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I  Introduction

1.  Anglicare Australia is pleased to have this opportunity to present its views to the Inquiry.  We will comment on selected terms of reference.  Terminology in this field varies across Australia and to assist with clarity we will use the term out of home care to include all forms of foster care, kinship care and residential care for children.

2.  Anglicare Australia is the national network of care and social justice agencies of the Anglican Church in Australia.  Anglicare members invest in excess of $500 million in assistance each year to needy families, youth and children, the aged, unemployed and homeless Australians, as well as working with Indigenous Australians to overcome disadvantage. 

Care of children a priority for Anglicare

3.  The care and nurture of children remains at the forefront of Anglicare’s work in the community around Australia.  Programs include out of home care for children (both foster care and residential care) and a range of services to families, parents children and youth.  In Victoria Anglicare provides care to an average of 500 children each night while over the border in South Australia, Anglicare supports around 650 children. In Southern Queensland on any one night, Anglicare assists 17 children in residential and 252 in foster care and 4 children in intensive family based care (intensive foster care).
  In Western Australia and Tasmania, Anglicare member agencies provide residential care for children.  Of special concern to Anglicare Australia are children living in poverty.  Recently, Anglicare launched a campaign called break the cycle that calls for a Federal Government commitment to reduce by half the number of children growing up in jobless households by 2008.  .

II  The care of children in foster care and residential facilities

Growth in child protection cases and out of home care placements

4.  The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) in its report Child Protection Australia 2001-02 observed that the number of substantiated child protection cases rose more than 3,000 in the last year-from 27,367 substantiated cases in 2000-01 to 30,473 cases in 2001-02. The rise was largely due to increases in New South Wales and Queensland. 
  

5.  Approximately 20,000 children and young people are unable to live with their families because of abuse and neglect.
 There has been a significant increase in the number of Australian children living in out of home care in the last several years.  AIHW has reported that the number of children either placed with relatives, or in foster or residential care has increased from 15,674 in 1999 to 18,880 in June 2002.

The implications of this growth for organisations such as Anglicare are an increase in demand for services (seldom matched by an increase in resources), a need for a greater variety of services to assist the individual needs of a broader range of children, and increasingly complex cases requiring a broader range of carer skills.

Supporting families to care for children 

6.  Anglicare is deeply concerned about the growing numbers of Australian children who experience abuse at the hands of family members at home.  However, we are equally concerned that the critical decision to remove a child from its family and place the child in care should be seen as a last resort.  Expanded programs to support families effectively to ensure their children’s safety and well-being through prevention and early intervention programs are urgently needed.  There is a need for more investment in  prevention and early intervention, including for family support programs.

Range of care models

7.  When a child is removed from an abusive situation, the model of care should be based on an assessment of the individual needs of that child.  Foster care and kinship care, which is a volunteer system, has become the chief model of care in Australia, despite being an inappropriate model for many of these children and a system under severe stress in most states.  A wider range of care models are needed and should be supported.

8.  Anglicare Australia calls for governments to recognise that the most appropriate care for a child is that which addresses the child’s individual needs.  Removing the child from the home should be a last resort provided the safety of the child is not compromised.  The priority for assistance should be to assist the family to address their difficulties and to help the family stay together.  
Foster Care: “chronically stressed”

9.  Jan Carter (2002) assessed the foster care system in Victoria and concluded that the system was overwhelmed and chronically stressed to the point where it may be regarded as in the process of breaking down 
.  Australia is more dependent on foster care than any other western nation.
  Because of the nature of the voluntary foster care system it is under resourced and not enough people are volunteering to be foster carers whilst the demand is increasing.
  The chronic state of foster care across Australia is a major underlying cause of unsafe and inadequate treatment of children in institutions and fostering programs.

10.  The over reliance on foster care and increasingly on kinship care has led to other services such as residential care being under-utilised, often due to under funding.  In Queensland only 2 percent of children in care are living in residential care.  Yet residential care could take some of the pressure that is currently felt in the foster care system.  

Support for voluntary carers

11.  The foster care / kinship care model relies on voluntary carers who are not adequately provided with reimbursement, training or support to care for Australia’s most vulnerable children.

