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Child abuse and neglect in Australia

Issue

The emerging problems of dysfunctional families, domestic violence and/or
consequent neglect and abuse of children need to be addressed. Parents need
support services aimed at helping them to cope well with their responsibilities as
carers of their children. The approach must be two-pronged, integrated, focussing
on both child and parent(s), both of whom have legitimate needs and rights.

There is extensive public concern about child neglect and abuse cases, and problems
with child protection load and management in both the indigenous and general
population (in NSW and Queensland in particular but not exclusively) throughout
Australia. Experts in the field have concluded that more attention needs to be given
to early intervention in order to support families with babies and young children,
rather than waiting for serious dysfunction to develop and then taking draconian
measures through the various State child protection notification systems.

Significant changes in gender relations, with an emphasis on gender equity within
families, have fuelled changes in expectations about relationships, the core of the
family unit. However, an international review of empirical research on Transition to
Parenthood demonstrates that many women struggle with issues related to identity
on becoming a first time mother. Furthermore a substantial proportion of couples
have been unable to achieve an equal, or egalitarian arrangement after the birth of
their first child, even though they had set out to do so. There is also evidence of an
increase in domestic violence when a woman becomes pregnant.

Recommendations

There is a need for a nation wide review of maternity, and ante and post natal,
services to evaluate current practices with a view to incorporating renewed
understandings and expectations about family functioning and to strengthen links
between the services. In this way the emerging problems of dysfunctional families,
domestic violence and/or consequent neglect and abuse of children could be
averted or mitigated

This could most productively occur through a reference to the processes of the
Council on Australian Governments (COAG) for investigation and report, through
means including expert and public submissions.

Backgr ound

Families are one of the cornerstones of the nation’s social and cultural capital. The
extensive research agenda that has been undertaken in response to the National
Agenda for Early Childhood and the Strengthening Families Strategy has brought
forth increasing evidence of the long terms benefits of early intervention programs
(such as Sure Start in the UK).
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However, the continuing emphasis in Australia on the inter-relationship between
work and family has not incorporated maternity services and the critical ante and
postnatal phase, which provide an important touchstone for Australian families.

Parents need support services aimed at helping them to cope well with their
responsibilities as carers of their children. The approach must be two-pronged,
integrated, focussing on both child and parent(s), both of whom have legitimate
needs and rights.

Australia needs a system of primary care for family and child welfare, allowing early
interventions and referrals to a range of services to avert the development of major
problems, rather than adopting the present model in some jurisdictions of turning
child protection bureaucracy into a kind of giant casualty department and
bottleneck for critical cases.

A constructive approach to these problems already exists in some degree in Victoria
and South Australia and can be found in various European models of child welfare.
These approaches link early childhood policy with a transition to parenting focus.
Policy should be developed to take specific account of the particular issues in
indigenous communities as well as in mainstream communities where there are
significant local concentrations of disadvantage.

Such an approach could include:
= A national review of maternity services drawing from evidence based research

from midwives;

= (Consequent development of nationwide policies and programs which could
include:

o Ante and post natal maternal and child welfare visiting programs (but
these would need to be adapted/flexible to meet the needs of different
kinds of families: e.g. those mothers whose young babies are in child care,
and who are in the workforce and not at home during the day; single
parents; same sex couples; etc.);

o Antenatal classes/ guidance for prospective parents dealing not only with
the confinement and mother’s health in pregnancy, but also with

* (Changes to identity and within relationships;

* Negotiating skills for parents;

* Establishing a demarcation line between mother and baby;
* Managing the increased workload of child and household;

o Family visiting extension programs (with such visitors and/or maternal
and child welfare nurses empowered to make referrals to specialist
support services.)
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