Report for Defence for
Children International
from ACT

There have been two significant developments
for childrenin ACT during 2004.

Thefirst wasthelaunchin June 2004 of “TheACT
Children’sPlan 2004-14", subtitled“Making Canberra
agreat placefor children”

Theintention of theplanisthat it will guidegovernment
and non-government sectorsin the devel opment of
policies, programsand servicesfor childrenupto 12
yearsof age. Thismeansafocuson consultation and
collaboration on any new development inthe ACT
which affectschildren.

There was extensive consultation in developing the
Plan, including responses from more than 2000
children. Special provisions were made to include
young children and children with disabilitiesin the
consultation process.

The plan focuses on three main areas. children now
and in the future; children and their families; and
children and thecommunity.

One of the most significant of the recommendations
wastherecommendation to establish aCommissioner
for Children and Young Peopleinthe ACT and thisis
aso oneof therecommendationsof the Vardon Report-
“TheTerritory’sChildren. Ensuring Safety and Quality
Carefor Children and Young People’.

Thisreport wasreleased tothe ACT Chief Ministerin
May 2004, in response to allegations that the
Department of Education, Youth and Family Services
failed to comply withitsobligationsregarding reports
of abuse of children and young peoplewhenthey are
inthe Chief Executive' s parenta responsibility.

One of the recommendationswasthe devel opment of
a Child Death Review team. This has already
commenced and is modelled on the comprehensive
NSW modd , which consdersthedeathsof dl children,
not just those where there are issues of abuse and
neglect. Itsrecommendationscould potentidly help al
ACT children.

Amongst itsfar-reaching recommendationsfor the
safety of children in ACT from abuse were three
recommendations directly relating to community
involvemen.

The first of these was the development of a
community awareness campaign for the ACT to
increase recognition of themajor social problem of
child abuseand neglect.

The second wasto hold acommunity summit during
National Child Protection Week (5-11 September
2004) to consider community involvement in the
prevention of child abuseand neglect.

A community forumwasheld over 10-11 September
2004, with very impressive community participation
in the development of initiatives to protect ACT
childrenfrom abuse, in particular by better supporting
thechildren and their familiesand carers.

NAPCANACT now intendsto collate thisvaluable
information into various publications, which will
hopefully bereleased early inthe new year.

Thethird community recommendation wasfor the
appointment of a Commissioner for Children and
Young People.

A discussion paper hasbeen released, and will accept
comment till 10 December 2004.

Some of theissuesbeing canvassed are

»  Shouldthispersonrepresent dl ACT children,
or only childrenwith particular vulnerabilities?

*  Should the Commissioner handleindividua
complaintsor should therespongbility berather
to ensurethat thereare appropriate avenuesfor
dedingwith complaintsand that thesecomplaints
are being heard and managed appropriately?
Thiscouldincludehepfor parentsand carersto
better promotetheir concerns.

ShouldtheCommissioner ded withindividuals
or groupsof children?

» What should betheagelimit eg 0-18, 0-25?

* Should the Commissioner have arole on
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advisory bodies, and what role (eg should
children and young people be trained and
supported to participate in all/some of such
forums)?

» Should the Commissioner have statutory
enforcement powers, or should thedirectionbe
similar to NSW, where partiesare” obliged to
Co-operate’?

* Shouldthe Commissioner for Childrenand
Young Peoplebea“stand alone” position, or
shouldit belinked to other like offices (egthe
Commissioner for Human Rights) aspart of a
sodid “umbrdla’?

»  Who should the Commissioner report to- the
Chief Minigter, TheACT LegidativeAssembly?

| personally hope that the Commissioner will bea
personfor al children and young peopleinACT, who
will seek to be advised and informed by them and
whowill haveafocuson advocacy in suchaway as
to promotetheir wellbeing

Thealternative, more statutory “watch dog” rolefor
aChildren’s Commissioner, working after the event
to try and minimise the damage which has already
happened, hasless capacity to promoteinitiativesto
prevent child abuse and neglect. Ashasbeen shown
in more conventional health fields such as heart
disease, actionto repair damageisexpensveand only
partly successful at best. The only way to ensure
real progressisto intervene at the earliest possible
moment to prevent the progressionto disease. This
isjust astruefor child abuse and neglect.

A Children’s Commissioner for ACT could do so
much morethan this, as has been demonstrated by
the Children’s Commissioners in NSW and
Queendand, whothisyear havejointly produced the
innovative“ A Head Start for Audtralia AnEarly Years
Framework”, aguideto enable our childrento have
the best opportunities. Initiatives such asthis can
guide theimplementation of the Children’sPlan so
that ACT istruly asafe, enjoyable placefor children
to grow up.

Dr Sue Packer AM,
DCI ACT

South Australia welcomes
appointment of Guardian for
Children and Young People

In June South Australia welcomed the appointment
of Pam Simmons to the position of Guardian for
Children and Young People. Ms Simmons was
previously Executive Officer of SACOSS, and has
a well established reputation as a tireless and
effective advocate for the interests of those at the
margins. The initiative to establish the Office of
the Guardian for Children and Young People was
announced in the State Government budget for
2004-2005 as part of the Child Protection Reform
Program which has followed from the Layton
Review of Child Protection.

The Office of the Guardian will take aproactiverolein
advocating for and promoting the best interests of
children and young people under the care of the Minister
for Families and Communities. One of the priorities
for the Office will be the effects of ‘system abuse’
experienced as a consequence of gaps in services,
multiple placements or a lack of belonging and
connection.

Responsibilities of the Guardian include

Provision of independent monitoring of the
circumstances of children and young people in out
of home care

Assessment of the quality of care

Advising the Minister, asthe statutory Guardian,
on whether the needs of children in his care and
guardianship are being met, particularly on systemic
issues affecting the quality of their care.

The Guardian has the authority to initiate inquiries into
systemic issues and to investigate the circumstances of
a child or young person in out of home care who may
beat risk of harm. Consultation with children and young
people, their representatives and others with a direct
interest in their welfare will be central to the effective
operation of the Office of the Guardian.

The work of the Office will be guided by principles of
non-discrimination, the best interests of the child, their
right to survival and development and their right to
participation.

We look forward to further reports on the difference
thisinitiativeismaking to thelives of South Australia’s
most vulnerable children and young people.
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