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It is recognised that this is a National Inquiry into what could be seen as a State issue.  However, the impact on Care leavers regardless of their state of origin, appears to have a National impact and we therefore request the Inquiry to put State/Federal concerns aside and identify ways which best address Care leavers who live in all parts of Australia.
VANISH has worked directly with Care leavers for over five (5) years and this submission is a result of information gathered directly from those Care leavers who allow us to share their journey with them.  

This submission will focus primarily on Care leavers who are over 30 years of age.  It will identify the long-term impact, from the Care leaver’s perspective, of being separated from the family of origin and being placed into “care”.  Recommendations will be made which may alleviate the long-term affects and provide support to Care leavers.  

Background:

VANISH is a Victorian Department of Human Services’ funded agency which provides search and support, utilising a self-help model, for people who have been separated from their family of origin - including those who are former wards of the state, placed in institutions and/or who have an adoption experience. VANISH commenced its work in 1989 with the specific focus of working with the adoption community but five (5) years ago the Department of Human Services provided a small amount of funding for VANISH to expand its role to provide search and support for former wards of the state.  This financial year (2003-04) VANISH was provided with further funds for brokerage counselling for Care leavers.

VANISH has conducted searches, provided one on one support, facilitated regular support groups and recently conducted regional information and discussion groups for Care leavers. 

There has been very little formal research conducted into the impact of Wardship or separation from family of origin due to placement in institutions or foster care.  The observations and recommendations made in this submission are based on anecdotal evidence provided by the service users of VANISH.

Response to Terms of Reference:

This submission will address Items 1 (a), (b), (d), and (e).

(a)
(I)
“…..unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children                     occurred……

(ii) ……serious breach of any relevant statutory obligation…….

(iii) …...an estimate of the scale of any unsafe, improper or unlawful care or        treatment…..”

When a child was placed in an institution or into Foster care, it was done usually for their “care and protection”.  In many of the support groups conducted by VANISH, the participants made it quite clear that as children, they did not get that “care and protection”.  Due to the lack of research into this area, it is impossible to identify or provide “an estimate of the scale of unsafe, improper or unlawful care”.  However, an overwhelming majority of our service users can site unsafe, improper and unlawful care and treatment when they were in institutions and/or foster care placements. While it could be argued that the Care leavers were in Institutions and Foster care at a time when the societal norms of raising children included physical discipline, the Care leavers all identify behaviour which is far beyond what would be acceptable disciplinary action.  The accounts range from constant public humiliation, recurrent negative “labelling” to emotional, physical and sexual abuse. 


The few who acknowledge that they may have had advantages in their life because they were removed from poverty and abuse, see that the abuse, improper and unlawful treatment remained – it was now from those who were meant to be protecting them.  They see that the treatment they received by guardians or those appointed by the courts had life-long affect on them.  

Very few of our service users have memories of departmental representatives visiting them and if they did, the then child was always in the presence of institutional representatives or 

Foster cares parents.  How could they verbalise their concerns or  discontent? If they did they were seen to be difficult, ungrateful and even lying.  

It was also a time when the departmental representatives were often young social workers who may have had a restricted view of what “care and protection” meant. It could be argued that some decisions made were based on their own “value base” rather than in the best interest of the child.  One service user’s file says, “xxx’s parents came again today requesting that he be returned to their care.  The mother had rollers in her hair and slippers on her feet……surely this would indicate that he would be returning to a situation of neglect”.  

For so many of our service users what was meant to be care and protection became a childhood of abuse and ill treatment. 


(b)
“:….the extent and impact of the long-term social and economic consequences……”

Again, there is no research that confirms the long-term social and economic consequences, however there is overwhelming evidence that the impact both socially and economically is profound.  It appears that there are significant numbers of Care leavers who are in the Drug and Alcohol System, Mental Health System, the Prison System, the Unemployment system and the Homeless Sector.   The majority appears to have left school early and express that there was little incentive or encouragement for them to learn.  There was little expectation from teachers, workers, and school friend’s parents for them to succeed in any scholastic area.

