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Apology to Forgotten Australians but thousands still in care
Embargoed until Tuesday 17 November 2009
The Family Inclusion Networks welcome the Apology made to the Forgotten Australians by the Federal Government yesterday. Forgotten Australians applies not only to those Australians who experienced ‘state care’ in the form of out-of-home care or institutional care in the last century, (only 10 years ago). Forgotten Australians are also those children and young people (and their families) who are under ‘state care’ in 2009. 

The trauma of coercive removal from family and subsequent human anguish arising from abuse and neglect suffered by children in care remains a public, social and legal policy issue today in every state and territory in Australia.
 Unsafe, improper and unlawful care and treatment of children currently in care continues to be identified by various government reports.
  
While the Apology today may be welcomed by the more than 500,000 Australians who are ‘care leavers’, what consolation does the Apology offer to those currently in out-of-home care and those continuing to be removed from their families?  In the case of Indigenous removals, the rate of Indigenous children in out-of-home care is almost 9 times the rate of non-Indigenous children.
 The numbers of children in Australia on care and protection orders have more than doubled since 1998 to over 34,000 at 30 June 2008.
 
Family Inclusion Networks also recognise the intergenerational nature of problems related to the trauma of experiencing out-of-home care. A fundamental long term impact of having experienced out-of-home care is the ongoing issue of the lack of trust and security and lack of interpersonal and life skills that are acquired through a normal family upbringing, especially social and parenting skills.
  
New and responsive policy initiatives in relation to child protection matters are long overdue. Data from New Zealand shows that family group conferencing reduces six-fold, the likelihood of that child and family having contact again with statutory child protection services.
  
Family Inclusion Networks urge their states and federal government to provide funding for counselling, advocacy, family group conferencing and mediation services for those parents and families with children in out-of-home care. 
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Background
The Family Inclusion Network (FIN) is a network of (mostly unfunded) organisations established across Australia for parents who have a child or children in out-of home care or who are at risk of having their children removed to state care.  FIN aims to encourage a more positive approach to how child protection services, professionals and society as a whole relate to those parents, families and children, where statutory intervention has occurred.  
FIN strongly believes that all parents need to fulfil their statutory responsibilities towards their children and most parents do – simply because they love their children and want the best for them – not because the state says so. Family Inclusion Networks acknowledge the trauma experienced by parents, families and a child when a child is removed. For those parents and families who currently have children in statutory child protection systems, resources and services must be made available to help these parents and families determine their personal, long-term, clear and considered goals in relation to their children, to work towards these goals and to fulfil their statutory responsibilities towards their children. 
FIN believes that on-going and in-depth supportive intervention with parents will assist in breaking the cycle leading to out-of-home care.  In order to facilitate realistic planning for children who are in out-of-home care, parents must be assisted to a position where they are able to make long term decisions about their relationship with their children and to be committed to the changes that those decisions entail. 

Professional practices in the administration and delivery of out-of-home care today vary little compared with past practice.
 Leading the way is New Zealand where working with biological parents and significant others is a core principle in addressing child safety concerns.  A notification to child protection services in New Zealand concerning the safety of a child triggers the legislated family group conference process. This allows informal care networks to step up to the mark in offering care and protection to the identified child within their own home and community.  
Children involved in statutory child protection systems are at substantial risk of experiencing social exclusion and yet families involved in child protection systems experience multiple stressors and disadvantage. Children and young people continue to be removed for reasons outlined in the Senate Committee Report of Forgotten Australians.
  Negative portrayals and hysterical media reporting only serve to continue a cycle of removing children as a panacea to perceived neglect and abuse.  Without a new vision in our processes and responses to children’s safety, we will continue to act mechanically, repeating the same old failed models which have been fixed like a blueprint on society’s collective mind.
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