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The United Protestant Association (UPA) was formed in 1938 to provide care for children, to promote Protestant faith and to provide care for older people. During the 1940’s and 50’s the UPA’s child care work grew to a maximum of twelve homes each caring for around 15 to 25 children. 
UPA’s approach to child care was to employ a husband and wife as the main carers supplemented with other part time staff to help out. Looking back, resources appeared always to be tight, with donations of food, money, and household equipment essential to meet day to day operating requirements often arriving just in time. Support from government was minimal, and support from birth parents consistently difficult to obtain.

 The reasons for admission varied, but relationship breakdown, desertion, imprisonment, physical or mental illness were all common crises that could lead to a child being placed in care. With a wider range of social services, together with different attitudes in society, many of these events today would not constitute a reason for placing a child in care.

UPA has records for just over 3 300 children who were in UPA care over a fifty year period. Record keeping in our early days was a mixed bag, with some files containing a reasonable amount and some scant information. With regard to illegal or unsafe practices, the minutes of meetings record occasional instances where an employee was dismissed. Invariably no reasons are offered and it is therefore open to conjecture as to what occurred to prompt the dismissal. 

The scale of the problem of illegal or unsafe practice from UPA’s point of view is therefore difficult to estimate. We have had seven instances where allegations of sexual abuse have been raised, either directly or indirectly with UPA, over the last eight years. Three of these have been referred on to the police for further investigation – none to date have resulted in any charges being laid, owing we think to lack of evidence. In the other four cases, two were raised by third parties with only very general information available, and two were from individuals who have not at this point provided us with any details which might be referred on to the police.

From time to time UPA receives positive feedback from former children in care expressing appreciation for the support that was offered to them at a very difficult and vulnerable point in their lives. 

UPA accepts however that abuse occurred and unreservedly apologises to any former children in UPA care who may have suffered harm. In 1997 we made a public apology and established a policy of direct support for any former child in UPA care. This includes referral of any allegations of criminal behaviour to the police, file reviews combined with ongoing counselling, reimbursement of expenses for family reunions or to enable individuals travel from their home to the former place where they were in care with UPA. We treat each person individually, seeking to assist and meet their needs. A brochure was prepared and the policy publicised throughout our network and also made accessible through our website, www.upa.org.au .
We have endeavoured to actively support the Care Leavers Australia Network (CLAN) organisation and it is our strong belief that they are well placed, with Commonwealth and the Community Sector’s assistance to establish an independent advocacy and support organisation for former children who experienced institutional care.

There is no doubt that the long term effects of being placed in institutional care when a child, are profound. Is a comprehensive response needed by both government and the community sector today taking into account the known damaging effect of institutional care?   The answer must be a resounding yes. 

We believe that it is extremely important for the Commonwealth Government to take a lead in the establishment of comprehensive services for people who suffered under the deficiencies of the institutional child care system. Clear precedents have been set with the actions arising from both the inquiries into child migration and aboriginal children.

We also believe that a formal tribunal should be established by the Commonwealth government to deal with the issue of reparation. From our very limited experience, we know that to pursue perpetrators, to bring them to court, to obtain a judgement, and pursue damages is extremely difficult for victims. We need a solution that does not operate within the adversarial framework of our legal system. Compassion and cooperation should be the hallmarks of our response.

UPA recommends in the strongest possible way that the Senate Committee exercise its considerable influence to secure funding for the CLAN organisation to make a start in offering advocacy and support to former children in care. 
Similarly, we strongly recommend that the Committee act as the catalyst for the establishment of a humane reparations tribunal where individuals who were damaged by the system might find a sympathetic response to their situation, and practical assistance.
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