Research compiled by Alex McDonald (1980’s), “Streets and Beyond – An Alienated Youth” highlighted that a significant number of homeless youth (street people) had been “in care” and were living at risk on the streets of Melbourne.  They were cushioning their pain by using drugs, risk taking behaviour and suffered depression and suicide.  While exact numbers of Care leavers using the above systems and programs are unknown the numbers reported by workers and Care leavers are high and hence, the economic impact is significant, especially considering the costs of these institutions.  

The hidden costs represented by the impact on families and relationships are similarly significant.


The majority of our service users state that they have extreme difficulty in forming ongoing relationships and experience difficulties with intimacy.  Many state that they were never hugged and have trouble – even in their 50’s, 60’s and 70’s - in touching their children and in telling them that they love them.  Family breakdown is not uncommon for Care leavers. 


Care leavers in their interviews and related interaction with our Agency commonly identify low self-esteem, an inability to talk about their experiences, a low sense of self worth and an overwhelming sense of “shame”.  Counsellors identify relationship breakdown, attachment disorder, suicide ideation, family violence, drug and alcohol abuse among the common themes which arise when working with Care leavers

(d)
“….formal acknowledgment by Australian governments of the human anguish arising from any abuse and neglect suffered by children while in care”


While there are demands for financial recompense for the suffering received at the hands of those whom the courts identified as able to provide adequate care and protection, the service users at VANISH are clear that for them, it is important that their pain and suffering is acknowledged.  Child Migrants and Indigenous Children have had acknowledgment of their suffering and ill treatment.  Why should the survivors of Australian Institutions and alternative care not be awarded the same consideration?  Many Care leavers recognise that no amount of money will bring back their childhood, or repay that which was taken from them, but they do see that there are other forms of recompense which can assist in their healing (see recommendations below).  

(e) “……what measures of reparation are required”

An important first step in addressing the issues of Care leavers is the provision of clear and unambiguous acknowledgment that people in this category have suffered significantly.  National and State government agreement to provide systems and support directed at alleviating the long term consequences of past suffering, backed by specific initiatives, as outlined below, would be welcomed and seen as appropriate, by Care leavers.

Recommendations:
· There is a need for a National Body to provide a coordination function – to be a repository for information, research, resourcing and referral to state funded agencies and Care leavers.  The agency CLAN has commenced this role and with the adequate resources, is capable of expanding its role to provide the functions mentioned.  They should also perform an advocacy and lobbying function to the policy makers.

· As mentioned several times in this submission, there is inadequate Research of the impact (both short and long term) of separation from family, abuse, and placement into substitute care.  There is no research into the long-term economic and social impact.  There is a need for such research and we recommend that the National Body be funded to provide this in conjunction with a University - (an operating example would be the Domestic Violence Clearing House which is situated at  the University of New South Wales).

VANISH also recommends 

· That appropriate services be provided to Care leavers commensurate with those provided to Child Migrants and “The Stolen Generation.”  

· The Family and Children’s Services Department (FACS) through –Stronger Families, Stronger Communities - implement and support appropriate programs which encourage and educate Care leavers in development of relationships – both at personal and community levels. 

· The Attorney General’s Department - through programmes such as “Good Beginnings” in the prison system – develop networks and programmes which educate and encourage Care leavers to reunite with their families.

· CentreLink – Specific training programs for Care leavers which increase their skills  - provision of literacy programs etc.

The findings of The Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions, (Leneen Forde) 1999, should not be limited to that state.  Many of the recommendations are relevant and could be implemented across all states and territories.  Based on the responses from Care leavers to VANISH, we recommend the following:

· “(That State Governments) and responsible religious authorities, issue a formal statement acknowledging the significant harm done to some children (who were placed under the Care and Protection of that state), formally apologising for that harm and make a commitment to prevent further abuse.

