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1.  INTRODUCTION

The Salvation Army welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care.  It is our understanding that the information we provide in this document may be helpful to the committee in handing down its report

In responding to the terms of reference set by the Community Affairs References Committee we note that the scope for the Inquiry is broad. For the purposes of our submission we understand the scope of the Inquiry to include all children in institutions or foster care, recognising that this currently encompasses, all statutory and voluntary clients in out-of home-care.  Children, for the purpose of our submission, are defined as young people under the age of 18 years.

The Salvation Army’s response is primarily in relation to affected children not covered by the 2001 report Lost Innocents: Righting the Record, inquiring into child migrants, and the 1997 report, Bringing them Home, inquiring into Aboriginal children.   

2.  HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

We acknowledge that in Salvation Army institutions (Appendices A & B) established or licensed under relevant legislation as providers of care for children, sadly there have been some instances where unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment has occurred.  The Salvation Army takes these instances very seriously.  However, such occurrences have been relatively rare and not endemic to our services.

Any breach of relevant statutory obligations that may have occurred at any time when children were in care or under protection are considered by The Salvation Army as legally and morally serious.

In individual cases where allegations of unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children in Salvation Army care has been brought to our attention, we have to the best of our ability, interacted with those individuals within the underlying guiding principles of sensitivity, impartiality and fairness.

Without necessarily relying on legal defences that might be potentially available to us in those cases, our approach has been to respond in a variety of ways that meets the assessed needs of those who have come to us. This has been done, even in cases where it has been difficult to establish the facts due to the passing of considerable amounts of time between the alleged occurrences, and the matters brought to our attention.

Responses in individual cases have been as variable as:

· The provision of external counselling services.

· Reimbursement of past counselling services.

· The provision of pastoral care.

· Reimbursement of medical expenses, and financial provision of ongoing medical assistance. 

· Contributions to legal costs.

In our experience this has led to equitable, appropriate and agreed outcomes in individual cases that fall within the parameters of this Inquiry.  This is an on-going process.

3.  CURRENT PRACTICE

It is our understanding that discretion exists within the legal system for the granting of applications for the extension of time for claims that would otherwise be statute barred.  We believe this is an equitable process that protects both claimant and respondent.

The Salvation Army, on the basis of our experience, albeit with a limited number of cases, would encourage the Australian Government and its partners to consider a formal acknowledgement of the human anguish arising from any abuse and neglect suffered by children while in care.  The Salvation Army itself regrets the human anguish arising from any abuse and neglect suffered by children while in its care, and its practice exceeds international Salvation Army standards in relation to the care of children.  
We do not believe that we can provide qualitative or quantitative conclusions on the extent and impact of the long-term social and economic consequences of child abuse and neglect on individuals, families and Australian society as a whole.  

Among individuals currently coming into our care, the legacy of past child abuse and neglect often has significant detrimental effects. In particular, it continues to be the case that people who have been in statutory care are significantly over-represented in the homeless population.  The consequences of child abuse and neglect can be isolation, housing instability, unemployment, poverty, incarceration, drug and alcohol abuse, mental health problems and general health concerns.

The Salvation Army’s experience of working with these people is that “existing remedies and support mechanisms” fail to address the complexity and pervasiveness of individuals’ issues.  

The Salvation Army is not resourced to carry out research work on the nature and causes of major changes to professional practices employed in the administration and delivery of care compared with past practice.  However, we do note the significant change from congregate to individual models of care.  The Salvation Army, along with many other community service organisations and governments, has been a part of the significant change in professional practices employed in administration and delivery of care. As a result, The Salvation Army’s children’s homes were progressively closed and have been replaced by various models of substitute care.  As a proportion of the total population, far fewer children and young people are now in our care, compared with the 1960’s.  

The introduction of supporting parents’ benefits and family support services has contributed to a reduction, over time, of children coming into care.  For the smaller number who do now come into our care, most are living in home based care options or are in small residential care units.  However, we are reluctant to assume that current practice results in better outcomes for children and young people in care. Institutions have been replaced with a system characterised by multiple placements that struggles to provide children and young people with a secure and stable form of care.  The Victorian Department of Human Services’ report Public Parenting: A review of home based care in Victoria, 2003, tracks the experience of all new clients who entered home based care in 1997/98 for a 4 year period. Seventy-five-percent had more than one placement; thirty-two-percent had 4 or more placements; the average number of placement changes was 3.4.

