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By SALLY HO AND CAMILLE FASSETT
 Associated Press

LANSFORD, PA. •  Ava Lerario lived 
in a home marked by both love and 
chaos, even before the walls of the 
pandemic started closing in on her 
fractured family.

Sandwiched between two broth-
ers, the 9-year-old was her father’s 
princess, and she loved to snug-
gle up with her mom to read. She 
sometimes lugged her favorite 
stuffed animals all the way to the 
bus stop, where she never hesitated 
to share toys or books, or befriend a 
new or lonely kid.

But neighbors noticed she and 
her brothers didn’t play outside. 
Protective services visited their 
home at least twice, in 2019, over 
reports of potential abuse of Ava’s 
younger brother. Her father, Marc 
Lerario, had an explosive temper. 
Her mother, Ashley Belson, strug-
gled with drug addiction and con-
sidered leaving him.

But she didn’t dare take Ava. If 
she left with his favorite – the one 

who shared his strawberry blond 
hair and could calm him with a 
smile – Ashley feared he’d kill her.

In the end, Ashley wasn’t the only 
one who died.

‘Consequences for everyone’
An Associated Press analysis of 

state data reveals that the corona-
virus pandemic has ripped away 
several systemic safety nets for mil-
lions of Americans – many of them 
children like Ava. It found that child 
abuse reports, investigations, sub-
stantiated allegations and interven-
tions have dropped at a staggering 

rate, increasing risks for the most 
vulnerable of families in the U.S.

In the AP’s analysis, it found 
more than 400,000 fewer child wel-
fare concerns reported during the 
pandemic and 200,000 fewer child 
abuse and neglect investigations 
and assessments compared with 
the same time period of 2019. That 
represents a national total decrease 
of 18% in both total reports and in-
vestigations.

The AP requested public records 
from all 50 state child welfare agen-

Pandemic masks ongoing child 
abuse crisis as cases plummet
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Desks are arranged in a classroom at Panther Valley Elementary School, in March 2020, in Nesquehoning, Pa. In May  2020, former student, 
9-year-old Ava Lerario; her mother, Ashley Belson, and her father, Marc Lerario were found fatally shot inside their home.

“Children who are experiencing abuse 
or neglect at home are only coming to the 
attention of CPS much further down the road 
than they normally would. When families 
aren’t getting what they need, there are 
consequences for everyone.”
Amy Harfeld

Children’s Advocacy Institute

By EMILY WAGSTER PETTUS 
Associated Press

JACKSON •  If spring pol-
len keeps you congested, 
if you’re a 16-year-old en-
joying freedom as a new 
driver or if you’re hosting 
a party and running short 
of tequila for margaritas – 
and, ideally, you are not 
all those things at once 
– the Mississippi Legisla-
ture took action this year 
to affect your life.

Gov. Tate Reeves has 
already signed Senate Bill 
2119, which will become 
law Jan. 1. It will eliminate 
the prescription require-
ment for decongestants 
containing ephedrine or 
pseudoephedrine. Under 
the new law, the medi-
cine will be available be-
hind the counter of phar-
macies, and pharmacists 
will be required to keep 
track of how much is sold 
to one person.

Like many other states, 
Mississippi mandated a 
prescription years ago 
because drug enforce-
ment agents said medi-
cations with ephedrine or 
pseudoephedrine were 
being used as an ingre-
dient in crystal metham-
phetamine. Some con-
sumers had complained 
that nonprescription 
decongestants were not 
strong enough. Missis-
sippi Sen. Joey Fillingane, 
a Republican from Sum-
rall, told WDAM-TV that 
drug agents have seen 
an increase in crystal 
meth smuggled from oth-
er countries, and most 
states had already eased 
the prescription require-
ment for the deconges-
tants.

New teenage drivers 
could also be affected by 

a change in state law, if 
Reeves signs House Bill 
550. It would eliminate 
the requirement for a six-
month intermediate driv-
er’s license between the 
one-year learner’s permit 
and the regular license.

With a few exceptions 
– such as for work – a per-
son with an intermediate 
license is not supposed 
to drive between 10 p.m. 
and 6 a.m. The inter-
mediate license was de-
signed to provide an extra 
protection for new driv-
ers, but critics said it just 
created another layer of 
bureaucracy by requiring 
one more trip to a driver’s 
license bureau to switch 
from an intermediate li-
cense to a regular one.

If Reeves signs House 
Bill 550, it would become 
law immediately.

House Bill 1135 is also 
awaiting a decision from 
the governor. It would 
allow home delivery of 
liquor, beer, wine or light 
spirits from local package 
stores or retailers. Buyers 
would have to prove they 
are at least 21, and deliv-
ery people would have to 
be at least that old. Deliv-
eries could not be made 
to dry counties or cities. 
The plan would not allow 
home delivery from out-
of-state vendors, so it’s 
still not possible to join a 
wine-of-the-month club 
from a California winery.

Legislators started their 
2021 session in early Jan-
uary and finished their 
work Thursday. The first 
bill they passed and the 
governor signed this year 
has had an easy-to-see 
impact. House Bill 1 put 
the design of the new 
magnolia-themed state 
flag into law.

Mississippi Capitol 
actions have 
real-life impact

By MARY CLARE JALONICK 
Associated Press

WASHINGTON •  The latest 
deadly breach of the Capi-
tol’s perimeter could delay 
the gradual reopening of 
the building’s grounds to 
the public just as lawmak-
ers were eyeing a return to 
more normal security mea-
sures following the Jan. 6 
insurrection.

Capitol Police officer 
William “Billy” Evans, an 
18-year veteran of the force, 
was killed Friday when a 
man rammed his car into 
a barrier outside the Sen-
ate side of the building. The 
driver, identified as 25-year-

old Noah Green, was shot 
and killed after he ran his 
car into Evans and another 
officer, got out and lunged 
at police with a knife.

The deaths came less than 
two weeks after the Capitol 
Police removed an outer 
fence that had temporarily 

cut off a wide swath of the 
area to cars and pedestrians, 
blocking major traffic arter-
ies that cross the city. The 
fencing had been erected to 
secure the Capitol after the 
violent mob of of then-Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s sup-
porters attacked the build-

ing Jan. 6., interrupting the 
certification of President Joe 
Biden’s victory. The violence 
lead to the deaths of five 
people, including a Capitol 
Police officer.

Police, who took the 
brunt of the assaults that 
day, have left intact a sec-
ond ring of fencing around 
the inner perimeter of the 
Capitol as they struggle to 
figure out how to best pro-
tect the building and those 
who work inside it. That tall, 
dark fencing – parts of it cov-
ered in razor wire until just 
recently – is still a stark sym-
bol of the fear many in the 
Capitol felt after the mob 
laid siege two months ago.

Deadly breach could delay decisions about Capitol fencing
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The U.S. Capitol is seen behind security fencing after a car that crashed 
into a barrier on Capitol Hill in Washington, Friday.

Lawmakers have almost universally 
loathed the fencing, saying the 

seat of American democracy was 
meant to be open to the people, 

even if there was always going to 
be a threat. But after Friday’s attack, 
some said they needed to procced 

with caution.
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