· (That State Governments) and responsible religious authorities establish principles of compensation in dialogue with victims of institutional abuse and strike a balance between individual monetary compensation and provision of services.

· (That State Governments) and responsible religious authorities fund independent ‘one stop shop(s) for victims of abuse in institutions that provides a range of services such as:

· ongoing counselling for victims and their families

· facilitation of educational opportunities including literacy programs

· advice regarding access to individual records, documents and archival papers” 

(Report of the Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions, Leneen Forde AC, Chairperson, May 1999)

The Care leavers who VANISH has worked with express strongly the need to work through an independent agency rather than directly with the government departments or religious authorities whom they see as being the contributors to many of their current issues.

VANISH also recommends that:

· Advocates are employed by an independent agency to support Care leavers in their negotiations with Departments and religious authorities.  

· Funding be provided to an independent agency to assist Care leavers in their search and reunion of family members.  In some states the waiting list for access to records is 6-9 months.  Staff levels in Departments who provide access to records need to be increased.

· Care leavers are informed of their rights to access their records and are educated about the services which have been introduced.

· Independent agencies be funded to provide (or broker) ongoing therapeutic counselling with counsellors who have been trained in the specific needs of Care leavers. 

· Independent agencies are funded to conduct peer support training so that Care leavers are skilled in running peer support programs. (For many Care leavers, the sharing of their common experience provides some healing).

· Funding is provided to train professionals in working with Care leavers.  This training should include input from experienced professionals and Care leavers.

· On all intake forms into prisons, homeless programs, mental health agencies etc. a question relating to childhood placement into institutions or alternative care (including 

adoption) be asked. This information then is forwarded back to relevant State and Federal Departments.


VANISH thanks the many Care leavers who have shared their life experiences in order for this submission to be written.



“I was a Ward of the State. According to my dictionary this means a child under the care of a guardian or the protection of the courts. I had neither. “  C








“I am the third generation of my family who was placed into care” R





“I was sexually abused –  when I tried to tell the worker in the Department – she told the supervisor of the home and then I got belted because I “lied” R 





“I had no modelling of positive relationships - 


no concept of family. An institution was my family. I didn’t know how a mother or father behaved.”  P








I was never shown love – I had no understanding of what love was.  l





“The demonstration of love I had was through sexual abuse – I was being noticed…..and touched”





At school the teachers treated us differently and then they would report bad behaviour.  We were labelled as “homies”.  There was no encouragement to learn . D





“How much $$$ can fix this?  A sorry would be a good start”  R





“Sorry – an acknowledgment  would help”  C





“When I arrived, the Nuns chopped off my hair and locked me in the toilet.  I was in a mental institution for 8 years – the Nuns told me I was insane.  How come now I have managed to raise two children one grandchild, work full time and own my own home?” J





“I have not worked for 17 years because I have an overwhelming sense of rejection.  My core belief is that I am not good enough – a profound sense that I am not worthy.  What do I need?  Help….I want to search for my siblings – I didn’t know I had them until recently,  I want someone to visit the institutions with me – to “face my ghosts”.  I want to share my experiences with others who know what I have been through.  No one ever wanted me so I carry that with me.”  L





You  know, I have never talked to my children about my childhood.  I am too ashamed.  They don’t understand why I am like I am.  How could I tell them what sort of childhood I had?  H





It really helps coming and talking with people with similar lives.  I can’t talk to others about this…..I am too embarrassed and they seem to get embarrassed.  F





I never knew my family. The Homies were my family – at least we had a history together and our common experiences.  I need to keep talking with other care leavers – you do understand and I don’t have to explain or make excuses.  B





The Department decides I cannot have certain information about MY parents.  Why should the Department staff get to read the file about my parents and then relate it to me? How dare the Department decide that I cannot read about MY parents.  C





Even if the reunion is not positive – at least there has been a connection.  A











4
VANISH – Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care                                     3 of 7

