�


























SUBMISSION TO THE 


SENATE COMMUNITY AFFAIRS REFERENCES COMMITTEE 


INQUIRY INTO CHILDREN 


IN INSTITUTIONAL CARE


























29 August 2003





�
SENATE INQUIRY INTO CHILDREN IN INSTITUTIONAL CARE





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY





Relationships Australia (New South Wales) provides, counselling, casework and outreach through the Aftercare Resource Centre (ARC).  The Aftercare Helpline provides counselling, support and referral to adults over 25 years.  To be eligible for these services, individuals must have been “in care” in New South Wales.  Adults who contact the Aftercare Helpline have all experienced institutional and/or foster care.





ARC and Aftercare Helpline staff witness, on a daily basis, their clients’ struggles to rebuild their lives after living through the trauma of institutional care as children.  The impacts of separation from family and loved ones; knowledge of, witnessing or actually being the direct victim of abuse and neglect; the instability of constant relocations and numerous placements; and living in an under-resourced and often punitive environment are long lasting. The loss of a sense of security and trust follows these children for years to come.





When help is available, it is all too often inadequate.  The lack of specialist services outside New South Wales and Queensland, difficult access to information and a lack of financial support all serve to hinder the road to recovery. 





It is the belief of Relationships Australia (NSW) that there should be an acknowledgement by governments of the abuse and neglect suffered by some children in care, and that this statement should be demonstrated by action, including:


Support groups and specialist counselling services that are adequately funded and widely accessible;


investigation of potential for legal action against those responsible for harm to people who were children in institutional care;


systemic changes to record keeping and access to historical records;


and financial compensation and/or support where appropriate.


�



INTRODUCTION





Relationships Australia’s involvement with Aftercare Services





Relationships Australia (NSW) was funded by the NSW Department of Community Services during the Wood Royal Commission to operate a Helpline to respond to the many people who came forward with their experiences of abuse whilst in institutional care.  Initially the Aftercare Helpline’s brief was to provide telephone counselling and support to those who were referred through the Commission and had experienced abuse whilst in care.  Subsequently, from 1998 the Aftercare Helpline was incorporated with the Aftercare Resource Centre (ARC).  The ARC was one of three aftercare services funded in NSW to assist young people aged 16-25 years who were leaving the care system.





During 2003, when Aftercare services were increased in NSW, the Aftercare Helpline received increased funding to employ an experienced counsellor for two days per week to provide support and telephone or face to face counselling, assist care leavers to access information about their care history, and to provide referral to support services or counsellors.  For the first time there is a small amount of brokerage funds to assist clients access specialist counselling when it is not possible for the Aftercare Helpline to provide this.  The service also advocates for clients to receive specialist counselling funded by the Department of Community Services when it is outside the scope of the Aftercare Helpline.





To date over 600 young people and adults have been provided a service from Relationships Australia (NSW) Aftercare services. One hundred of these were people over 25 years of age who contacted the Aftercare Helpline.   Our clients report having been sent to a variety of state and charitable institutions.  These include, Parramatta Girls Home, Hay Girls Home, Lynwood Hall, Cowley House, Ormond, Bexley Boys Home, Bidura, Murray Dwyer Home, McCredie Cottage, Minda, Minali, St Heliers, Faulds House, and Sisters of Mercy Homes.  This list is not exhaustive and does not include the many foster care placements auspiced by care providers of the day.
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Terms of Reference Addressed





The following terms of reference are addressed in this submission:





1. That the following matters be referred to the Community Affairs References Committee for inquiry and report by 3 December 2003:


a) in relation to any government or non-government institutions, and fostering practices, established or licensed under relevant legislation to provide care and/or education for children:


whether any unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children occurred in these institutions or places;


whether any serious breach of any relevant statutory obligation occurred at any time when children were in care or under protection, and


an estimate of the scale of any unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children in such institutions or places;


b) the extent and impact of the long-term social and economic consequences of child abuse and neglect on individuals, families and Australian society as a whole, and the adequacy of existing remedies and support mechanisms;


c) the nature and cause of major changes to professional practices employed in the administration and delivery of care compared with past practice;


d) Whether there is a need for a formal acknowledgement by Australian governments of the human anguish arising from any abuse and neglect suffered by children while in care;


e) in cases where unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children has occurred, what measures of reparation are required;








