3oth May 2003

Suzette Keys

Queensland

My name is Suzette Keys I was a former child in care.I wish to submit my story to the enquiry into the care of former state wards.

I became a state ward in 1968 after my mother died.My grandmother raised us till her death in 1970 then we went into foster care.

Some of the comments that where made about me whilst my grandmother was alive was that I was friendly, seems to be happy and settled, very vivacious little girl with a bright personality.
Some of the comments 4 years later she needs to be pushed along in doing anything has very little initiative of her own.(however she is well-mannered and obedient, I sound like a dog).

My foster parents and this is the exact wording in my file had unrealistic expectations of the ward performance both academically and other wise.They both run a rather “tight ship” to the point of being excessively disciplinarian and seem intolerant of anything but conforming behaviour. Excessively disciplinarian and remain inflexible. Both very dominating personalities. As I look back at these people they had no idea how to deal with children that had lost their parent or that weren’t born to them to mould how they wanted. They where in there 50’s when we first went to live with them.
Now years later I am a sad, passive, meek girl whose ego has received constant battering from unrealistic demands being place on me. In that time I had been verbally abused, physically abused and sexually abused. I was always terrified and felt that there was no-one there for me to protect or to stop the abuse. When our case worker came to see us one of the foster parents was always in listening distance.
I was placed into an orphanage after this not because of the abuse which they never looked for or discussed about but because I turned up at school with bruises on my arm that the school counsellor saw. It took me days to work up the courage to say to my foster mother that I wanted to leave. That is how scared I was.
It was never discussed my time with the foster family it was like that it never happened. Whilst in the orphanage you existed nobody cared or talked about the things that should have been discussed. That should have been dealt with. We were just there existing, not living. Most of us had problems that nobody talked about.
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In 1979 I went to live in New Zealand with a father I never knew and a stepmother I never knew. I was also discharged from being a state ward in 1979.They came to see me a couple of times and then the next thing that I knew I was no longer a state ward. Not long after leaving state care I found out the truth about my father he liked children as only Paedophiles like them. My father started abusing me and where could I go who could I talk to there was no one. We lived about 1 hour out of Auckland on a farm. I was alone in a country that I knew no-one. Didn’t know where to go as I didn’t even know this country.
I am now 38 years old. I decided to come back from New Zealand in 2001 with my 2nd husband and 3 children. I decided to start searching my background to find out who I am and where did I come from. Where do I fit in? I decided to apply for my file.
From my file I found a letter from a lady asking about us. After many calls to a small place called Helensburgh I found a relative of hers as she had died. This lady told me that I had a younger sister who was only 5 months old when our mother died. No mention in our file about her. My sister had approached DOC trying to trace us but no mention about this in my file either. I am trying to build some relationship with her after all this time. It is so hard as what can she relate to when I tell her about our years in care. I went through the Salvation Army to search for my mother’s sister. I found her last year. She told me that the case worker always knew where she was and visited her on many occasions to keep her informed. So why is there no mention of this in my file? I am trying also to have a relationship with her.
I decided to apply to Relationship Australia (Sydney) for some counselling as I have to apply in Sydney as that is where I am from not Queensland. It took nearly 1 year to organise this. With many phones calls trying to get the person who is dealing with this area to ring me back or tell me where we are at. This process is not acceptable. You end up giving up because it is really hard and it takes to much effort.

I am in counselling now and every day it makes it easier. The lady from Relationship Australia still rings my counsellor to ask how much longer we will be. My counsellor helped with the enquiry in Queensland so she just keeps telling her that we cannot stop till we are finished. Who knows how long this will be. Why should there be a time limit. We are dealing with years and years of abuse and other problems whilst in care.
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I am still dealing with the effects of being in care 35 years down the track. Where do I fit into these families that are my biological family? I have no self esteem and constantly putting my self downI constantly worry and do not like anyone raising there voices to me. I could go on and on but I will stop here.

The long term effects from my life in care are there every day for me to see. The extent of the abuse will always be with me. Do I feel like other people? No I don’t.

So do I believe that the government failed in its duty of care that would have to be a big yes.

As I have only highlighted some things to make this submission not to long.I would be prepared to come to talk at the enquiry if so required.
Regards Suzette Keys