12.  Chronic lack of funding has also means that no state or territory is providing an adequate reimbursement to foster carers whose expenses are on average 52% higher than the costs of children not in care owing, in part, to the poor health of abused and neglected children coming into foster care.
  According to CAFWAA, there is a high level of discontent among carers about reimbursement of costs in all states or territories.  If the quality of care provided under foster care is to be improved, governments must increase the reimbursement to carers to meet the real costs of foster care.  After all, it is the State’s responsibility to care for children who have suffered abuse and neglect.

13.  Anglicare Brisbane is running a trial intensive foster care program.  The program has foster carers taking children with high needs and they are provided with youth workers, therapeutic professionals and respite.  This program enables support to be given to the children and the carers.  The foster carers are not given a wage but they are paid $ 600 dollars per week to assist with some of the additional costs associated with caring for children with high needs.

14.  In addition, the out of home care system needs to be resourced to provide temporary and respite care to assist families to stay together and prevent long-term placement.  Currently, the pressures on the out of home care system mean that there is little or no capacity to perform this important role.

15.  Anglicare Australia calls on the Senate Community Affairs Committee to make clear recommendations about the adequate reimbursement for foster carers to cover the real costs of caring for children.

Residential care

16.  In many parts of Australia, residential care is not available for the children best suited to this type of care, or is the only option for children and young people with very difficult behaviour, regardless of its suitability.

17.  If it is not possible for the child to stay with its own family, a range of out of home care options should be available for the child including foster care and residential care.  A child is experiencing post traumatic stress as a result of abuse may be more appropriately cared for in a residential facility under a therapeutic care model.  Similarly, where a child needs a lifestyle change or a change of behaviour, a residential therapeutic care model may be the most appropriate.  Residential care should not be seen as the last resort, it may well be the most appropriate care for a child.  Foster care in a recreated family environment may not be the best alternative for a child.  There is no ‘one size fits all’ in child care and a range of care models should be available according to level of need.

The need for stability

18.  The tensions and pressures in fostering, such as the additional costs of supporting a foster child, can often lead to the relationship with the foster child breaking down.  As a result, a child in foster care may experience a number of placements in a short period of time.  Such instability is very unsettling for the child and may lead to the child suffering further abuse or mistreatment.  The interests of the child may be better served by a greater focus on addressing the root causes of abuse and maltreatment in the home rather than relying on the uncertain benefit of out of home care.

19.  Sixty five percent of children in out of home care in Victoria in June 2001 had experienced four or more previous placements
  Parkerville Children’s Home in Western Australia caters for 46 children with special needs.  Many of these children need special care because of the maltreatment and abuse they have experienced whilst in the family home and or in other foster care placements.  Commonly they have experienced a series of placements.
  

20.  Dr Paul Delfabbro from University of Adelaide has shown in an alternative care longitudinal study that those children who experience a number of placement breakdowns become more psychologically damaged as a result.  Children need to form attachments, socialise and have stability.  Consequently, when placements breakdown, the children are adversely affected. 

Increasingly complex needs

21.  As a result of suffering trauma in the family home and/or in out of home care, children may have a number of complex problems such as serious emotional and behavioural disturbances, increased risk of self harm, substance abuse and may suffer from severe emotional attachment problems amongst numerous other problems associated with abuse and neglect.
  Due to the fact that many children and young people have these problems providing them with alternative care is a start but care alone is inadequate to begin to address the problems associated with their early childhood traumatic experiences.
  

22.  For children removed from abusive situations, care in a safe environment is not sufficient to help them recover from the trauma that they have experienced.  Yet for many children this assumption is made.  The Stargate pilot program is a good example of an assessment service, which assisted in providing children with the therapeutic intervention they also need.  The collaborators on this project included a variety of health and community service providers such as Royal Children's Hospital Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (MHSKY), DHS, Western Region Child Protection Services, Abercare, Anglicare Western and Melton Foster Care. 

23.  The trial service dealt with four particular areas 

· It measuring and responded to the trauma experienced by children before placement through clinical methods.

· The potential instability in care resulting from the lack of knowledge of the carer and agency. The project provided advice about the child’s background and response to abuse and neglect.

