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Executive Summary 

The Family Inclusion Network Queensland (Townsville) Inc. (FIN) is an incorporated 

charity which operates as a grass roots community based organisation.  FIN aims to 

provide support and advocacy to parents, grandparents and significant others whose 

children have been taken into care or are at risk of being taken into care of Child 

Safety Services, Qld Department of Communities. FIN supporters include parents, 

grandparents, and interested community members, including some professionals.   
 

FIN Qld Townsville acknowledges that not all children are able to live with their 

families and receive “good enough” care, and FIN asserts that the Queensland 

community has an obligation to ensure that all children and families are protected and 

supported from harm within and beyond the family. On 30th June 2010 7,809 children 

were living away from home in Queensland, and by 31st March 2011, children living 

away from home totalled 8,025 (Department of Communities). It is estimated that 

child abuse and neglect costs Australian taxpayers $5 billion per year and, Australia 

wide, reported numbers increased from 107,134 in 1999-2000 to 266,745 in 2005-06 

(AIHW 2006), overwhelming the capacity of child protection authorities in every 

state to maintain best practice standards.    

 

The systemic failure of child protection systems has been well documented by many 

authors. Evidence suggests that the vast majority of children removed from families 

into care are dissimilar to the few extreme cases which provoke dramatic headlines 

and which prompt politicians and governments to make continual incremental 

changes to already failed policies and procedures.   

 

 FIN Qld Townsville asserts that taxpayer’s money would be better spent and more 

effective for children and their families through providing support for prevention of 

the need to remove many children into care, and to support family reunification as 

speedily as possible.  FIN believes that this is the only way that the “best interests of 

the child” can be achieved effectively.  Moreover, research with children in care 

consistently has found that, regardless of the reasons for removal, children wish to 

have contact with their parents and know that they belong to someone, somewhere. 

(Thorpe 1980, cited in Family Inclusion Network 2007). 
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It is hoped that lessons can be learned from social policy failures such as the British 

child migrants to Australia, the Stolen Generations, the Forgotten Children, and the 

coercive removal of newborn babies for adoption.  It is vital such mistakes are not 

repeated as the trauma they have wrought on children and their families is horrendous. 

 

FIN Qld Townsville greatly encourages the Queensland State Government to be 

instigators in developing a whole family innovative approach which works towards 

keeping families together and not apart.  Such an approach would ensure that the 

Queensland government may be emulated by other states, and held in high esteem by 

all families and communities.  FIN invites the government to engage with the findings 

of the report by the Family Inclusion Network 2007 and to listen to the stories of 

parents, grandparents and significant others who still are being affected by the present 

policies and procedures which have continued to fail them (fin-qldtsv.org.au). In 

FIN’s view, it is only when the state is able to listen to families and trust them that the 

best interests of vulnerable children can be protected and promoted.  
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Introduction 

The Family Inclusion Network (Queensland) Townsville Inc. makes a submission to 

the Queensland State Government.  This submission provides a general response 

rather than addressing individual terms of reference.  Specific terms of reference have 

already been addressed in key research findings and recommendations for future 

strategies and tools in a report funded by the then Minister for Child Safety, Hon. 

Mike Reynolds to FIN in 2005-2006.  These findings and recommendations were for 

the purpose of working in greater partnership with parents and families for the safety 

and wellbeing of children and young persons in the Queensland Child Protection 

System (Family Inclusion Network 2007.)  All members of the Family Inclusion 

Network Queensland (Townsville) Inc. believe that the family, is one of the most 

important institutions in the world, and because of this it is important for parents, 

grandparents and significant others to continually express their real life situations.  It 

is integral that their voices are heard by those who want to make a real difference to 

their lives, such as government departments and politicians, but who are also willing 

to listen, take note and not judge them.   

 

Family Inclusion Network Queensland (Townsville) Inc. 

The Family Inclusion Network Queensland (Townsville) Inc. (FIN) is a charitable 

organisation which aims to provide independent support and advocacy to parents, 

grandparents and significant others whose children have been and are still involved in 

the Queensland Child Protection System.  FIN supporters include grandparents, 

parents and interested community members.  FIN provides a range of services in a 

number of different areas including child protection, mental health, education, skills 

training, court support and social advocacy.   

 

FIN acknowledges that not all children are able to live with their families, and as 

communities we have an obligation to ensure that all children and families are 

protected and supported from harm in all areas, families and all systems. The systemic 

failure of the child protection systems has been documented by many authors. 