Associate Professor Dorothy Scott from the School of Social Work, University of Melbourne, has discussed this specific issue in, Looking back to see ahead: Enduring insights and emerging understandings in relation to vulnerable children and their families in the child welfare system, October 2000. Professor Scott concludes that, based on an understanding of attachment theory, the multiple placements of today’s system can be more damaging than the relative stability, for some children and young people, of the old institutions.
4.  FUTURE CHALLENGES

The Salvation Army welcomes the invitation to make comment on issues that affect the public, social and legal framework underpinning responses to child abuse.  The following comments are designed to highlight areas, from our experience, that we believe require a concerted effort to be made in achieving better outcomes for children at risk.  Our response makes comment on the continuum of care that starts with prevention and concludes with ongoing care after formally leaving the system.

4.1.  Prevention and early intervention

The most effective way to ensure children and young people are not abused or neglected whilst in care is to prevent them coming into substitute care in the first place. Prevention cannot be substituted for intensive intervention but should be able to at least halt escalation of intensive services. Prevention should be both universal and selective, and has been found to be most successful when combined with community building efforts. Also for consideration are ‘indicated prevention services’ targeted at high-risk individuals, families, populations and communities. In particular, family based prevention programs have been shown to reduce the risk factors associated with child abuse. This requires an enormous commitment to family support/family strengthening approaches.

4.2.  Improving the response at point of notification
Following notification, appropriate risk assessment, case planning and decision-making, child protection services should work to prevent children entering substitute care.

4.3.  Development of a range of out-of-home care options

The move away from institutional care systems requires the development of diverse models, of based residential and home-based care, that are responsive to the needs of children and young people. Further, within these various models, an oversupply of available placements is required to ensure children and young people are matched to the best placement option, not merely to the only placement available. Currently, placements are purchased from NGO’s with the expectation that these will be fully utilised for most of the time.  This approach fails to recognise the importance of choice when matching children and young people to, for example, carers.

Given the complexity of young people entering the system, staff members caring for these young people need access to extensive in-house support so that placements can be maintained.  It is unrealistic to expect individual workers to cope with extreme behaviours alone and therefore, we need to ensure there is sufficient critical mass amongst our services to share the load. 

The Salvation Army promotes models that strengthen the capacity of workers and services “on the ground”, as opposed to the establishment of a multitude of centralised specialist services that take a young person out of their environment and require an already vulnerable young person to relate to an overwhelming number of professionals. We believe in the value of embedding expertise and capacity at the local level.

Within the ongoing development of good practice we offer the following examples from many:

Examples – Australia Southern Territory

In the Southern Metropolitan Region of Victoria, The Salvation Army South East Services Network is involved in the piloting of a care team approach to substitute care. This involves all the necessary specialist workers (for example, from mental health, drug & alcohol, educational services) coming together to provide support and guidance to the residential service working with an individual young person. This care team can then continue to provide support when and if the young person moves to home-based care or back home to his/her family, ensuring a consistent approach to support and management is being provided over time for all the significant adults in the young person’s life.

The Salvation Army in Victoria also recommends the provision of flexible packages of support for very complex young people, particularly those in home-based care placements. In one example, The Salvation Army was able to successfully manage a boy with extremely challenging behaviours (and who was therefore not suitable for a residential placement where other young people might be put at risk) in a stable home-based care arrangement. This was achieved by using government funds to purchase for him: a dedicated support worker; additional support at school and after school; specialist psychiatric back up; dedicated case management; and regular respite care. This was achieved at a significant cost.  However it proved to be more cost effective than a residential care placement. The keys to the success of such arrangements are flexibility, early responses (not waiting for the crisis), good planning, genuine partnership with government and other services, and adequate funds.

Examples –Australia Eastern Territory

The LASA outreach programme provides support worker advocacy that enables young people to remain within the family network. On-going adequate support is a key factor in maintaining effective family networks around young people.  Part of the success of the programme is its delivery of relevant information and referral services that address the specific needs of young people.  The offer of chaplaincy support promotes a holistic approach to life.

Quamby Support Programme is particularly aimed at providing drug education for youth in juvenile detention.  The training programme is supported by chaplaincy that builds bridges with young people so that they have a support and referral system when released.  Providing support networks for young people after release is essential to promote life options that will minimise the rate of recidivism.

4.4.  Links with other systems

An essential aspect of any system responding to children and young people who are at risk of abuse and neglect is the strong “partnerships” with other services systems, particularly education, health, mental health, juvenile justice and drug and alcohol services. 

There are many forms partnerships can take, from informal networks to signed service agreements, but demonstrated commitment to working together in partnership should be one of the most important benchmarks for services working with at risk families and young people. 

