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Despite an announcement 
of reduction in child 
abuse  cases in Georgia 
by Gov. Brian Kemp, area 
social workers argue 
that shelter-in-place 
orders have impacted the 
ability to properly report 
instances of child abuse.
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TODAY

75º | 54º
Mostly sunny Mostly sunnyScattered 

thunderstorms
Sunny Morning  showers Mostly sunny

MONDAY

72º | 49º

WEDNESDAY

77º | 55º

THURSDAY

73º | 52º

TUESDAY

78º | 59º
Mostly sunny

SATURDAY

76º | 54º

SUNDAY

69º | 45º

BY MICHAEL FANNING  |  Contributor

As a result of shelter-in-place and social distancing conditions imposed on citizens to 

combat the spread of coronavirus throughout the state of Georgia, the number of child 

abuse reports has decreased, Georgia Gov. Brian P. Kemp said.  Kemp and members of his 

coronavirus advisory committee announced these findings during a press conference in 

early April. 

BY MARSHALL  LATIMORE 
The Atlanta Voice

On Monday, Atlanta Mayor Keisha Lance Bot-
toms issued an administrative order directing 
the City’s Chief Operating Officer Joshua Wil-
liams to convene an advisory council to advise 
on measures and steps needed to be taken in 
order to end the Bottoms’s stay-at-home order, 
when that time is appropriate.

A plan of action to reopen Atlanta’s economy 
must be presented to Mayor Bottoms no later 
than May 15.

“Reopening the city must be executed in a 
cautious manner that is best suited for Atlanta,” 
Bottoms said. “The Advisory Council will pro-
vide the necessary input and buy-in from Atlan-
ta stakeholders to outline a safe and thoughtful 
framework to get our economy back on track 
without endangering public health.”

The Advisory Council will be co-chaired by 
Williams; Bondurant, Mixson and Elmore, LLP 
Partner Robbie Ashe; and immediate past Na-
tional Council of Negro Women National Chair-
person Ingrid Saunders Jones.

Ashe coordinated the City’s response to the 
displacement of individuals and families caused 
by Hurricane Katrina. 

Saunders-Jones is a staunch advocate for 
women and children and formerly served as se-
nior vice president for Global Community Rela-
tions at Coca-Cola and chair of The Coca-Cola 
Foundation board.

Comprised of representatives from Atlanta or-
ganizations and businesses, the advisory coun-
cil will create a framework to reopen the city of 
Atlanta for business, tourism, entertainment, 
congregational worship, large gatherings, and 
athletic events, a spokesperson explained.

The Advisory Council will also work toward an 
equitable reopening structure, keeping in mind 
the needs of women, members of the LGBTQ 
community, young people, seniors and homeless 
or displaced individuals.

Designated Advisory Council representatives 
from organizations and industries as authorized 
by the Mayor will include MARTA, Atlanta Pub-
lic Schools, Atlanta Hartsfield Jackson Interna-
tional Airport and other essential businesses and 
government agencies.
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Alone & Unprotected
Social workers: COVID-19 pandemic causes 

underreporting of child abuse around Metro Atlanta

SPECIAL REPORT: CHILD ABUSE

See ABUSE on page 6

But while a reduction in reports of 
child abuse would normally be consid-
ered a positive outcome, there is con-
cern by social workers in the region 
that the findings reported by Kemp 
and others are instead a result of 
gross underreporting. 

Instead, they argued, the reduction 
in the frequency of reports is due to 
a number of imposed restrictions 
that prevent social services pro-
fessionals and mandated re-
porters to adequately meet with 
children they would typically 
be able to observe when schools 
are open.

According to the Georgia 
Department of Education, 
education professionals, 
including teachers, princi-
pals, and school counselors, 
are the most common report-
ers of child abuse, making up 
nearly 60 percent of all child 
abuse cases in the state.

One of the reasons why, besides 
the fact that they spend at least eight 
hours a day with children, is that the 
State of Georgia classifies education pro-
fessionals as mandated reporters, 
which by definition requires 
them to observe, notice 
and report cases of child 
abuse. 

The State also considers employees and 
volunteers of any organization that pro-
vides care, treatment, education, training, 
supervision, coaching, counseling, recre-

ational programs, or shelter to children, 
as mandated reporters. This includes 
organizations like the YMCA, The 
Boys Scouts of America, Girl Scouts of 

America, and even hotels.
But because shelter-in-place or-

dinances prevent children from 
attending after school programs 
or visiting community centers, 
many of these organizations 
now have limited or only emer-
gency access to children, which 

prevents them from catch-
ing and reporting many 
instances of child abuse or 
neglect.

