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BERRY STREET VICTORIA SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO CHILDREN IN INSTITUTIONAL CARE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Berry Street Victoria welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care.  This Inquiry has particular relevance to our role as a highly regarded and long-standing community service organisation, a service provider for children in out-of-home care, and an advocate for the rights of children.

The Senate Inquiry signals to Berry Street Victoria the Federal Government’s preparedness to value and act on the experiential – which involves listening to the stories that convey the core issues that need to be addressed – to safeguard children who are unable to live with their biological families.  We embrace this Senate Inquiry as an opportunity for government to reform some of the current practices, culture, funding, and design of out-of-home care.  This Inquiry has the potential to stimulate debate and create new policy directions that must be given priority on governments’ agendas if social justice for children in out-of-home care is to be achieved.

Berry Street Victoria’s response to the Senate Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care revolves around recommendations for appropriate models of care that provide a continuum of care for a range of children and young people.  An emphasis on individual needs within models of care would reflect a greater respect for and value of children and young people.

Berry Street Victoria emphasises the need for government, in collaboration with non-government providers and young people in care, to research and articulate in public policy the determinants of quality of care. Early intervention/prevention must be part of government’s agenda in reforming out-of home care.  A holistic approach to out-of-home care also is required, which entails providing young people in care with adequate therapeutic intervention, education and training, creating avenues for building identity, and ensuring the safety of young people at all times.  The introduction of consistent, national standards and quality assurance processes would be a great asset to building a continuous improvement approach to out-of-home care.  The philosophy underpinning reform of out-of-home care must be based on the premise that when the State intervenes in families and places children and young people in protective care, the State is committing to providing a better life and a safer environment than was provided by the natural family.  Of utmost importance is that public policy and service delivery take into consideration the experiences of children and young people in out-of-home care.   

Berry Street Victoria makes the following recommendations:

1.
Berry Street Victoria recommends that Australian governments provide an apology to persons that have been abused while in protective care and that this is attached to an offer to provide counselling and financial compensation to assist these persons.  In addition, Berry Street Victoria recommends that government dedicate special funding to heritage issues for people who have been in care. 

 2.
Berry Street Victoria recommends the implementation of a whole of government approach to Child and Family Policy development incorporating a preventative framework of child and family “well being” across child protection, out-of-home-care and family support. 

3.
Berry Street Victoria recommends that the following four key areas relating to Indigenous people require further dedicated research and action by Australian governments: the over-representation of Indigenous children and young people in care; review of appropriate models of care; means by which service providers of care can work more closely with Indigenous communities to monitor delivery of care and community connectedness; and improvements in practice relating to the recruitment, support and training of staff to understand the needs of Indigenous young people in care.  

4.
Berry Street Victoria  recommends that quality of care for young people in residential care will be better achieved through the development, funding and implementation of more responsive models of care which reflect the diversity of individual need.  Consistent with the concept of continuous improvement Berry Street Victoria supports the development and funded introduction of national standards and quality assurance processes for out-of-home care. 

5.
Berry Street Victoria supports the review of the Victorian Children and Young Persons Act (1989) and further recommends that the strategies for the reform of home-based care include attention to:  prevention and early intervention; improvements to placement planning and decision making to address foster care drift; and, improvements to carer remuneration, training and support.

6.
Berry Street Victoria recommends that Looking After Children be implemented by all state governments: 

· to provide a consistent quality approach to the assessment, case planning and review; and, 

· to provide a comprehensive record of information for children and young people in care.  

7.
Berry Street Victoria recommends that reforms to protective care policy and practice take into account the rights of children and young people in care to education and that strategies incorporate the need for a range of education models and improved placement practices that enhance continuity of care.
8.
 In regard to Leaving Care, Berry Street Victoria recommends: 

the development of a legislative framework for provision of adequate preparation for leaving care and after-care support; recognition that the state acts as parent for young people in out-of-home care and that responsibility for young people’s development extends into post-placement, up to at least age 21; appropriate programs, services and funding be introduced, in consultation with non-government service providers, to cater for post-care support and arrangements. 

9.
Independent State and Federal Commissions are needed to advocate on behalf of vulnerable children and young people who are within the care and protection system without their parents advocating for their rights.  Berry Street Victoria recommends the establishment of a Victorian Children and Young People’s Commission that: advocates for the rights of all children; supports children and young people by referring them to appropriate complaint-handling bodies; provides information to the community; and operates independently to investigate and make recommendations concerning policy, legislation and practice.
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