Examples of links with other services are:

Examples –Australia Eastern Territory

 Recognising the importance of working in partnership to more effectively assist young people and families, The Salvation Army has proactively sought a range of partnerships with a variety of organisations. These include partnership arrangements where The Army co-manages a service with other organisations such as the Inner City Reconnect programme that is jointly managed with Mission Australia and Wesley Mission. This programme provides early intervention services to families and young people where there is risk.  The involvement of these three major service providers, put at the immediate disposal of the Reconnect workers, offers a vast array of resources and programmers. 

Through its Oasis programme The Salvation Army is also involved in a partnership with Waverly Action Youth Services (WAYS), managing an innovative education programme that is developing and testing creative ways of supporting young people who have left school prematurely. The expertise of both these agencies has been a key factor in contributing to the programme’s outstanding success. Other models are less formal and involve work agreements between agencies.  Examples of this include, service agreements that have been negotiated between The Salvation Army Oasis programme and government agencies such as Centrelink and the Kirkton Road Health Centre, to attend the Salvation Army site and deliver their services to clients in a more comfortable and supportive environment for the young person. This type of cooperation and partnership between agencies provides our best chance of effectively responding to the difficult circumstances young people and their families find themselves in.

Example – Australia Southern Territory

The Stargate Early Intervention programme for children and young people in out-of home-care has operated in the Western suburbs of Melbourne. The Salvation Army, as a major provider of foster care in this area, has been associated with Stargate and has seen at first hand this highly effective example of collaboration between mental health services, child protection and out-of-home-care agencies. The programme provides a multidisciplinary therapeutic assessment and promotion of integrated case planning and service delivery to children and young people, entering the out-of-home-care system within a cross-programme framework. 

A key factor in the success of the programme has been the decision to intervene at the time of initial placement to help the child or young person put their story back together, understand his or her reaction to trauma and dislocation, and the alleviate the anxiety and depression that is often associated with separating from parents. Intervening at the time of transition also helps carers better care for the needs of the individual child or young person, and aids the system in better case planning and outcomes for the child or young person and his or her family.

4.5.  Workforce issue

As a human service system, quality of staff in care system is essential. Staff need to be adequately remunerated, as do carers in home based care. Training is very important and The Salvation Army recommends a culture of support amongst staff. Careful recruitment involves not just mandatory police checks but thorough assessment by skilled, experienced interviewers.

4.6.  Leaving Care

The Salvation Army believes that legislative change across all Australian states that currently do not specify state responsibility for care leavers up to age 25n needs to occur. There is a need for a comprehensive response providing all young people with adequate preparation for leaving care, as well as the option of support for years after leaving care.  Children and young people are at risk of becoming victims of “systems” abuse or neglect, rather than the more obvious physical and sexual abuse or chronic neglect of the past. Thus our focus on the problems associated with multiple placements, poor assessment, inadequate resourcing as examples of systems failure.

The current approach may cause trauma for young people who have been in the care of the state, and then been abandoned at the time of leaving care. The provision of supportive leaving care strategies, to ensure young people are not put in a position of ongoing abuse associated with inadequate access to housing, support, health care, income and so on in the years immediately after leaving care, is vital especially for those who have previously experienced abuse and neglect.
4.7.  Protecting against Abuse/Neglect in Care

The establishing of appropriate and well-resourced Quality Improvement Systems in out of home care services will minimise the risk of abuse or neglect occurring in care. 

4.8.  Responding to Allegations of Abuse or Neglect

Recognising the long-term personal impact of unresolved issues relating to abuse and neglect, The Salvation Army welcomes approaches that expatiate the response to such issues, that will minimise the tension for both the young person and the respondent involved. 

5.  CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we have welcomed the opportunity to make a contribution to the Inquiry.  The Salvation Army has a long history of engagement with community need and has played a role in the institutional care of children.  While community standards and the provision of services to children have changed over the years, we recognise the need for the whole community to work together to provide the best outcomes for children who have experienced unsafe, improper or unlawful treatment while in care.    

The Salvation Army continues to strive for the highest of standards in the operation of current programmes and facilities.  International standards in the care of children have been exceeded.  

Our experience in supporting those who have been abused compels us to indicate some of the challenges faced by both government agencies and the community.  Improvements in prevention, intervention notification, out-of-home options, links with other systems, workforce skill, leaving care and responding to allegations are essential to the protection of children in care.

The Salvation Army hopes that the outcome from this Inquiry will bring positive improvement in the lives of those who have suffered abuse. We also believe that an opportunity exists to make significant steps towards improving the lives of children currently in care.
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