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Senate Community Affairs References Committee 

Inquiry into Child Migration 

Evidence from Nottinghamshire County Council 

Introduction 

1. Nottinghamshire County Council welcomes the Senate Community Affairs References 
Committee’s Inquiry into child migration as offering an opportunity for the Australian 
Government to recognise the way child migrants were treated and take steps to address the 
harm caused to former child migrants and their families. 

2. The story of child migration is one that many people exposed to it for the first time find 
incomprehensible.  Few can understand now how so many children could be forcibly taken 
from the UK to settle in the Commonwealth.  It is only through reading the testimony of 
individual former migrants that one can appreciate the circumstances of the time and begin to 
grasp the enormity of the impact of this on both the migrants and their parents.  Similarly, 
their stories reveal the brutality to which many were subject in their new countries.  
Undoubtedly, the Committee will hear first hand about these experiences and the effect of 
child migration. 

3. Since the issue first resurfaced in the mid 1980s, Nottinghamshire County Council has been 
a strong supporter of the Child Migrants Trust.  Core funding from the County Council has 
enabled the Trust to provide services for parents elsewhere in the UK and for former child 
migrants in Australia.  This history gives Nottinghamshire County Council standing in 
presenting evidence to the Inquiry. 

4. However, now is not the time for recrimination but for redress.  The greatest service that the 
Committee’s Inquiry could render would be to ensure that the reality of child migration is 
recognised and that urgent measures are put in place to ease the burden on former migrants 
and their parents before it is too late.  The Senate Community Affairs References 
Committee’s Inquiry offers an opportunity for the Australian Government to recognise the 
way child migrants were treated and take steps to address the harm caused to its citizens. 

Nottinghamshire County Council  

5. Nottinghamshire County Council is one of the largest local authorities in the UK serving a 
large county in the East Midlands.  Prior to recent local government reorganisation it served 
a population of some 1 million covering an area of 216,000 hectares.  With the transfer of 
some services to the Nottingham City Council, in 1998, it currently serves some 745,000 
people. 

6. It was co-incidental that Margaret Humphreys was working for Nottinghamshire when she 
was first approached by a former migrant for assistance in finding their family.  This initiated 
a period of research which uncovered this shameful period in our social history. 
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7. Margaret Humphreys reported on her findings to the Council’s Social Services Committee.  
Two of these are appended.  These reports had a profound impact on elected members on 
the Committee who were distressed and appalled at what had been uncovered.  It is 
shocking that the British Government and voluntary agencies connived with a policy of 
forced migration with the attendant deceit.  Equally scandalous is the brutal reception and 
treatment meted out to many of the child migrants on arrival in their new countries. 

8. The Social Services Committee felt that it could not stand by and ignore the plight of former 
child migrants and their families, even though the people of Nottinghamshire were only 
peripherally involved.  Members anticipated that others in the UK and the receiving 
countries would recognise the issue and make an appropriate response.  The County 
Council remains astonished that, fifteen years on, governments still cannot or will not 
recognise the abuses of human rights which were part and parcel of the child migration 
scheme.   

9. For some fourteen years Nottinghamshire County Council has provided core financial, 
practical, political and moral support to the Child Migrants Trust.  For much of this time the 
County Council has seemed to be the Trust’s only constant friend and supporter.  It is 
estimated that the people in Nottinghamshire have provided over £560,000 (approximately 
£1.5m AUD) as core funding for the Trust over this time.  

10. Many migrants visiting the UK make a point of visiting both the Child Migrants Trust and 
Nottinghamshire County Council.  A recent letter from the International Association of 
Former Child Migrants and their Families described Nottinghamshire County Council as “the 
conscience of Britain” on this issue. 

Background 

11. Until as recently as 1967, child welfare charities in the UK sent large numbers of children to 
the Old Commonwealth countries, especially Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and 
Rhodesia.  It is estimated that nearly 3,500 children were emigrated in the post-war period, 
the majority destined for Australia.  The history is given in Margaret Humphrey’s book 
“Empty Cradles” as well as in the evidence published by the UK House of Commons Health 
Committee in 1998. 

12. The reality of this policy is summarised below. 

• Children as young as three were separated from their families and brought up in 
institutions thousands of miles from home. 

• They were removed from Britain often without the knowledge and consent of their 
parents. 

• Most were told that their parents were dead, although this was often untrue.  Their 
names were changed and they were often separated from their brothers and sisters. 

• They were often placed in large institutions, isolated from the wider community, 
where many experienced severe deprivation and near slave labour conditions. 
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• Many experienced degrading physical, sexual, and emotional abuse throughout their 
childhood. 

• Their discharge from institutional care, around 16 years of age, was often without 
adequate preparation. 

• Few were given details of their history and family background.  As adults seeking 
family information their enquiries were frequently met with bureaucratic indifference 
and, at times, calculated deception. 