· Harnessed the voice (often absent) of the natural parent to the interests of the child, thus creating a better working relationship between natural parents and other parts of the system.

· Focused the stakeholders, not only on the damage suffered by the child but the potential for repair and growth and the methods needed to achieve this.

Unfortunately this project was closed earlier this year.

Indigenous Australians

24.  The Create Report Card 2002 highlighted that Indigenous Australian children and young people were more likely to suffer abuse than non-Indigenous Australians.  They were twice as likely to be reported to authorities on suspicion of abuse or neglect than non-Indigenous children, and in the case of Victoria, Western Australia, South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory report of abuse or neglect was five to six times more likely.  Aboriginal children were five times as likely to have experienced harm than non-Indigenous children, and in the case of South Australia, Western Australia and Victoria 7 to 9 times more likely.

25.  Anglicare Australia calls for Commonwealth Government funding to implement the National Plan of Child Abuse and Neglect developed by the Secretariat of the National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC) and the Commonwealth in 1996.

III  The impact and consequences of child abuse and neglect

Addressing the problem at the root cause

26.  The significant increase in child abuse and neglect cases over the past decade along with the growth in out-of-home care placements as well as the alarming increase in the numbers of children growing up in households where no adult has a job, all point to the growing tension and stress on Australian families.  Families are collapsing under the strain.  AIHW observes that data from a number of different jurisdictions on the socioeconomic status of families in the child protection system is demonstrating the link between child protection and low socioeconomic status.

27.  There is a growing body of evidence that economic stress and social disadvantage can disrupt the parenting process in ways that lead to child abuse and neglect.
  The strain of trying to manage on meager income causes stress, conflict and relationship breakdown.  Depression is more prevalent in women in low income families and drug dependence, homicide and suicide rates are higher amongst young unemployed people than those studying or in work.  
  Children from poor households are much more likely to have low educational achievement, to become teenage parents, to serve a prison sentence, and to have the lowest success in the labour market.

28.  There are various programs that have been designed to address the root causes of child abuse by focusing on early intervention strategies.  In Western Australia the Community Development department has introduced an initiative called Best Beginnings for You and Your Baby; the department works with at risk mums  providing an intensive home visiting service for mums with new born babies under 3 months.  The service runs until the child is 2 years old. It offers help for families with extra demands such as family problems.  It involves regular visits to someone’s home by caring, trained professionals.
  This program is proving to be very successful and is currently being picked up in the eastern states.

Early Intervention services

29.  Anglicare Australia welcomes the Government’s commitment to develop a National Agenda for Early Childhood with its focus on early child and maternal health, early learning and care and child friendly communities.  A more substantial investment is needed in prevention and early intervention services in the first three years of life adopting a program such as the Sure Start program in the United Kingdom.
  Anglicare advocates for family support services as an essential prevention mechanism that supports families in ways that assist them to properly care for children.

The cost of child abuse and neglect

30.  A United States study drawing on data from the US Department of Health and Human Services, the Department of Justice and U.S. Census data and other sources documented the nationwide costs associated with child abuse and neglect.  Only children who could be classified as being abused or neglected according to the harm standard were included in the sample.
  It was estimated that child abuse and neglect cost the U.S. Government and community a conservative US$93 billion per annum.
  The study divided costs into two categories; direct and indirect costs. Direct costs included those associated with the immediate needs of abused or neglected children and indirect costs were those associated with the long- term and / or secondary effects of child abuse and neglect.
 

31.  The total of direct costs to the U.S. Government was given as a conservative estimate of US$24 billion per year. The category of direct costs included the costs associated with hospitalisation, chronic health problems, mental health care system and child welfare system, law enforcement and the judicial system.
 .  The total of indirect costs to America was given as a conservative estimate of US$69 billion per year.  The indirect costs included money spent in the areas of special education, mental health and health care, juvenile delinquency, lost productivity to society and adult criminality.
.  

32.  Anglicare experience indicates that providing care to high risk adolescents is a costly challenge.  The Victorian Department of Human Services carried out a study entitled “When care is not enough” and found that the cost of caring for 10 young people aged between 11 and 16 with complex needs per annum was 2.3million dollars ($230,000 per person).  These young people studied had excessive levels of disturbance and were living in out of home care in substitute care.  However this figure does not take into account the cost of police call outs and admissions to emergency departments and numerous other associated costs so in actual fact the figure is a lot higher.
  

