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When a letter from Prince William County's Department of Social Services
arrived in the mail recently, Wes Byers was hoping for answers.

He wanted to know why -- despite a report he made in December that a
13-year-old girl in his neighborhood appeared to have been abused --
officials failed to rescue her before she was slain the next month.

But the letter, five sentences long, didn't shed any light on Alexis "Lexie"
Agyepong-Glover's case. It said Byers's report had been investigated and
that "appropriate actions" were taken, but it did not elaborate.

"I can't tell you how upsetting it is to me," Byers said. "These folks are like,
"‘Well, it's just another day at work.' . . . We've got a life that has passed."

The slow trickle of information to emerge about Lexie's death, and how
local agencies handled her case while she was alive, highlights the secrecy
that often surrounds child abuse cases, child welfare advocates said.
Because of confidentiality rules that vary across the states, records related o
cases involving juveniles are sometimes withheld even after a criminal
investigation is complete.

If information is eventually released, it is often heavily redacted, preventing
proper scrutiny of public agencies charged with protecting children, child
advocates said.

Some say a federal law requires the release of records in abuse-related child
deaths or near-deaths and that it should be made even stronger before it is
reauthorized during this session of the U.S. Congress. State and local
officials in Virginia, however, say disclosure is optional in such cases. They
argue that privacy rules are necessary even after a child is dead to protect
victims and reporters of abuse.

"Fifty-one different jurisdictions interpret [federal law] 51 different ways," said Elisa Weichel,
administrative director and staff attorney with the Children's Advocacy Institute at the University of San
Diego School of Law. "When it reaches the point that a child incurs this kind of serious injury or death .

. . the public's right to know about what's going on in these cases trumps the privacy rights of those
involved."

It is unclear how much information officials will release to the public in Lexie's case. A criminal
investigation into the actions of her adoptive mother, Alfreedia Gregg-Glover -~ charged in her abuse
and death -- is ongoing, and her trial is set for July.



"We don't want fo scare away people from adopting children," said Prince William Social Services
Director Jobhn P. Ledden Jr. "We also don't want to give the public the perception that we're hiding and
covering up something."

Since Lexie was found dead in a Woodbridge area creek Jan. 9, several investigations have been
launched.

County social services officials have completed probes into past abuse allegations, but the county
attorney's office declined to release to The Washington Post nearly 400 pages of records pertaining to
Lexie's case, citing the pending criminal trial. Assistant County Attorney Bobbi Jo Alexis said that it
was too early to say whether any of the records would be made public after Gregg-Glover's trial.

Prince William police have been retracing their steps, re-interviewing Lexie's former bus drivers and
acquaintances who made reports of abuse to see if any red flags were missed. Police Chief Charlie T.
Deane said that he will be "as thorough as I can" in releasing the findings, but that he might have to
withhold certain information so others aren't discouraged from reporting abuse.

The Virginia Department of Social Services is conducting a Quality Management Review of the
county's social services practices, which could be completed this month but will not mention Lexie
specifically. Findings of a separate probe by VDSS into Lexie's death, which began recently, would be
made public upon request but with likely redactions, a VDSS spokeswoman said.

How much the public gets to know about cases such as Lexie's depends heavily on how states interpret
a federal law known as the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, child law experts said. CAPTA
says states must "allow for" the release of "findings or information" in child fatalities or near-fatalities
caused by abuse or neglect.

Although the language is vague, advocates point to a federal policy manual published by the

Administration for Children and Families -- a division of the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, which implements CAPTA -- as the definitive interpretation. The manual says states do not
have discretion in releasing information, unless disclosure would jeopardize a criminal investigation.

But several states, including Virginia, have added restrictions. According to its administrative code,
Virginia social services officials "may" release information upon request, including summaries of past
abuse reports, and how a social services agency responded. The state can withhold information for
several reasons, including if the information is likely to endanger the "physical or emotional well-being"
of anyone, or if a civil court case might be compromised, the code states.

Because of such restrictions, Virginia received a C- for transparency in a report last year co-published
by the Children's Advocacy Institute in San Diego and First Star, a nonprofit child welfare advocacy
group.

Gregg-Glover's case is being closely followed by several people who said they told authorities that they
saw Gregg-Glover drive off with Lexie in the trunk of a car, saw bruises on Lexie and found her almost
naked outside her house more than once. Byers made a report after finding Lexie outside his house Dec.
2, barely dressed in the freezing cold, famished and with a head wound.

“I want to know what they did," said Nancy Frederick, Lexie's former bus driver, referring to county
officials who locked into the reports she made.

Simply waiting for the facts to come out in court is not a reliable strategy, said William L. Grimum, senior
counsel with the National Center for Youth Law, who has successfully lobbied for more open policies
in California.

"A lot of these cases never go to trial," Grimm said. "The abusers plead them out, or the trials are



delayed for so long that everybody sort of loses interest in it. . . . That's why it's so important to get the
information out in the public domain."
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