Elton Humphery

Secretary, References Committee

Australian Senate

Community Affairs

Parliament House

Canberra Act 2600

Thursday, 31 July 2003

Dear Elton Humphery

Inquiry into children in institutional care

Thank you for asking me to provide a written submission addressing any or all of the issues relating to the terms of reference of the above Inquiry.

There is a vast amount of research already in the public domain addressing the issue of institutional care and its effects on children. I have sent a list of useful and relevant articles on the subject to the office of Senator Andrew Murray.  Knowledge about the consequences for children of separation from family of origin, age of separation, reasons for separation, the kind of relationship established and experienced with adult carers while in care, the impact of fear and abuse, the effect of having a relationship with an adult who took an interest in one's development, has all been documented both at the level of individual case studies and broad based statistical research.  The research evidence comes from studies of institutional care over many years and from within different political and cultural contexts.  It crosses a number of professional boundaries and interest groups.

The particular issues raised by the 'Australian experience' needs addressing through properly funded research that can set the issue within the political and cultural agenda of the time as well as taking account of what we now know about the effect of emotional trauma not just on the individual but on those with whom that individual proceeds to form a relationship.  The consequences of abuse, through unprocessed grief (e.g. for how one's life might have been under different circumstances) may well be generational. 

I recognise that the Committee has been asked to address the adequacy of existing remedies and support mechanisms as well as measures of reparation and I hope that it will take the opportunity provided by this Inquiry to recommend that funds are made available for detailed research that addresses not just the social and political consequences but also the intergenerational consequences of abuse and neglect, so that we all learn from past policy and practice. 

Yours sincerely

Dr Una McCluskey

Senior Lecturer in Social Work

University of York

