This submission is based on my experiences as a child protection worker (both in the UK and Australia) and as a researcher.





I am heartened by the Senate’s interest in children in institutional care. As I am overseas at present, this submission is a brief summary of my views.





The world has a long history of treating children with terrible cruelty. The world also has a long history of preferring not to see child abuse in all its manifestations.





There have been major advances in understanding child abuse and neglect in the last 20 or 30 years. It is possible that there has also been a shift in public perceptions of those who fail to act to protect children. Recent history, in Australia and overseas, suggests that it is not just the abusive adult who is treated with opprobrium; those who fail to offer protection are also condemned.





Child protection services around Australia are in disarray. Children are being kept too long in dysfunctional families (Stanley & Goddard, 2002) thus entering care too late and, sadly, being terribly damaged. As a result foster care is close to collapse in many, if not all, states.





There have been inquiries in Western Australia and South Australia, a report by the Ombudsman in Queensland. As I left Australia, critical documents were being suppressed and then leaked in Victoria. In New South Wales, the four Folbigg children were killed by their mother over a ten-year-period, and no-one noticed until they read the mother’s diary. These deaths are surely in themselves grounds for a national inquiry into child protection.





The Federal Government should assume clear leadership in child protection. It should establish uniform child protection policies and legislation, with minimum standards of care and full auditing of the effectiveness of every aspect of child protection. It should commence nationally coordinated child abuse and neglect - prevention programs.





The Federal Government needs to ensure that children who have been abused and/or neglected receive the counselling and support services they require. Urgent steps need to be taken to appoint a Children’s Commissioner and to establish a national research agenda.





Those children who cannot live at home deserve expanded placement options, improved adoption outcomes and enhanced support when they leave care.





Children in care, whatever form that care takes, are especially vulnerable. In the late 1990s, I attended the Tribunal of Inquiry into the abuse of children in North Wales (Waterhouse, 2000), the largest inquiry into abuse of children in residential care that I am aware of. Abuse took place for more than 20 years in children’s homes and in some foster care. There are a number of lessons to be learned.


There was a “cult of silence”.


There were no complaints procedures for a long time.


It was only the persistence of one whistle-blower (Alison Taylor) that led to the inquiry.


Those who wish to abuse children are often prepared to make greater efforts than those who are supposed to protect them.





The recommendations of Waterhouse (2000) are also important. In addition to an Independent Children’s Commissioner, they included complaints offices in every region, vigorously promoted complaints procedures, all children to be visited in care regularly and, importantly, the failure to report actual or suspected abuse was to be a disciplinary offence. (The inquiry  also gave useful guidance for assisting victims. It also contacted hundreds of former residents, a large random sample).





The events of the last 18 months in Australia mean that it is no longer possible to claim ignorance of child abuse. It is my concern that, as in the past, economic imperatives will prevail. Children who require out-of-home care will always be given the cheapest option, usually dressed in the guise of an “improvement”, and at great cost to our society as well as to the most vulnerable.
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