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Dear Elton, 





Thank you for your invitation to provide a written submission to the above Inquiry.  We appreciate you will have many submissions, and of course, the Trust provided full written and oral evidence before the 2001 Inquiry into Child Migration.  Therefore we will restrict our comments very much to the core aspects of your Inquiry.  





In terms of the social consequences of systemic institutional child abuse, we must recognise that the initial impact of adverse care experiences will result in psychological damage to individuals.  Primarily, this will be damage to a child’s ability to form attachments, sense of self esteem, confidence, security and trust in the external world.  This in turn will impact negatively upon a child’s development and performance in a range of social contexts and roles.  For example, it will act as a barrier to optimum progress at school and in personal relationships.  These psychological consequences have been well documented over many decades.  They result in a range of outcomes from those living in extremes of isolation through their inability to form relationships, to those incarcerated as a result of offending, substance abuse or psychiatric conditions. For men in particular, cultural pressures may push them in the direction of using alcohol to cope with emotional pain.





There are also many hidden social and psychological costs which are less obvious to the untrained eye.  For example, some individuals will never be able to marry, some who marry will decide not to have children, and many who become parents will transmit their difficulties onto the next generation as a consequence of their own ill treatment.  Others will commit suicide.  





In many ways, the abuse suffered by children within institutions can be viewed as a predictable consequence of providing cheap, poor quality care to vulnerable, low status children from the least powerful sectors of society.  Whilst it is acknowledged in our community that ‘every child matters’, what is less often clarified is that some children seem to matter more than others.  Institutionalised children have never been in a strong position to complain about standards of care.  High quality provision in terms of staffing, training, facilities, independent inspection systems and individualised well resourced care plans will protect and enhance children’s lives. 





Recent commissions of inquiry into the abuse of children in institutions, particularly the Inquiry in Queensland which reported in 1999, contain very full documentation of the multiplicity of factors which lead to poor quality care and abuse.  There is also much discussion of different ways of improving standards and safeguards.  Rather than repeat findings which now seem firmly established, we shall focus instead on the political and cultural dynamics which sustain abusive regimes.  These are highly significant but less well understood.





It seems that in the recent past, there has been a degree of collusion between many of the key players in the drama of institutional abuse.  There has been a vicious circle of interdependent bodies including governments that provide inadequate funding for institutions which in turn provide low standard, unsafe residential care.  Poorly trained staff frequently found themselves overloaded and unsupported.  In addition, weak monitoring systems allowed infiltration by paedophiles and other dangerous individuals.  The cloak of respectability and religion often masked criminal abuse of children and created a sense of complacency which undermined effective systems of inspection.  The weakest members of this system of control were of course, the children who lacked strong advocates to protect their interests.  





Clearly, within these collusive regimes there is much room for standards to fall to quite unacceptable levels.   The severe ill treatment of children will occasionally constitute a cause of scandal, and thus a spur for reform, especially if the mass media become involved.  These incidents act as a form of feedback mechanism which produces a familiar chain of events.  This begins with a critical incident, which is viewed as a crisis within the system with demands for an independent inquiry which leads to calls for reform, more regulations and resources, and a ‘blueprint’ for a better future.  





In an ideal world, official inquiries would produce comprehensive reports whose recommendations for major reforms would be fully accepted and implemented.  In the real world however, vested interests, especially those with financial and ideological stakes in the status quo will act as a powerful lobby to frustrate, deflect and dilute effective reform.  Strategies of denial, blaming the victim, minimisation and other techniques of neutralisation are employed to cover up rather than own up to legal and moral responsibilities.  Sorry is indeed the hardest word, and full compensation remains an elusive goal.   Shooting the messenger rarely provides a quick fix solution.





Again there is considerable potential for another vicious circle of denial of responsibility, coupled with a denial of the extent of damage to children and families caused by abusive practice and policies.  This frequently leads to either a denial of the need for a full and independent inquiry or to a denial of the need to fully resource measures of restitution, especially long term and specialist services.  Adults who have experienced several years of abuse as children often require intensive specialised intervention for a number of years with provision for occasional follow up at times of crisis.  Without such services many individuals may struggle with both family and occupational roles and responsibilities.   Starved of adequate funding, services will be unable to produce positive outcomes and long term solutions.





Occasionally the decision to postpone an inquiry merely serves to delay the inevitable.  Ignoring these problems does not mean they will go away.  The ghosts of past mistakes frequently come back to haunt policy makers and politicians.  
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