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 Child Abuse and Adult Mental Health Action Group
Restoring Justice through Providing Opportunities for Healing

_______________________________________________________________________


The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee

Suite S1 59

Parliament house

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Sir/Madam

The Child Abuse and Adult Mental Health Group (CAAMHAG) would like to submit comments on (b), (c), (d) and (f) as outlined in the Terms of Reference.

(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.

1. Child abuse has long term impacts on the survivors' mental health. Studies of people receiving treatment in psychiatric hospitals showed that over half of the women reported being abused as children. One study in the USA showed that 80% of women surveyed in a psychiatric hospital reported childhood sexual abuse.

Further evidence exists to indicate that girls who are abused as children become consumers of mental health services, whereas boys are more likely to cope with their issues of abuse through illegal activities and therefore are more likely to become clients of the justice system.

The emotional and psychological cost to the individual who has been abused is therefore immense. They are therefore less likely to fulfil their potential to become productive citizens. For many, the nature of their mental ill-health and/or criminal behaviours, means that they are likely to never hold full-time employment. This then means that they are likely to exist on welfare, live below the poverty line and, for some, add to the homelessness population.

The impact for families is likewise enormous:

· If a mental illness occurs as a result of the abuse and there is still involvement with natural or adoptive/foster families, the parents and siblings tend to 'carry the load'. However, after time, 'the load' becomes very onerous and can lead to family breakdown.

· If the survivor marries and has children, oftentimes, their family becomes as dis-functional at the one(s) in which they were raised. One CAAMHAG member describes how there were many times when she was in a catatonic state under her bed whilst her small children were in the house and had to 'simply cope'. She has a mental illness as a result of childhood sexual abuse.

For society, the monetary cost is enormous:

· Frequent hospitalisations and/or incarceration is extremely expensive. Most people who develop a severe and persistent mental illness as a result of childhood abuse attend hospital clinics/Psychiatrists/GP's at least monthly. The cost of this is primarily borne by tax-payers.

· Payments of the Disability Support Pension or other pension-type benefits together with rent allowances (the majority who are housed live in public housing) and pharmaceutical benefits are amongst other costs that the tax-payer bears.

(c) The nature and cause of major changes to professional practices employed in the administration and delivery of care compared with past practice.
CAAMHAG's experience within the public mental health sector is that whilst there are some enlightened professionals, practices generally tend to re-victimise the victim of childhood abuse. With few exceptions, mental health services focus on treating the presenting condition – usually with medication, rather than look for any underlying cause. On admission to psychiatric hospitals, the majority of patients are not screened for childhood abuse. One person that we are aware of was sexually abused from the age of three by her father. She was treated with anti-depressants for most of her life, rather than help her heal the emotional damage caused by her childhood abuse.

The experience of one of our members is that she was treated with anti-depressants for 12 years during which time she describes herself as being living 'in a world of unreality, knowing what was going about me from a distance' She exited herself from mental health services and has embarked upon her own journey of recovery. This has not been easy. She is now no longer in a fog, but although in her 60's has not fully recovered (and states that she never will). Whilst she has sought support (non-medicated) in recent years, her experience with the mental health system has not been positive and she has again withdrawn from any supports.

(d) Whether there is a need for a formal acknowledgement by Australian governments of the human anguish arising from abuse and neglect suffered by children while in care.
Definitely! Without an acknowledgement that abuse occurred and that it was not their fault, survivors of childhood abuse are unlikely to begin their journey of recovery. Please see the attached letter from CAAMHAG that the Editor of The West Australian recently published.

(f) Whether statutory or administrative limitations or barriers adversely affect those who wish to pursue claims against perpetrators of abuse previously involved in the care of children.
Yes, definitely. Oftentimes, it takes many years to become 'strong enough' after childhood abuse, especially if it was long-term and even more so if it was perpetrated by a series of offenders. Many victims feel that it must have been in some way their fault that the abuse occurred and it is not until they are adults and have been able to work through the issues that they are ready to take action against their perpetrator(s).

In Western Australia at present, where a perpetrator is charged with multiple offences against multiple people, only one case can be heard at a time. Therefore, the jury is not in receipt of information pertaining to other hearings pending or that have been heard. This means that the full nature of the offender's behaviours is never known by a jury. Many offenders are found 'not guilty' as a result. Fortunately, this is soon to change. Please see attached recently published letter to the Editor of The Sunday Times.

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on this very important subject.

Yours sincerely

Denise Bayliss

Convenor
30 July 2003

PO BOX 1735 SUBIACO 6904 

PH 0404 185 416

ABN 56 399 856 442


[image: image1.png]