..~L~ ike t~helr:S~can-'clinavian 
counterparts, State" oml~udsmefi-have bi'0aCiegal authorit2~ to 
.inveStigate c~0ml~laintg a0d fffide~ opihiShs. - =~ . . . .  " -~-: 

Alth6ugh the structure of O-/nbtidsmen's office-s-in Schfidiffavia 
and ithe United States is - similar, they differifi, s~le., whi le  Om- 
budsmen ir/Scandinavi a are highly Visible-_ia0blie-figut~-s ...... 
whose viewsare quite influential Amefic~/h 70mb~ds~eri Are ~ - 
16w-pr0file. Theyworkwith age0c_ie.s tn:~oPl~Sifi~!~idh~F: . 
complaims__to ?grease the Wheels" of bu i - ea f i e~  ~--~:~d - a~e 
seldom involved in policy debates. ~ . _~ ~. .-  "_-??..: ~ _ 

Both Congress and the State legislatiJreg~lia~e_y~cognize_d,~h0w- - 
ever, that some groups have difficulty getting their.voiCes-. _ 
heard and have established spec ia l ized-ombudsm~fi -of f icesfo~ 
these groups. For exampie, specialized ombudsman:offices 
have been created tO address the needs ofrchildren Under the. - 
JJDP Act and senioi- Citizens Under the Oldei'.AmeriCans:Act. 



il hild Advocacy Programs in the 
 ¢tJnited States 

Many U.S. programs engage in advocacy for children, but few 
use ombudsmen. Even though many States have nonprofit pri- 
vate organizations to promote children's interest-s, they~rarely 
have offices or :procedures.for:the-receipt an#inx/estigatien of 
individual complaints. M9regvef r, oS_mt~£o_~_b~d~n,~ ~O~.ffi~Eg - . 
may. receive complaints~about-agency :ha~oldiing of child Welfare 
cases, but they do not advocate:f0r-chi!dren, nordo:they:re S 
ceive or investigate complaints from the.children themsel~,es. 

Some States have established agencie~s to serve ~as watchdogs 
for children,. ~ althoughfunding has beeneHminated orsignifi~ 
cant!y reduced in at least a couple of cases,~. P: erhaps .the best 
example of an ombudsman-like Stat e agency f0r cl)ildren, in 
out-of-home care.is the Rhode IslandOffice~ofthe Child Advo- 
cate (OCA). 6 The OCA is a law office that protects the rights of 
children in the care of the Rhode Islan d Department of Chil:: 
dren, Youth, and Family Services. The Child Advocate is ap- 
pointed by the Governor. OCA has a budget Of several hundred 
thousand dollars per year. It investigates hundreds of com- 
plaints each year and issues t6p]cal reports on problems of chil- 
dren in care. 'It also reviews:all cases of children who die in 
out-of-home care. Ombudsmen's offices usually focus on ad- 
ministrativeaction, but the OCA, consistent with its identity as 

~v office, has been heavily involved in class litigation, and 
~ also initiatedlegislation. 

Key Elements 
Three critical elements of the Norwegian model~ of'ombudsmen 
for childrenmust be preserved for ombudsman-like instfiutions 
for children to. be successful in other countries.7They are as 
fOllows: 

• An ombudsman must be chosen for his orher'ability to 
provide objective leadership on children's issues. 

• The ombudsman's autonomy and discretion mustbe 
protected. 

• The ombudsman must be accessible to the children and 
have access to them. 

In other words, the ombudsman must be a.person, to Whom 
people will-listen. The effectiveness-of~n-.~-eu~]sman r e s t s o n  
his or her integrity, wisdom, and-ii'id~ni~eficZe.I.flihe ombuds- 
man is not treated as an independem eniit~,:;simflartoajudge 
in the U.S. judicial system, potential Complainants..will be de- 
terred and the ombudsman's authority will be questioned. 

Complainants must know about and be able to reach the om- 
For children in out-of-home care, this principle may 
the ombudsman has an office or visiting hours in'the 

children's facilities. There must be systematic efforts to edu: 
cate children and citizen advocates about the ombudsman's 
availabilitY and to demonstrate that complaints can beimade, 
heard, and taken seriously without fear of retaliation. The oni- 

budsman'should havel Statutory authority to visit facilities, see 
children, and'view:records. 

Issues to Consider 
JuOsdict iom Although:funds ~ for State challenge grants are 
available.for_omb-udsman offi~esoto'serve.children'in out-of- 

- home care,-thVSt~te~yl-j~0-egide~t - establishing offices for chil- 
l dre---n'-ing:ener-al,-with"Fede~i funds ttien used for ombudswork 
.for children.in O utz0f-home care. The broader.purpose-~estab- 
lishing officeS: forchildlen in general---may meet With greater 
communit2~ ~-cceptance and:, at the same time, address the needs 
of. children placed in out~0f:home care. 

Public o r  private? The JJDP Act provides that State ombuds- 
man offices may be either State agencies or private organizations 
under.contract, provided that the-agency selected is not involved 
in the provision of out=of-home care. Private child advocacy, or- 
ganizations generally have greater independence from govern- 
ment bureaucracies,and may therefore be more direct in their 
criticism. However, publicagencies maY have greater access to 
government:authorities andmay garnermore respect fr0ni them. 
In either instance, however,agencies may face conflicts of.inter- 
est when there is reason'to believe that their funding.0r status is 
in jeopardy. Regardless of  the auspices under which the ombuds- 
man works, care must be .taken to ensure his or her indepen- 
dence: 

Legislative or.executive? In the classic model, the ombudsman 
is a-representative of~thelegislamre who oversees the perfor- 
mance of the executive agencies: In'many States,.hov~ever,-this 
function does-not fall to legislative Staff. Again, the keyp0int is 
to,protect the independence of the ombudsman This can be done 
by creating :fo~the.ombudsman-a term :ol ~ appointment that does 
not correspond tothe term of the elected official-or.entity that 
makes the a.ppOihtment. 

Authority. The statute or executive order establishing .the om- 
budsman office should clarify the ombudsman's responsibilities 
(e.g., whetherhe or she may 4nitiateqitigation on behalf of chil- 
dren in care)-and the strategies that~he=or Shemay use: in investi- 
gation~(e,g.,:whether the=ombudsman will have subpoena power). 

Conclusion 

_Fe.w~canquestionth-e-need-tt~.giV~ ~tiildren~ especiMly:children 
~ ~ i i - ~ ] - ] e n g e  grantspro- 
-qid~d-~n-d~e JJD]6~Aci~-~/illcrehfe~an ombudsman office'to 
rep_resent~_tl..e interests of'  these children.'This program offers an 
opportunitY toapply models that havew0rked effectively in 

- otherc_ountries, models that can be successfully applied here to 
promote and protect the interestsof children. 

Suggestionsfor Further Reading 
Davidson,H.A., C.P.-Cohen, and L.K.Girdner (eds.). 1993. Es- 
tah!!~s._hin.g;Omhudsman Programs for Children and You'th:How 
Government's Responsiveness to Its Young Citizens Can Be ira- 

3.  
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