This submission addresses the terms of reference based on experience gained through working with clients who have contacted Relationships Australia (NSW) Aftercare Helpline.  The submission is based on the belief that our clients accounts of their care experiences are true and real despite haziness around actual dates and places.  There is a consistent theme that runs through all the accounts that puts credence to their recollections of their time in care as children.


�
1 (a)





	i)  Care & treatment of children in institutions and foster care





Based on Aftercare Helpline client reports, there is no doubt that unsafe, improper and unlawful care or treatment of children occurred across a range of government, non-government institutions and fostering practices in New South Wales.  Without exceptions adult clients who contacted our service have reported a range of physical, sexual, psychological and emotional deprivation, abuse and neglect; not just from their carers, but from the system itself.  They have reported that as children they were charged through the courts as a result of circumstances for which they had no control and should have been the responsibility of adults.





The physical abuse includes extreme punishment such as beatings by carers and other residents.  Sexual abuse includes sodomy and inappropriate touching of genitals, oral sex, being forced to perform sex acts on other residents.  Psychological and emotional abuse includes being isolated for long periods of time, living under an extremely strict regime with little praise or reward, unpredictable behaviour of adult care providers or having information and contact with family withheld, absence of privacy, and a lack of primary attachment relationships.








Example 1


A seven year old boy was charged as destitute and as a neglected child when his mother entered a psychiatric facility.  As a result he was placed in an institution for a short term placement.  He was then placed in the care of his older siblings who were less than 18 years old.  This client believes that his subsequent criminality was the result of being neglected by the Child Welfare system as there was no-one to ensure he attended school and he eventually became homeless.








 	ii)  Breaches of Statutory Obligations





Clients have reported many serious breaches of statutory obligations in relation to their care experiences.  There are many reports of adults who were residents in foster home and/or children’s institutions being systemically abused, either through omission of duty to protect children from abuse, or through direct emotional, physical and sexual abuse.  In many cases, Helpline clients have said that when they reported their abuse experience to those whom they considered to be responsible adults, they were not believed or punished more.





Clients have described extreme punishment and physical abuse- such as beatings, humiliation (often for behaviour such as bedwetting), being locked in a confined space and isolated.  Both male and female clients have reported various types of sexual abuse from foster parents and employees of institutions.  Many clients recalled being told they were worthless and ‘scum’ and that they suffered neglect through deprivation of food or being forced to eat food that was rancid and riddled with maggots or weevils.








Example 2


A woman described extreme physical punishment being meted out to her and other girls while resident in a girls’ home.  She also recalled deprivation of food and being isolated for long periods in a crudely furnished cell.  She talks about the lack of privacy around showering and toileting, the punitive regime around the way time was structured leaving no time for play.  She also emphasized that there was enforcement of a work regime over educational opportunities.  





This woman also wrote poetry about her experiences.  An excerpt from one poem reads:


	


	When I was younger 


		 a lot younger


	I was in a Girls home


	It had no gnomes


	By that I mean just basics


		No laces


	I was in there to boot


		To beat


	Abuse/blah, blah, blah, neglect


		Now lets reflect


	The walls were high noon


	We couldn’t see the moon


		Even if we were keen


		Or even if we did lean


				© from/by anon/y(mous)E’lm.


				ARC Helpline client – name withheld.





