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I spend my days fighting to save the lives of victims of child abuse, so I have a unique perspective on the turmoil of the past few weeks at the Fundamentalist Latter Day Saints compound near the West Texas town of Eldorado.

The organization I work for and I have been very critical of the systems (child welfare, criminal justice and the family courts) that we taxpayers fund to protect our children. So make no mistake, I am not a defender of "the system."

That being said, I think that we all need to take a deep breath and allow "the system" to do its work. And I am very hopeful that the children of Eldorado will be well served this time because it is my experience that "what's watched, works." In other words, the cracks, or gaping chasms if you prefer, in our child protective systems will be closed because the whole world is watching.

Some are criticizing Child Protective Services (CPS) because it removed 437 children from an environment that the agency deemed dangerous.

CPS was doing its job. Our laws give CPS this extraordinary power because we citizens want protectors of children to have as few obstacles as possible to do their jobs.

In fact, CPS does not use these powers frequently enough. The inspector general of the state commission that oversees CPS issued a report a few years back that said that in more than 75 percent of the cases where CPS knows there is imminent danger to a child, CPS returns the child to the dangerous home.

Was there ample evidence in the FLDS case for CPS to take such drastic action as removing the children from their homes? In a word, yes. The system failure is not that CPS acted too quickly but that it took so long to act, knowing what has been known for years.

Polygamy and child abuse are crimes. No one doubts that polygamy has been going on. So far as I know, that crime has never been prosecuted.

Child abuse is a much more serious matter. Soon, the state's prosecutors will have DNA evidence to determine if underage girls have been raped, and prosecutors will be able to identify the rapist. We will see convictions and men will go to jail.

The emotional abuse that the children may have suffered will be another matter, but from my vantage point the emotional abuse is extreme.

What I have learned from recent research studies on the brain is that the body will poison the brain when a person suffers severe stress.

For example, a soldier in Iraq driving across the desert has to be on high alert because he does not know what is behind the next rock, bridge or abandoned car. I understand that pictures taken of the brains of soldiers under such severe stress show physical signs of brain trauma (not unlike the pictures taken when there is concussive trauma to the brain) that relate directly to emotional disorders.

Women who live with an abuser suffer from this exact form of stress. One minute the abuser is saying how much he loves you, the next minute he is banging your head against the wall. Never knowing when the explosion will come causes the body to self-inflict trauma to the brain.

I have learned from escapees from the FLDS compounds that "keep sweet" is code language for a very severe form of mind control. "Keep sweet" means to stifle all normal human emotions such as anger, fear, jealousy or sadness.

When one man has to control several women, this is a very effective command, especially when infractions are met with swift humiliation and punishment. Watching the FLDS ladies "keep sweet" in TV interviews makes my skin crawl.

This abuse of the women trickles down to the children in a very predictable way. To the men of FLDS and the outside world, the women of FLDS appear very docile and controlled. But when the women are alone with the children, it is common for one woman to brutalize the children of a rival wife. This is done to exact payback for a punishment or humiliation suffered at the hands of a man who was instigated by the rival wife.

The innocent children then have no way of knowing when they will be punished, nor will they have any warning. This is emotional abuse, and we know that this form of abuse has long-term effects.

Removing a child from her home is always traumatic and should never be done without careful consideration.

The flip side of that argument is that if errors are going to be made, it is better to err on the side of safety for the child. We will be watching as this process goes forward and all of us want to do the right thing. I believe that we will.
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