Agency let boy's family slip through the cracks
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A private agency contracted by the state to monitor the family of a woman accused of boiling her 4-year-old son's hands lost track of them and had not visited the household since December.

The oversight by La Alianza Hispania Inc. delayed the Department of Social Services from finding the family when it received an anonymous call Friday night to check on the safety of little Ernesto Lara.

The boy was found Saturday night locked in a bedroom of his Mission Hill apartment, wincing in pain and lying on a bed stained with his blood, urine and feces.

His five siblings, ranging in age from 9 months to 7 years, were wandering over floors strewn with trash and beer cans.

DSS, concerned last August with La Alianza Hispania Inc.'s "quality of case work," decided to stop sending the agency more cases.

La Alianza had already been under DSS investigation, sources said.

Yesterday, DSS officials stepped up their scrutiny of the multi-cultural community agency, which receives about $2 million from DSS, four other state agencies and the city of Boston.

DSS officials have begun reviewing how the company has handled all 70 of the cases it now monitors for DSS.

"How many more kids have to die or get hurt before we do something about this system?," an angry Rep. Marie J. Parente asked yesterday.

Parente (D-Milford) said the case of Ernesto was a prime example that "you can't apply private-market practices to human services. Whose eyes looked at that and didn't make the proper assessment?"

DSS Spokesman Lorraine Carli declined to give specifics on what concerns DSS has about La Alianza Hispania, or to discuss the case of Clarabel Ventura, 26, the scalded child's mother.

But sources told the Herald the company was lax on monitoring its cases.

La Alianza case workers were supposed to visit Ventura, a recovering drug addict who previously lost custody of her children, every month. Yet, the family's case worker has not seen them since December.

La Alianza executive director Luis Prado said the case worker tried to visit the family in January, but found no one home. He said the agency was having a difficult time contacting Ventura because she did not have a telephone.

Prado also said it appears the social worker did not know Ventura moved nine days ago.

Ernesto was rushed to Children's Hospital with third-degree burns on both hands. Police believe the injuries were inflicted by his mother two to three weeks ago.

Police think he had been locked in the bedroom for up to a week without food.

"I feel terrible," said Prado, who is conducting his own investigation.

A trembling, tearful and 4-months pregnant Ventura pleaded innocent yesterday to abusing Ernesto. She was released after posting $2,500 cash bail, but was ordered to stay at least 200 yards away from her children.

Despite the allegations made against her in Roxbury District Court, Ventura's attorney John Benzan called her "a good mother trying to make due."

Ventura was raising her children with $900 a month in AFDC payments, $350 a month in food stamps, Women, Infants and Children funds, Medicaid, and a rent subsidy, officials said.

Carli said DSS has been monitoring Ventura since 1987, when the first complaint of child abuse was made against her. In 1989, Ventura lost custody of her children and they were placed in a foster home.

Her case was handed over to La Alianza in 1989. After she completed several counseling programs, Ventura regained custody of her children in 1992.

Carli said there had been no other complaints against Ventura until Saturday.

Ventura's sister, Maria Rivera, said police fabricated most of charges against Ventura. "She's a real good mother and has always been a real good mother," said Rivera.

"She fought one time for her kids and she'll fight for them again."
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