Evidence suggests that the vast majority of children removed from families into care 

are dissimilar to the few extreme cases that are reported in dramatic headlines. Such 

headlines create “moral panic” in communities and direct politicians and governments 
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to make continual incremental changes to already failed policies and procedures.  

Parton et. al (1997) report on adults who are alumni of the care system. They 

comment that their dislocation, trauma and further abuse experiences were assisted by 

well-intentioned people who removed them from their families in misguided 

perception of the “best interests of the child” (cited in Lonne et. al 2009, p 105).  

 

Many children enter care as a result of neglect and minor, rather than severe, instances 

of abuse. Such neglect aligns with poverty, ill health, disability, domestic violence, 

indigeneity, young parenthood or problematic substance use – all of which may be 

improved through investing in preventative social policy measures and providing 

much needed support for families in distress (Family Inclusion Network 2007).  It is 

estimated that child abuse and neglect costs Australian taxpayers $5 billion per year 

(Lonne, Parton, Thomson & Harries 2009).  The number of children in out-of-home 

care has increased from 35 895 in 2010 to 37 648 in 2011.  Compared with non-

indigenous children, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 8 times as 

likely to be subject of substantiated child abuse and neglect.  Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children on care and protection orders were over 9 times the rate of 

non-Indigenous children as at 30 June 2011, and over10 times in out-of-home care 

(AIHW 2012).  

 

The terms “emotional abuse, abuse or neglect, harm and exposure to domestic 

violence” have different meanings in all Australian states (Kennedy & Richards 

2010).  These differences create confusion and mayhem evident by the above 

numbers of children in out-of-home care.  Present inefficient departmental policies 

and procedures as identified by FIN 2007 greatly contribute to the removal of children 

from their families into foster care. Over reporting contributes to understaffing 

thereby ensuring that the children in need of urgent care are neglected for longer 

periods of time. 

 

The implementation of restorative justice and a responsive regulatory approach could 

result in enormous benefits of honesty, genuine and useful support and a holistic 

inclusive understanding of the families lived experiences (Ivec, Braithwaite & Harries 

2012).  The importance of demonstrating courtesy and respect, providing information 

about processes and procedures about legal rights, legal assistance and advocacy and 
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including parents in decision making are important factors in working as a collective 

team (Thorpe 2007).   

 
Children in Care in Australia 

In 2006, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) identified 11 506 children in foster 

care Australia wide (ABS 2006).  At that time the highest number of children in foster 

care in Australia was in the state of New South Wales at 3 925 and the lowest was 

recorded in the Australian Capital Territory at 103.  The city recording the highest 

number of children in foster care at 1 653 was Sydney and the lowest was Darwin at 

92.  In Queensland alone there were 3 328 foster children in 2006 with 1 337 in 

Brisbane, and the remainder dispersed throughout the rest of the state (ABS 2006).  

More recent figures show that as at the year ending 30th June 2010, children living 

away from home in Queensland totalled 7 809, and as at  31st March 2011, children 

living away from home totalled 8 025 (Department of Communities 2011).  Despite 

the reasons for removal, children wish to have contact with their parents and know 

that they belong to someone, somewhere (Thorpe 1980, cited in FIN 2007).  This 

sentiment was expressed by an ex- Child Safety Officer, who had been called to speak 

to a 16 year old girl who continually truanted from foster carers and school: 

 
This child questioned me as to why she was taken away from her 
parents and put with foster carers who had abused her far more than 
her parents ever had.  I knew then that I could not change a culture hell 
bent on destroying families under the banner of protecting “the child’s 
best interests.”  I could no longer work in a Department who failed 
children such as this one. 

 

Adequacy of the current Child Protection System in Australia 

The rights of the child are well documented in the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, including: 

1. States Parties shall use their best efforts to ensure recognition of the principle 
that both parents have common responsibilities for the upbringing and 
development of the child.  Parents or, as the case may be, legal guardians, 
have the primary responsibility for the upbringing and development of the 
child.  The best interests of the child will be their basic concern. 

 
2. For the purpose of guaranteeing and promoting the rights set forth in the 

present Convention, States Parties shall render appropriate assistance to 
parents and legal guardians in the performance of their child-rearing 
responsibilities and shall ensure the development of institutions, facilities and 
services for the care of children. 
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3. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that children of 

working parents have the right to benefit from the child-care services and 
facilities for which they are eligible. 

(Convention on the Rights of the Child 1990, Article 18). 
 