33.  More concerted efforts are needed to ensure that children unable to live with their parents because of abuse and neglect do not embark on pathway to high risk behaviour as an adolescent needing intensive care.  

Adolescents engage in high risk behaviour as a result of the compounding of:

· Traumatic experiences while living with their family of birth often result in placement in out -of -home care

· The lack of placement stability and emotional connection while in care, which is caused by problems with how the child protection system functions, including Children’s Court decision-making and case planning processes.

Impact on families and society 

34.  There is considerable research evidence to support the contention that: child abuse and neglect are often the precursors to youth involvement in crime.
  Donald Weatherburn and Bronwyn Lind from the Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research in their study Poverty, Parenting, Peers and Crime Prone Neighbourhoods researched individual families and concluded that “economic and social stress exert their effects on crime by disrupting the parenting process”
.  Weatherburn and Lind analysed data from 261 postcode areas in the urban areas of Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong and examined the relationships between economic stress, child abuse / neglect and juvenile participation in crime. 
  Their findings were that there was a strong relationship between the individual- level of economic stress and the prevalence of offending in the surrounding neighbourhood and that parent and delinquent peers had a mediating role in this relationship. 
. 
35.  The study concluded that 

· post code areas with high levels of poverty tended to have significantly higher levels of parenting deficients such as child neglect;

· there was a strong correlation between the level of child abuse / neglect in a postcode area and the level of juvenile participation in crime in that area;

· economic and social stress exert most of their effects on crime, at least in urban areas, by increasing the risk of child neglect;

· juveniles rendered susceptible to involvement in crime by poor parenting are more likely to become involved in crime if they live in “offender-prone“ neighbourhoods than if they do not live in such neighbourhoods.

36.  The study highlighted three areas that could be addressed in order to reduce the supply of motivated offenders 

· “reduce the level of economic stress; 

· prevent geographic concentration of poverty and 

· introduce family and child support programs designed to prevent social and economic stress exerting disruptive effects on the parenting process.”
  

This research highlights the need for the government and the community to intervene early so that children who have suffered abuse and neglect are assisted reducing the risk that they become involved in crime and become the criminals of the future.

Anti- poverty policy

37.  Anglicare welcomes the Government’s commitment to increase assistance to families, especially through the Family Tax Benefit.  Anglicare believes more must be done to address poverty in Australia and to ensure that all Australians enjoy an adequate standard of living and have access to a job that pays a living wage.  
Concerted action through adoption of targets and target dates to reduce poverty should be adopted and programs to achieve the targets implemented. 

38.  Anglicare Australia calls on the Commonwealth Government to break the cycle of child poverty and adopt the target of halving the number of children living in jobless households by 2008.  

IV  Changes to current policies, practices and procedures

Abuse and neglect must be defined

39.  This inquiry invites comment on the issue of children in foster care or institutional / residential care being subject to unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment and the impact of child abuse and or neglect on families and society.  However, the terms of reference does not provide a definition of any of these terms. Child abuse can take many different forms-sexual, physical, emotional and psychological-and within these areas involves degrees of severity.  The lack of a national definition of what constitutes abuse, unsafe, improper or unlawful care leads to confusion over reporting. prevention and treatment of victims.  

40.  Anglicare Australia calls for this inquiry to give high priority to establishing a definition and to recommending the adoption of a national definition of child abuse and neglect, including what constitutes abuse and neglect in out of home care.

National leadership

41.  The parlous state of child protection across Australia and the growth in numbers of children requiring protection or out-of-home care requires a coordinated national response.  All State governments should have policy to deal with allegations of abuse and there needs to be consistency of legislation between states. Some states have Children Commissioners whilst others do not.