The ordinances have also 
resulted in protocol changes 

for social workers from Child 
Protective Services, a division 

of the Department of Family and 
Children’s Services — changes that 

prevent case managers from investigat-
ing instances of abuse or neglect, 

which could save a child’s life. 
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According to a Dekalb County 
case manager who asked to not 
be identified, since the spread 
of the virus, CPS case managers 
are only visiting with children 
face-to-face as first responders, 
and all other case managers, 
including foster, independent 
living program (ILP), primarily 
meet with their wards virtually 
via FaceTime, Zoom, or other 
forms of video communication. 

The managers only execute 
face-to-face visits if there is an 
emergency, the case manager 
explained. 

“We are taking every step and 
precaution to protect ourselves 
and the children in care,” the 
case manager said. “When we 
are video conferencing we visit 
with the kids alone, interview 
them, see their rooms, and as-
sess their overall well-being. 

“If we determine or see some-
thing wrong a face to face visit 
takes place and further steps. 
The safety of children is still 
our number one concern,” the 
case manager continued. “Now, 
due to coronavirus, when we go 
out we ensure safety by wearing 
face masks, gloves, and social 
distancing when possible. How-
ever, some interaction is un-
avoidable. It’s a part of the job.”

Other social service provid-
ers agreed that school closures 
have exacerbated the virus’s im-
pact on child abuse. 

Maurice Ravennah, a child 
care professional and CEO of 
Phoenix International, Inc., an 
independent living program 
(ILP) that transitions foster care 
youth to adulthood, said that 
area schools are responsible 
for so much more than simply 
reporting instances of child 
abuse. 

“Child abuse is definitely on 
the rise,” Ravennah said. “The 
ramifications of COVID-19 ar-
en’t just on the economy; it’s 
the actual family structure and 
dichotomy.

“For so many kids school 
isn’t just a place they’re educat-
ed, it’s a protector, babysitter, 
and even just a place to get two 
steady meals a day during the 
week,” he continued.

Phoenix International is a 
contracted provider autho-
rized by DFCS to assist with the 
aforementioned transitioning 
of children who age out of care. 
They have worked for the de-
partment for nearly three years 

and currently serve, and house, 
nearly twenty youths ages 17 to 
23 years of age. 

Ravennah, who possesses 
nearly four years of experi-
ence in social work, explained 
further that parental stress, 
brought on by current condi-
tions, would also contribute to 
an increase in child abuse.

“What we are seeing is that 
now that (kids) are home with 
their parents during all of this, 
there’s a higher chance of them 
being disciplined more and 
harsher because their parents 
are overwhelmed or become 
impatient,” he said.

Another issue that social 
workers took concern with is 
the issue of malnutrition. 

Fortunately, area school 
systems like Atlanta Public 
Schools, Fulton County Schools 
and DeKalb County Schools 
have waivers from the Depart-
ment of Agriculture to provide 
free lunches for closed schools. 

The counties affected by 
school closing have quickly or-
ganized programs with the City 
of Atlanta and other munici-
palities to distribute lunches, 
canned food items, and some 
perishable items like cheese, 
lunch meat, and even chicken. 

There are currently 21 loca-
tions throughout Fulton County 
alone, to assist with this endeav-
or. Additionally, Atlanta Public 
schools have amended their 
program to offer food weekly in-
stead of three times a week.

In the absence of school sys-
tems and youth-related orga-
nizations, professionals and 
officials are asking individuals 
to be hypervigilant of any signs 
of child abuse, even if they’re 
someone who has minimal ac-
cess to other people’s children, 
such as a neighbor or a grocery 
store worker. 

“We all need to deputize our-
selves, in the sense of acting 
like mandated reporters,” said 
Lamont Motley, a program di-
rector for Phoenix Internation-
al Inc. “We really are all in this 
together, as a community let’s 
do our part. So if you see some-
thing, say something.”
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NATIONCOVID-19

Moving past ‘invisible enemy,’ 
Trump nudges nation to reopen

If you suspect or know of a 
child being abused, please 
contact the Department 
of Family and Children Ser-
vices at 1.855.GACHILD 
(+1 855-422-4453).

TAKE ACTION

WHITE HOUSE

BY ZEKE MILLER 
Associated Press

For weeks, the Trump admin-
istration played up the dangers of 
the coronavirus as it sought to con-
vince Americans to disrupt their 
lives and stay home. 