Appropriate assistance has not always been granted to parents and grandparents 

whose children are involved with the Department of Child Safety.  A mother, 

involved with FIN, recounts the following: 

 
 Since they took my son away, I have had endless sleepless nights, 
worrying if  

he is OK.  This has greatly affected my employment and I have difficulty 
keeping focused.  During a supervised visit, I told the Child Safety 
Officer, that my son and I would forever remember their intrusion into 
our lives.  At this, the CSO, set back the date of the return of my son to 
me.  How was this “in the best interests of my son?” and “where does it 
state that CSO’s can do this to me in the Act?”  

 

Another instance is of a father who lives with unfinished business day in and day out 

of his life: 

After the birth of my daughter, they told my partner that I was a danger 
to our baby and that if she did not leave me, they would take the baby 
and put her into alternative care. The Department destroyed my life and 
labelled me a bad father. They say Departmental records cannot be 
changed, but isn’t this telling lies? 
 

And of a grandfather who desperately tried to make contact with his granddaughter 

and was denied: 

I felt powerless with no voice especially at child safety meetings.  I found 
FIN and together we attended Child Safety Meetings.  The CSO’s 
conduct left much to be desired with their so called knowledge of the Act.  
From that I directed my questions to the top level and within a few days I 
was able to see my granddaughter.  Why can’t these people do their job 
right?  Why do we have to suffer so much? 

 
The Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions, 1999, 

reported the emotional, physical, and sexual and systems abuse of children in 

government and non-government care (Forde 1999). An inquiry into abuse of children 

in foster care identified that many stakeholders perceive the Department incapable of 

responding appropriately to child protection issues and that it is in a state of crisis. 

The Commission acknowledged that the child protection system has failed 

Queensland children in multiple important respects, especially keeping them safe 
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(CMC 2004).  Yet, many children have died in foster care, whilst under the protection 

of the State, for which no definite figures are available.   Such inherent secrecy is kept 

firmly in place by the Child Protection Act 1999, which O’Gorman (2009) says makes 

the Department of Child Safety totally unaccountable by maintaining the mantra of 

“the secrecy provisions are there for the protection of the child” (O’Gorman 2009, 

cited in Law Report 2009).  In this instance, it is not clear how such provisions can 

protect a child when that child is dead.   

 

One child death in foster care, is one death too many.  A 12 year old girl in foster care 

died outside her Darwin home because of failure in receiving medical treatment for a 

broken leg (The Sydney Morning Herald 2007); Michael Borusiewicz recounts the 

death of his son in foster care in Queensland and of three other parent’s losses 

(Alternative News Network 2011).  Evidence suggests that literature on child 

maltreatment and fatalities may assist in identifying the risks associated with deaths of 

children who are or have been under the Department’s supervision.  A study 

conducted by Daly & Wilson (1994), reported that children living with a foster carer 

or adopted parent were 100 times more likely to be victims of fatal abuse than those 

who lived with their biological parents (cited in Barth & Hodorowicz 2011).  An 

Australian study confirmed an association between a child’s living with a stepparent 

and an increased risk of filicide.  Children in single-parent households were not found 

to be at significant risk, but children under 5 years of age who lived with neither their 

biological parents were at greatest overall risk for fatal injury of any type (Tooley, 

Karakis, Stokes & Ozanne-Smith (2006) cited in Barth & Hodorowicz 2011).  

 

It is evident from this that a community inclusive holistic approach should be 

undertaken to assist tomorrow’s leaders to reach their capacity.  This can only be done 

when the Department accepts that they cannot and do not have all the knowledge and 

skills to deal with families and that working with families is a better option than 

working against them.   

 

Children need to know where their roots lay and continue to have connections with 

their kin.  Children in foster care experience much emotional reaction when contact 

occurs with parents and family.  Such reaction is not always viewed as a positive or 

managed appropriately and is misused to justify limiting or ending the contact time 
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(FIN 2007).  Intense stresses and disturbances experienced by persons who live with 

the knowledge of not knowing where their children are, their condition and missing 

their loved one is identified as chronic sorrow (Roos 2002). Raimond Gaita (2011), 

says no matter what sort of a mother he had, spiteful concern by others does not assist 

children.  He further states, “No one is undeserving of love, not because everyone is 

really deserving of it, but because, unlike admiration or esteem, real love, deeper than 

both, has nothing to do with merit or desert (Gaita 2011, p 155).   

