Witnesses Often Reluctant To Report Abuse Of Children 
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SEFFNER - Naked and sweating, two boys, ages 5 and 1, and a 3-year-old girl lived behind a bedroom door tied shut with speaker wire in a filthy room without air conditioning. 

They and a 7-month-old brother spent long days in a chicken-wire pen in the yard. 

The stomach-churning descriptions of their home from the arrest reports of mother Crystal Chavez, 21, and three other adults living there force the question: How could such deplorable conditions continue without intervention? 

Things might have gone on longer if Hillsborough County sheriff's deputies hadn't gone to the mobile home on Black Dairy Road to arrest Chavez for a driving violation and discovered the squalor. 

The answer isn't always singular, child welfare experts say. 

Fear of retribution keeps some people from reporting abuse and neglect, said Jeff Rainey, chief operating officer of Hillsborough Kids Inc. Others don't view corporal punishment, or spanking and hitting, as abuse. 

"A lot of people don't want to meddle in somebody else's business," he said. 

While Florida's Department of Children & Families investigates allegations of abuse and neglect, HKI is charged with watching over children who have been removed from their parents' custody, Rainey said. Hillsborough County has about 5,000 children in foster care, the most of any Florida county. 

"There's a stigma people associate with calling DCF," Rainey said. "They think, 'If I call to get help, oh my God, they'll take my children.' ... That's just not the case. It's about trying to be preventative and intervening with families before they come into the system." 

Reports of suspected child abuse or neglect are confidential, so it is unclear whether anyone has contacted authorities about Chavez's children. 

Some neglect and abuse will go undetected until parents bring their children into the community, Rainey said. 

Teachers, doctors and day care workers are required by law to report signs of abuse and neglect, but children 5 and younger might not be enrolled in school or day care. They might never have seen a pediatrician after being born. 

They are invisible children. 

"That's what makes it tough," Rainey said. "When a kid comes to school, it's easier to tell who doesn't have clean clothes, hasn't taken a bath or has bruises." 

Another factor is whether those who witness neglect and abuse can recognize it for what it is, he said. 

"A lot of times for family members, it's a repetitive cycle," Rainey said. "It's a condition of the way people are brought up and their culture. A lot of it is parenting skills and education on what's right and what's wrong." 

Sometimes people ignore abuse rather than get involved, said Luanne Panacek, director of the Children's Board of Hillsborough County, a child welfare agency. 

"There's a prevailing belief that you should mind your own business," she said. "In the grocery store, in your neighborhood, the first reaction most people have is to look the other way because confrontation is a very tough thing for some people to do." 

She does not think the circumstances like those found in the Chavez home escalated simply from poverty. 

"It's born out of ignorance, not socio-economic class," she said. "These people are flabbergasted that they're arrested for something that they don't see as doing anything wrong." 

Chavez's neighbors told reporters they had often heard yelling coming from the home and seen the children unclothed and dirty, but that might not reach the threshold of suspicion it would take for them consider calling the authorities, Panacek said. 

And although family assistance programs can connect parents with another program or agency, they cannot share personal information between organizations unless the family agrees to it, Panacek said. Some parents don't want the extra services. 

"You can keep kids under the age of 5 pretty invisible," Panacek said. "That's terrifying, isn't it?" 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

(CHART) GETTING HELP 

To report suspected child abuse or neglect, make an anonymous call to Florida's Child Abuse Hotline at 1-800-96-ABUSE. 

Families at risk can be linked up with assistance programs by contacting the Children's Board of Hillsborough County at (813) 229-2884, Ext. 241. 