42.  Anglicare Australia supports the call of Families Australia for the Commonwealth to take a leadership role on the issue of child abuse and neglect by initiating discussions with State Premiers and Ministers on the establishment of a National Strategy for Prevention of Abuse and Neglect.
43.  Anglicare Australia supports the recommendations of CAFWAA in calling for a national strategy to involve State and Territory Governments and include steps to increase government investment in family support, child protection and out of home care.  A national strategy should include:

· National minimum standards for States and Territories to record and report child protection notification, investigation and substantiation rates for national comparison;

· Expansion of family support programs- especially community-based home visiting programs and mentoring and respite care programs for disadvantaged children and families who are at particular risk;

· Improved accreditation and training for child protection workers, child welfare workers and foster carers;

Education

44.  A key means of preventing children from entering the juvenile justice system is through ensuring children and young people get a good education.  However, a Victorian study found that some children and young people in care do not finish their formal education.  Cavanagh (1996) in a Victorian study of 497 children in residential care found that about 7% of the children sampled were not attending school at all. Of the number of children in the sample who were enrolled in school nearly half had frequent episodes of truancy, school exclusion or suspension. 
 A recent Department of Human Services audit on children in home based care found that the educational attainment of half of those children and young people who were enrolled in school, was considered by case managers to be either slightly or significantly below appropriate age and school norms. 
.  

45.  Children and young people in care can experience disruptions to their schooling as a result of changes in their foster placements. Of the total school aged sample, case managers reported that 33% (157) had changed schools as a result of commencing their current Home Based Care placements.
.  Some schools have support groups within schools to assist children in care and such groups should be available to more children in care.  For example, Parkerville Children’s Home in Western Australia has a comprehensive range of targeted preventive and therapeutic education-based programmes including employing a full-time Education Officer to support and maintain residential care children in school.  There needs to be more programs and other initiatives to assist children and young people to remain at school and achieve a higher performance so they are not further disadvantaged.  

Training

46.  Following a national inquiry in the 1980s, a comprehensive training program resourced by the UK Government was introduced across the sector with an audit of training needs in agencies, training modules for prospective foster carers and training for agency staff with regular ongoing in-service training.  The multidisciplinary approach to training was based on the principle that child protection is everybody’s responsibility.  

47.  The other major issue regarding training relates to the care, management and therapeutic needs of children who have experienced abuse, neglect and trauma.  Foster carers, residential service carers and the professionals supporting them (including but not only child protection staff) are in need of training to acquire this skill base).  The resources are currently not available to provide such training, especially to carers.

48.  Anglicare Australia calls for the introduction in Australia of a comprehensive national child protection training program for agencies and carers.  

Research

49.  Anglicare recognises the need for more research into why foster care placements often breakdown.  Recently, a group of Anglicare agencies in cooperation with the Australian Centre for Community Services Research at Flinders University successful applied for an Australian Research Council Linkage Project grant to investigate methods of providing out of home care to children at risk.  The project is titled “Disruptive Children in Alternative Care: New Approaches to the Prevention of Placement Breakdown”.

50.  The aim of this project is to undertake a comprehensive international review and national trial of programs for the reduction of placement breakdown, in order to provide insights into the social histories of the target population, assist in the design of interventions, and inform foster care policy.  Recent evidence suggests that many of the widely publicised problems in Australian foster care are due to the inability of foster families to care for children with challenging behaviours.  Such children typically experience 10-20 placement changes annually and display very poor developmental outcomes.  

51.  The Industry Partners in this project are all significant providers of out-of-home care in their respective States and devote considerable resources to the population of children addressed in this application. They are; Anglicare SA, Anglican Community Care (whose head office is at Mt Gambier, SA,) Parkerville Children’s Home WA, Anglicare Canberra-Goulburn (St Saviours Neighbourhood Centre,) Anglicare (NSW,) and Anglicare Australia, and the Queensland Department of Families. The findings from the project will be published and widely distributed on completion of the project.  

52.  Anglicare Australia calls for increased funding for research into child abuse and neglect including research into which out of home care and child protection services currently in operation are effective in Australia.  Anglicare also calls for data collection nationally across all jurisdictions.

Conclusion

53.  Anglicare Australia believes there is a crisis in child protection in Australia and the redress of the crisis must demand urgent national attention.  As Nelson Mandela said: “There can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way it treats its children”.

15 October 2003

Anglicare Australia

14 Acland St

St Kilda, VIC.  3182

Tel: 03 9534 8250
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