Now, as President Donald Trump 
aims for a swift nationwide reopen-
ing, he faces a new challenge: con-
vincing people it’s safe to come out 
and resume their normal lives.

It’s a defining question for a 
cloistered nation — and a political 
imperative for Trump, whose re-
election likely rides on the pace of 
an economic rebound.

Can the country move beyond a 
crippling fear of the virus and re-
turn to some modified version of 
its old routines, doing what’s possi-
ble to mitigate the risk of COVID-19, 
but acknowledging it may be a fact 
of life for years to come?

“We need to create the kind of 
confidence in America that makes 
it so that everybody goes back to 
work,” said Kevin Hassett, a White 
House adviser and former chair of 
the Council of Economic Advisers. 
“And that confidence is going to re-
quire testing and confidence that 
your workplace is a healthy place, 
but also confidence in the economy.”

At the White House, officials be-
lieve they’ve entered a new chapter 
of the pandemic response, moving 
from crisis mode to sustained miti-
gation and management.

It began last Thursday with 
the release of guidelines to gover-
nors for how to safely reopen their 
states. Trump and Vice President 
Mike Pence celebrated Americans 
for successfully “flattening the 
curve” of the epidemic.

A day later, a phalanx of the ad-
ministration’s top medical officials 
sought to reassure the nation that 
there were plenty of tests available to 
safely begin easing restrictions.

Governors have been lifting re-
strictions each day since then, 
including aggressive moves an-
nounced Wednesday in Montana 
and Oklahoma. The Montana gov-
ernor gave schools the green light to 
open their doors in early May, and 
Oklahoma will allow salons, barber-
shops, spas, and pet groomers to re-

open Friday.
Trump, in his evening press con-

ference, did take issue with Republi-
can Georgia Gov. Brian Kemp’s bold 
reopening plans. “I disagree strong-
ly,” he said. “I think it’s too soon.”

The governors’ moves coin-
cided with lingering bleak news 
around the country. The death toll 
in Massachusetts eclipsed 2,000 on 
Wednesday, doubling from just a 
week earlier. About 16,000 people 
remained hospitalized across New 
York. A meat plant in Iowa that is vi-
tal to the nation’s pork supply is the 
latest slaughterhouse to shut down 
because of the outbreak. With the 
economy in for a long, brutal slump, 
Congress was on the verge of passing 
an almost $500 billion relief bill to 
bolster small businesses.

Trump flatly promised Ameri-
cans that there will no repeat of the 
national lockdown. “We will not go 
through what we went through for 
the last two months,” he said.

It’s a sharp shift in rhetoric af-
ter Trump and allies stressed the 
threat of an “invisible enemy” to 
persuade people to abide by social 
distancing recommendations. The 
American people have also been 
scarred by the daunting death toll 
and images of body bags piled up in 
refrigerated trailers.

Moving from fear to acceptance 
will take confidence in government, 
medical professionals, and business-
es at a time when faith in those insti-
tutions is low. White House aides say 
restoring confidence will require the 
same “whole-of-America” approach 

that slowed the virus spread.
“It’s one thing for the govern-

ment to say, ‘OK, it’s safe to go out,’” 
New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo, a 
Democrat, said Tuesday. “If people 
don’t believe it’s safe, they’re not 
going to go.”

While there have been isolated 
protests in states aimed at lifting 
aggressive stay-at-home measures, 
most Americans don’t believe it will 
be safe to ease the restrictions any-
time soon, according to a new survey 
from The Associated Press-NORC 
Center for Public Affairs Research.

Trump predicted earlier this 
month that the economy would take 
off like a “rocket ship once we get 
back to business.” But experts say 
the recovery will be far slower.

“It’ll be a very gradual process 
regardless of what a governor says 
or the president says,” said Dr. 
Robert Blendon, a Harvard pro-
fessor of health policy and politi-
cal analysis. He said the history of 
lockdowns, particularly the quar-
antine of more than 25,000 people 
around Toronto in 2003 to slow 
the spread of SARS, shows that it 
will take weeks, even months, for 
people to develop the confidence 
to resume normal activity.

Blendon also warned that a pre-
dicted second wave of COVID-19 
could reverse any gains made in 
the interim.

It’s not just government, but in-
dividual businesses that will need 
to convince employees and con-
sumers that it’s safe to return, once 
they decide to reopen.
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President Donald Trump speaks about the coronavirus in the James 
Brady Press Briefing Room of the White House on April 22 in Washington.