* * * * * * * *


Example 3


A man tells of being put in an adult gaol for running away when he was aged 14.  He also spoke of the pain of being separated from his siblings and being refused information regarding their whereabouts.








	iii)  Scale of unsafe, improper or unlawful care or treatment of children





Historical care records are scanty and difficult to access and there has been no longitudinal research that we know of that documents the treatment and care of children in NSW prior to Cashmore and Paxman’s research published in 1996.  Cashmore & Paxman found that young people who had left state care were disadvantaged in many areas of their lives including, education and employment opportunities resulting in financial hardship.  They were more likely to suffer depression, attempt suicide and become young parents.  They reported that they felt vulnerable when leaving care and were given little or no support to establish themselves independently.  The only other records of institutional care experiences are personal accounts published by individuals about their time in care.





While not every child in care experienced abuse, there are issues common to all. The impact of family separation, the impact of living in a punitive regime, the trauma through seeing other children being abused, and living in under-resourced facilities are all significant when trying to determine the scale of unsafe, improper and unlawful practices towards children in care.





The Aftercare Helpline has had contact with clients from a wide range of institutions in NSW.  Accounts from across the range of organisations involved suggests that unsafe, improper and unlawful treatment of children was widespread and that mechanisms to protect children from abuse and neglect were, in many cases, either insufficient or absent.  For example, visits by welfare officers, who should have checked on the safety of children in placements were often not thorough enough to include speaking to the child alone, or investigating claims made by children about their carers.  Clients have reported physical, emotional and sexual abuse whilst in care. In many cases, reports about certain institutions and individuals at those institutions have been corroborated by similar accounts from many different clients.





1 (b)





Long term social & economic consequences





Family Life


Aftercare Helpline clients and their family members report that they are all affected by the care leaver’s experiences of abuse and neglect.  Aftercare Helpline clients have often spent the majority of their childhood without parents as appropriate role models, and in an environment of insecurity and uncertainty. This has long term consequences for both the care leaver and their children. Through their deprivation of growing up in a secure and loving family, they report inhibition in emotional risk taking, difficulties forming and maintaining trust in their relationships and feelings of low self worth.  This impacts on their ability to provide secure and stable family environments for their children in many cases.  They express feelings of shame around the abuse and fear of being rejected should those they love know of their past history.  For many, this becomes a cycle, as each generation, lacking a sense of security and parental role models, is unable to provide those vital foundations for the next generation.








Example 4


“They stole our childhood, they stole our lives.  My children are scarred through me”


80 year old Care Leaver.








Substance use 


In the absence of adequate and timely assistance, many survivors of trauma turn to substance use and other self destructive behaviours in order to cope with their painful memories. (Herman 1992).  A large proportion of Aftercare Helpline clients have experienced substance abuse at some point in their lives.








Educational and financial opportunities


They report neglect of educational opportunities resulting in a life time of financial hardship because they experience difficulties in securing and maintaining employment. Many are confined to manual labouring due to their low levels of literacy and difficulties in social interactions.  The lowered earning capacity results in a high proportion of our clients residing in public housing or subsidized rental accommodation. 





Mental health


There is also a high level of undiagnosed and untreated post traumatic stress amongst the clients that contact the Helpline.  Recurring memories of childhood abuse and hardship as well as trauma from witnessing the abuse of other children and young people is a constant theme of the client group.  They also report their experiences of feeling misunderstood and labeled as “personality disordered” when they have sought assistance for their distress.  They report high rates of suicidal ideation exacerbated by feelings of social isolation and unresolved anger.  Many visit GPs and use community mental health and community health services, at what seems anecdotally to be, a disproportionate rate to the general population.  Herman states that the symptoms of childhood trauma are often misdiagnosed and mistreated in the mental health system (Herman 1992)





Behavioural issues


While their experiences are being described decades after their occurrence, the emotional scars still impact on people and present as depression, anger, substance abuse, homelessness, unemployment and relationship difficulties.  Studies have shown that children and young people who lived in foster care have a higher prevalence of physical, developmental and behavioural health problems which remain stable across time, than any other group of children (Marx  2003, Simmel 2002).  Siblings who were separated when in the care system have been found to be at increased risk of poorer outcomes (Dance 2002).  Separation of siblings was a common practice of welfare agencies and clients report a sense of loss and sadness, as they have difficulties reconnecting and establishing and maintaining networks with their families of origin.