13. Through the work of the Child Migrants Trust, and more recently through the International 
Association of Former Child Migrants and their Families, the depth of bitterness and hurt 
which is felt by former migrants and their families has been documented.  For many parents 
being reunited lifts a burden of guilt.  It is only through the experiences of the former migrants 
who were denied knowledge of their background that one appreciates the importance of 
identity and family histories. 

14. As time passes and parents age the need for urgent action to reunite them with their children 
becomes more pressing to both parties. 

15. Although no reparations can adequately compensate for the experience and suffering of child 
migrants and their parents, the Committee is asked to give careful thought to practical 
measures. 

The Child Migrants Trust  

16. The Child Migrants Trust was established in 1987 to:  

• reunite child migrants with their families 

• provide social work support to the migrants to help them come to terms with their past 

• provide social work support to parents. 

17. Again, the evidence of former child migrants will be testimony to the value of the work of the 
Trust.  The recognition which is now being given to the reality of the Child Migration Scheme 
and the experience of former migrants should not disguise the struggle of the Trust and 
former migrants against responses ranging from official indifference to active opposition. 

18. Some may argue that the migrating agencies have easier access to records and should 
undertake this work.  However, the Trust has developed a great deal of expertise in tracking 
down families which other agencies would find difficult to replicate.  But more significantly, 
the other players in this sorry story are tainted with the past - neither governments nor the 
migrating agencies would have the credibility with the former migrants that the Child 
Migrants Trust has.  It is widely acknowledged as a highly professional, neutral, and 
respected social work agency. 
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19. Similarly, mainstream services are not geared up to the specialist and international nature of 
the work.  The Child Migrants Trust is a financially and managerially robust organisation 
which provides a service which is both effective and value for money. 

20. Although the work of the Child Migrants Trust is national and international, the County 
Council has since the outset been one of its chief supporters in both financial and other ways.  
The core work of the Trust is primarily funded by grants from the Department of Health, 
Nottinghamshire County Council, other authorities, and sundry donations and income.  None 
of this funding is particularly secure. 

21. With continuing financial restraint and rising expectations on local authorities it becomes 
increasingly harder to justify spending which does not directly benefit the community of 
Nottinghamshire.  Increases in funding from the British Government since 1999 to help with 
family finding and supporting parents have been welcome but do not fully address the issue. 

22. Funding from the Australian Federal Government for the Child Migrants Trust’s work in 
Australia to date has totalled some 640,000 AUD (approximately £250,000).  This limited 
funding has supported social work in Australia which would not have been possible without 
the core activities of the Child Migrants Trust which has been funded in the UK. 

23. It is important that both sides of the Trust’s work, on both sides of the world, are adequately 
resourced.  Former migrants in Australia need to be assisted and supported while their 
families are being found and prepared.  An imbalance in funding leads to bottlenecks, delays, 
and inefficiencies. 

24. The task of reuniting former migrants and their parents is a finite one, and one which in view 
of the ageing nature of parents is becoming increasing pressing.  A serious commitment from 
the Australian Government to adopt realistic measures and put the Trust’s resources on a 
firm and adequate footing for, say, five years would make a significant impact on resolving 
the unresolved episodes in many people’s lives and erase the stain on the social history of 
both our countries. 

Child Migrants 

25. The establishment of the International Association is demonstration of both the scale of the 
issue and the intention to focus collective action on seeking redress.  The Committee will no 
doubt hear the voices of former child migrants at first hand. 

26. An effective and appropriate response needs to be part of a comprehensive package to 
address this issue.  The components of this package are: 

• a recognition and acknowledgement of the reality of the child migrants experiences in 
Australia; 

• support and counselling for former child migrants across Australia; 

• speedy family finding in the UK, and support to families once found; 
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• financial assistance to help child migrants reunite with their families. 

27. A fund was established by the British Government to provide practical assistance for 
migrants needing to research their backgrounds or wishing to see their parents, home 
country etc.  It is understood that the scheme is oversubscribed and will not have met all the 
former migrants’ needs by the time it ends in 2002. 

Conclusion 

28. Nottinghamshire County Council is proud of the contribution it has made to revealing the 
shocking reality of the child migration scheme and to start doing what can be done to put 
right the wrongs done to former child migrants and their families.  The scope and scale of 
child migration mean that it is not really an issue for local government but one for which 
national governments should take responsibility. 

29. The Committee’s Inquiry provides an opportunity for the issue of child migration to be 
recognised and for action to be taken by the Australian Government to make whatever 
restitution is still possible.  Nottinghamshire County Council would encourage the Committee 
in its endeavours to ensure that this opportunity is seized. 

 

Submitted by 

Nottinghamshire County Council 
County Hall 
West Bridgford 
Nottingham NG2 7QP 

DSE/Nottinghamshire evidence to Senate Committee.DOC/23/05/05 
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Senate Community Affairs References Committee 
Appendix to evidence submitted by Nottinghamshire County Council  
Early reports from Margaret Humphreys to the Social Services Committee   
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