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June 27, 2022 

 

Assemblymember Lisa Calderon, Chair 

Committee on Human Services 

California State Assembly 

1020 N Street, Room 124 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

Re: SB 1085 (Kamlager) SUPPORT 

 

Dear Assemblymember Calderon: 

 

Though it’s been more than two decades, I still remember being stunned when I first read 

news accounts about a little girl in Los Angeles named Gilbreania Wallace.   

 

Gilbreania and her three siblings were living in a rented home with their grandmother 

when the pipes burst, flooding the basement with sewage.  But when the Los Angeles 

Department of Children and Family Services came to investigate, they didn’t say what the family 

needed was a plumber – somehow, they concluded that the fact that the grandmother couldn’t 

afford to immediately find another home was cause to place the children in foster care in separate 

homes with strangers. 

 

Two years later, Gilbreania was beaten to death in her foster home.  She was three years 

old.  The foster mother was charged.  DCFS, which could not be bothered paying for housing 

while Gilbreania was alive, offered $5,000 to pay for the funeral.  The grandmother says that 

another of her grandchildren was raped in another foster home. 

 

So now, all these years later, I ask you to consider: What if there had been a law that said 

DCFS and its counterparts were not allowed to charge a parent, or a grandparent, with “neglect” 

just because an emergency left her without a place for the family to live?  What if there had been 

a law that said, in effect: No, you can’t confuse poverty with neglect?  What if there had been a 

law that said, in effect, when these things happen you must take away the poverty, not the 

children? 

 

Had there been such a law, perhaps today Gilbreania Wallace would be a happy, healthy 

young adult, recently out of college. 

 

Today, Senator Kamlager and advocates for impoverished families across the state ask 

simply that you pass such a law. 

http://www.nccpr.org/
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1999-jun-15-me-46762-story.html


Re: SB 1085 / 2 

 

Of course, most children taken from their homes don’t meet the same fate as Gilbreania 

Wallace – or, allegedly, her sibling (just as most cases in which children left in their own homes 

are nothing like Gabriel Fernandez). 

 

But independent studies show that the rate of abuse in foster care is far higher than 

reflected in official statistics and far higher than in the general population.  The studies find 

abuse in one-quarter to one-third of family foster homes, and the rate in group homes and 

institutions is even worse.  (The rate is lower, however, when children are placed with their own 

relatives in kinship foster care). 

 

There were four children in the Wallace household – so the fact that something awful 

would happen to one of them was predictable. 

 

And even when children are not physically or sexually abused the emotional trauma 

inflicted upon them is every bit as great as the trauma inflicted on all those children needlessly 

torn from their families at the Mexican border during the Trump Administration. 

 

The fear that barring a county from tearing apart a family because of family poverty 

somehow endangers children is understandable.  But it is an outgrowth of 50 years of what’s 

been called “health terrorism”, in which advocates and, sadly, sometimes journalists exploit 

horror stories that are as rare as they are tragic to convince us that beatings and torture of 

children by their parents are rampant and only a giant child welfare surveillance state and 

massive removal of children from their homes can stop it. 

 

But none of that is true.  Now, this Legislature can rise above groundless fear and support 

legislation that would take a small step toward making all vulnerable children safer. 

 

  While eradicating poverty would be a great idea, you don’t have to do that to keep a 

family safe.  All you have to do is ameliorate its worst effects.  It takes just enough money to do 

enough repairs to make a home safe, or just enough to help a mother afford childcare so she 

doesn’t have to choose between getting fired and leaving a child home alone. 

 

In the case of the Wallace grandchildren all it would have taken is: 

 

DCFS relocates the family to a hotel while it finds another home for the family to live in 

– or while they call in a plumber to make necessary repairs so they could move back to the home 

they were living in before the pipes burst. 

 

Even with state and federal aid for foster care, that still would have cost far less than 

whatever Los Angeles County paid all those different foster parents – and the private agency that 

oversaw the home where Gilbreania died.  

 

And if agencies such as DCFS started doing things like that routinely, it would 

accomplish something else: If would free up places in foster homes that are not abusive for the 

relatively few children who really need them. 

https://nccpr.org/nccpr-issue-paper-1-foster-care-vs-family-preservation-the-track-record-for-safety-and-well-being/
https://www.nccprblog.org/2021/10/nccpr-at-kempe-center-conference-child.html


Re: SB 1085 / 3 

 

Of course, DCFS and its counterparts might say: Oh, but that was a long time ago.  We 

never do things like that today.  If they say that, I invite you to reach out to impoverished 

communities across California.  Talk to foster youth about why they were taken; talk to the 

families from whom they were taken, talk to the lawyers who try to stop those children from 

being taken. Then see what you think. 

 

But if agencies like DCFS really do make that claim – if they really do say they never 

take away children because of poverty, then they have no reason to oppose this bill. Because, in 

that case, SB 1085 would merely codify what they say they’re doing already. 

 

It’s existing law that makes children less safe by making it easy to confuse poverty with 

neglect.  It’s existing law that endangers children’s emotional well-being by making it so easy to 

traumatize them with needless separation from everyone they know and love.  It’s existing law 

that makes it so easy to put children at risk of abuse in foster care itself. 

 

In contrast, SB 1085 would make all vulnerable children in California safer. 

 

But if any members of the legislature really feel the need to amend it, there is one 

amendment that would be an excellent idea: Consider calling SB 1085 “Gilbrenia’s Law.” 

 

Sincerely, 

Richard Wexler 

Richard Wexler 

Executive Director 

 

About NCCPR: The National Coalition for Child Protection Reform is a small nonprofit child 

advocacy organization dedicated to trying to make the “child welfare” system better serve 

America’s most vulnerable children.  You can read all about our distinguished Board of 

Directors here https://nccpr.org/nccpr-board-and-staff/ and about what others in the field say 

about us here: https://nccpr.org/what-others-say-about-nccpr/    
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