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Victorian Ombudsman underlines need for major revamp of child protection
‘Families that are under stress need more support from our Government and our community generally’, commented Denis Fitzgerald, Executive Director of Catholic Social Services Victoria, after the release on 26 November 2009 of the Ombudsman’s Report into the Victorian Child Protection Program.

The Victorian Ombudsman’s report into the Child Protection Program of the Department of Human Services was tabled in Parliament on 26 November.  The Report follows earlier negative findings by the Ombudsman about the administration of the Program.  
The Ombudsman noted that ‘Victoria is considered a leader in terms of its policy framework’, and he acknowledged the ‘many dedicated staff working under difficult circumstances’.  However, the report as a whole focuses on dozens of cases where children have suffered, because of systematic deficiencies with the Department’s operations, and in Victoria’s Children’s Court system.  

Report recommendations

The Victorian Government has accepted all of the Report’s 42 recommendations.  Many of these are aimed at strengthening systems and practices that are intended to ensure timely intervention to protect children at risk.  

One outcomes is that a review is to be undertaken of the model of engagement of the Children’s Court with a view to reducing levels of disputation – a direction recommended by MacKillop Family Services more than five years ago.  The Government has also accepted that the Child Safety Commissioner be given greater powers of investigation and of reporting to Parliament, as part of a general increase in transparency around the child protection system.

Mr Fitzgerald commended the response: “The Government’s positive response reflects a consensus around the magnitude of the problems that need to be addressed.”  But a verbal response to recommendations is only a first step.  Changes in practice, in resourcing, and in our overall community support for our vulnerable children are urgently needed.
Responses to the Report

Mr. Chris Walsh, Chief Executive Officer of Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service, said in response to the report that “The Victorian Community has come to a tipping point in the way it treats its children. ... The time has come for a whole hearted investment by Government and the community in the future of all children in Victoria. This means sending a clear message to the community that parenting and the wellbeing of children are clear priorities of Government but also that the wellbeing of children is a clear priority for all.”

Bernie Geary OAM, Child Safety Commissioner in Victoria, has long advocated such an approach – that as a community we are challenged to give a greater priority to the well being of all children.  This applies to our own children and to others in our local communities.  It involves working to ensure that this priority is adequately reflected across community and Government programs.  

The Chief Executive Officer of MacKillop Family Services, Micaela Cronin, related the report to the recent national apology to the Forgotten Australians, those children who had been in institutional care in earlier decades:  “The response on that day showed us all the lasting impacts that neglect and abuse can have on children.  That day had special significance for me and reinforced the work of MacKillop in ensuring that the children in our care are protected and supported and shown love.”,

Ms Cronin drew some broader lessons from the experience of that generation:  “We must learn from the life long impacts of childhood abuse and neglect and ensure we work to ensure that every child is cared for and supported.  ”
Underlying issues

The Ombudsman focuses primarily on the administration by Government of the child protection system.  However, his report has also re-focused attention of the community on some of the underlying causes of the failure of the system to adequately protect children who are at risk. 

One underlying issue is that the number of families under stress seems to be increasing.  This requires that there be increased levels of preventative work, involving more active family support, targeted education support, etc, and systematic work to tackle entrenched community disadvantage.  Parenting education is a priority in some areas.  The goal is to effectively meet the needs of families at the ‘front end’ of the system, well before protection issues arise.
Resourcing of service providers is another key need, in order to enable development of clearly articulated care plans based on individual needs, to provide optimal living conditions, and to provide appropriate levels of training and supervision for committed young workers.  Remuneration levels is a significant issue. 
For some in the community, an appropriate response is to assist as foster carers, or in other volunteer capacities.  Further information is available at http://www.mackillop.org.au and http://www.goodshepvic.org.au 
-----------------------------

Link to Ombudsman’s Report: http://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/resources/documents/Investigation_into_the_Department_of_Human_Services_Child_Protection_Program.pdf 
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