Example 5


A man in his 40s contacted the Aftercare Helpline in response to the breakdown of his 25-year marriage.  He described himself as extremely depressed, suffering intrusive memories and had recently attempted suicide.  He was frustrated at being unable to find appropriate support for himself.  He said he had tried a variety of pathways, including seeing a psychiatrist, psychiatric institutions, generalist counsellors, self help groups as well as just deciding to ignore his problems and get on with his life.  He said that he had been unable to disclose details of his life in care to his wife and children.  He describes the pressure of having no extended family or grandparent contact for his children from his side of the family.  He is unable to provide any information from his genetic history in regard to his son’s illness.





The man’s difficulties with intrusive memories impaired his ability to concentrate on his job, and he was often emotionally upset, resulting in his crying or angrily exploding.  Due to his perceived emotional instability, he felt unable to continue in his employment.  His use of alcohol increased to daily use.  Recently he was charged with driving under the influence of alcohol. The impact on his family of financial pressure and his emotional unavailability has led to high conflict with his wife and children and a lack of empathy for how they may be experiencing his behaviour.  As an adult who had no strong and stable relationships with adults during childhood, he is extremely anxious when faced with any sort of perceived rejection.  Consequently the difficulties in his marriage have left him feeling his life is “meaningless and worthless”.








Adequacy of existing remedies and support mechanisms





Need for specialist services


Many care leavers express dissatisfaction with generalist services where there is a lack of understanding of the circumstances of being in care.  They have expressed a need for specialist services that have an understanding of issues specific to this group.





Relationships Australia has received state funding in New South Wales and Queensland to provide services to Care Leavers.  In New South Wales, Aftercare services have been established and funding enhanced.  The model for the specialist aftercare services allows for a broad approach and support for young people to develop independent living until the age of 25.  The Aftercare Helpline for older care leavers has been extended to provide a part time counsellor who is able to assist with file reading, family tracing, and supportive listening.  This service also has an amount of brokerage to fund therapy sessions for clients who cannot access the Helpline direct or live outside the geographical area.  However, the demand has increased greatly in recent months.  For example 9 new clients contacted the Aftercare Helpline in August compared to an average of 2 or 3 a month over the past year.  Media coverage of child sexual abuse and neglect in recent years has meant that the experience of care leavers is reported in current affairs and documentary programs. Political advocacy from support groups such as Care Leavers Australia Network (CLAN) has also led to an increase in demand for services.  





Accessibility of services


Clients report that community health and sexual assault counselling services have policies that limit the number of sessions offered to clients.  In our experience, when clients have access to the counselling they need for their specific situation, they have the opportunity to examine and deal with issues that they have been carrying for many years.  Many clients who contact our service express a need for professionals who can work across the issues of family of origin, separation, grief and loss, relationships, depression and sexual assault rather than have to attend discrete services where they have to retell their life story to a variety of professionals.





There is an expressed need for support groups, workshops, and outreach services.  Many adults who have been in care in NSW as children do not live in the Sydney metropolitan area.  Some have moved interstate.  With the exception of NSW and Queensland no other states provide aftercare services to adults who have been in institutional care.  Proclamation of section 165 of the Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection Act 1988) which is not due until March 2004, will allow for discretionary assistance to care leavers over 25 years.  This will broaden the scope of the Helpline service, when advocating for assistance.  In other words, a person will not have to “prove” abuse in care to access assistance.





Accessing historical information


Mechanisms within government departments to facilitate care leavers accessing their history and funding for support are cumbersome and inequitable.  In some areas, for example, people have a very good response to requests, and in others they have to wait for extended periods of time, sometimes years.  There is a history of the Archival Authority responsible for holding records of children who were in State care implementing a policy to destroy all but a small percentage of records .  This has meant that for many adults who are searching to make sense of their history there will never be answers.





