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Summary

Historically, insufficient resources and assistance have been provided to young people leaving state care. Young people leaving care have been found to experience homelessness, early parenthood, loneliness, depression, poverty, and involvement with the juvenile justice system. 

Currently, New South Wales remains the only state to have developed both a legislative and program response for young people leaving care. No other states provide leaving care services as a core component of state care provision, and no national benchmarks are provided by the Commonwealth Government.

In contrast, the British Children Act 1989 provides a national framework for a comprehensive range of leaving care services. Local authorities were given a discretionary duty to prepare young people for leaving care, and to provide after care support until they turned 21 years of age. 

Research suggests that the support services provided by local UK authorities have tended to vary in content and effectiveness. However, recent initiatives of the Blair Government have aimed at improving the services provided to care leavers. For example, the Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 places new responsibilities on local authorities to support care leavers.

Discussion

One of the major gaps in existing services for children and young people is the absence of after-care supports for young care leavers in most Australian states and territories.

Young people leaving state care are arguably one of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in society. Compared to most young people, they face numerous barriers to accessing educational, employment, and other developmental and transitional opportunities.

Firstly, many have experienced and are still recovering from considerable physical, sexual or emotional abuse or neglect prior to entering care. Secondly, many young people have experienced inadequacies in state care including systems abuse. Thirdly, many care leavers can call on little, if any, direct family support or other community networks to ease their movement into independent living. 

In addition to these major disadvantages, many state wards currently experience an abrupt end at 16-18 years of age to the formal support networks of state care. This ending of support crucially coincides with either the final years of schooling or the beginning of employment. 

The accelerated transition to independence of care leavers contrast starkly with the experience of most young people. Many now live at home till their early to mid 20s, and remain financially dependent on their parents. The movement towards independence through leaving home generally involves a long transition period during which young people may leave and return home again on three or more occasions.

The key factor here is the continued availability of most family homes as a “safety net” to which young people can return over a considerable period of time. It is this safety net of extended support which is currently not available to most young people leaving care. Graduation from care needs to become a far more gradual and flexible process.

What is to be done?

The Commonwealth Government should follow the UK example by passing specific legislation providing for national minimum uniform leaving care standards. This legislation should then be followed by the development of specific leaving care policy statements and leaving care plans in each state and territory.

In addition, specific and adequate funding and resources need to be provided to ensure the incorporation of leaving care programs as part of a continuum of state care services.

Finally, specialist leaving care schemes are required to provide on-going assistance to young people who are leaving, or who have left care. The UK experience suggests that they can make a significant difference in terms of improved accommodation outcomes, practical life skills such as budgeting, and in facilitating better social networks and personal relationships.
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