Financial support


While Austudy is available to support mature age students in Australia, ex-wards, express their difficulties in sustaining both education and maintaining employment to supplement their expenses while studying.  Many do not have family networks to assist them if the balance of their lives’ changes.  At present there is no explicit pathway for them to seek assistance from their former care provider.











Example 6


A woman in her mid fifties is preparing to reunite with her extended family of origin after over 40 years separation.  She is extremely anxious about their acceptance of her because of her appearance and her financial circumstances.  She is a single parent on benefits and has no money to cover transport, accommodation or grooming for the trip.  She has never been to a hairdresser, as during her stay at Parramatta Girls Home her hair was crudely cut by placing a bowl on her head to guide the scissors.  She remembers the pain of her ear being snipped on several occasions.  The chance of meeting her family has led her to seek financial assistance for the first time.








1 (c)	The nature and cause of major changes to professional practices employed in the administration and delivery of care compared with past practice.





With the introduction of the 1998 NSW Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act there are mechanisms for accountability both during and exiting out of home care.





Current policy and practice requires planning for young people who are leaving care to ensure they are supported into independent living.  The introduction of the Children’s Guardian assures that care providers are accountable for the quality of care children receive.  The Aftercare services have also been established in recognition of the need for support for young people who have been separated from their families of origin.  This approach, developed through the 1990s will hopefully provide a very different set of experiences from those who left the care system prior to the changes in law.





There is now also a provision in law that prohibits persons who have been found guilty of committing certain serious sex offences from working with children.





1 (d)	Need for formal acknowledgement





Relationships Australia (New South Wales) believes there is a need to remove the “evidence burden” of having to provide evidence by people who have been in institutional care when they report that they have experienced abuse.  The healing process would be aided if the agencies responsible for the care of children were to issue a broad statement that acknowledges the suffering of those who have been in institutional care.  The anguish experienced through separation from their family of origin as well as their experiences of systemic abuse should be acknowledged as historic fact.  There should also be an apology that covers all who were emotionally, physically or sexually abused. 





1 (e)	Reparation required





Relationships Australia (New South Wales) believes that there is now adequate evidence to indicate that the total experience of those who were removed from their families as children suffer deep lasting consequences to their lives.  There is a need for recognition and reparation of the pain and suffering that many Care Leavers have experienced.  This reparation could take the form of a meaningful apology that recognizes the wrong that was done in the past,  provision of support to address the legacy of  childhood losses, and public commitment to provision of quality care to all children at risk of harm.





Recommendations:





Clients contacting the service have had a wide range of needs in response to their negative experiences in care.  Based on our work with clients, Relationships Australia (New South Wales) would recommend:





An acknowledgement that people who were in institutional care have been wronged and that this is placed on the public record.





The establishment of historical records, using oral, written and pictorial material that will provide explanation and substantiation of experiences.





Support and specialist counselling services for care leavers and their families that is responsive and available when problems emerge at different stages of life.  These services should be accessible and properly resourced.





Investigation of potential for legal action against those responsible for harm to people who were in care.





Provision of resources for support groups such as CLAN in order to enhance a communication network that can provide a forum to witness and validate common experiences of those in care in institutions and facilitate healing.  CLAN’s advocacy role in the community should receive resources to continue raising community awareness about the difficulties experienced by adults who were removed from their families as children.





Recognition of the systemic disadvantage experienced by those who have been in care.  There should be some form of weighting system in policies to give advantage to those seeking education, housing, health services, income support and legal assistance.





Financial compensation where appropriate.





Relationships Australia (NSW) appreciates the opportunity to provide a perspective on behalf of our clients.  We strongly urge that your report is able to offer a meaningful response to those who have been most affected by institutional care.





All examples used are with the specific permission of individual clients.
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