 

The statistics cited in this submission show that a huge number of children live away 

from their parents and families.  Substantiated risks of harm are solely decided by the 

Department and any charges thereto are then decided by the courts.  Postponement of 

any court procedures by the Department in order to present their affidavits causes 

added distress to parents and children in care. Evidence suggests that parents suffer 

immense powerlessness in their dealings with the child protection system and 

experience enormous loss when they lose their children into care (Thorpe & 

Thomson, 2004 cited in FIN 2007).  A recent study revealed that  54% of parents did 

not feel that the investigative process had helped them and 51% stated it did not assist 

them in any way at all and not all parents felt that they had been treated fairly (Harris 

& Gosnell 2012). Another area identified by FIN members, which needs urgent 

attention, refers to the investigative process undertaken by Departmental staff: 

 

My complaint to the Crime and Misconduct Commission was referred by 
them to the Department of Child Safety for investigation and reporting 
back to the CMC.  How is this ethical or even transparent to the 
community?  Now I know why I can never get any straight or truthful 
answers, because a Department who investigates itself must have plenty 
to hide. 

 

Tax payers’ money would be best spent and more effective to children and their 

families through prevention, ongoing contact while in care, and reunification home 

from care. FIN believes that this is the only way that the “best interests of the child” 

can be achieved effectively. 

 

Politicians and government departments, who go to the families, listen to the families 

and trust the families encourage workable relationships with families during the 

difficulties they sometimes experience.  It is better to invest money into assisting 
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families in times of financial crisis than taking the children and paying foster carers to 

do the caring. Reports suggest that foster care does not work in the long term, and that 

by the age of eight or ten, many of these children are so traumatised they can no 

longer stay in foster homes.  They further spend a few years bouncing around in the 

system before ending up in prison (Overington 2008).  FIN anticipates that investing 

time and money into families would greatly prevent children being taken from their 

families and putting them into foster care. It is hoped that from many tragic stories, 

such as the British child migrants to Australia and the Stolen Generations, valuable 

lessons have been learned which will greatly assist departmental workers in not 

repeating the same mistakes again.   

 

Ongoing support to families in distress is more positive than punishing them for not 

being able to afford life’s essentials.  In a recent study 60% of parents stated that 

circumstances such as stress or mental health issues, financial problems, domestic 

violence and relationships problems, housing difficulties and alcohol or drug 

problems exacerbated their children’s lives (Harris & Gosnell (2012).    Support to 

address these issues can only be achieved with workers who have a genuine interest in 

the whole of the family.  Children and adults past and present are telling us that the  

most important thing in life is connection with their family, and that loss of family is 

one of the most traumatic events regardless of where one lives on earth (Lonne et. al 

2009).  “Children who go into care at a very young age end up with attachment 

problems.  Research has shown that their brains don’t develop properly. They have 

difficulty trusting anyone” (Overington 2008). Assisting families to access the correct 

service providers in their distressed times assists them to recover quickly and enable 

them to be in control of their future.  Helping parents to empower themselves and 

their families has long-term benefits for society.  Using such approaches would not 

only empower families, but also workers taking a collective approach in building 

capacity for families in need.   

 

The word reunification appears only once in the Child Protection Act 1999 and fails 

to appear altogether in the Commission for Children and Young People and Child 

Guardian Act 2000. The word restoration fails to appear in both Acts and the word 

rehabilitation, evident in the latter Act refers to the rehabilitation of offender in 

relation to criminal law. Evidence suggests that parents need support to rebuild 
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confidence (Farmer 1997 cited in Child Safety Practice Manual – CSPM 2010, page 

2), and that this need, should be persistently recognised in engaging families’ 

participation in planning and decision-making (Thoburn, Lewis & Shemmings 1995; 

Thoburn 1999, cited in Child Safety Practice Manual –CSPM 2010, p 2).    Whilst 

these goals are explicitly explained throughout the Manual, evidence suggests that this 

is not happening in the lives of some parents and grandparents (FIN 2012).   The 

Department’s values/ethics such as the child’s best interests, being accountable, being 

respectful and excellence (Department of Child Safety 2010), can only ever be 

transparent when reunification becomes part of evidence based practice.   

 

FIN greatly encourages the Queensland State Government to be the instigators in 

developing a whole family innovative approach which works towards keeping 

families together and not apart.  Such an approach would ensure that the Queensland 

government may be emulated by other states, and held in higher esteem by all 

families and communities.   

 

FIN invites the government to engage with the findings of the Family Inclusion 

Network 2007, and to listen to the stories of parents, grandparents and significant 

others who are still being affected by the present policies and procedures which have 

continued to fail them (fin-qldtsv.org.au).  FIN invites the Queensland State 

Government to go to the families, listen to the families and work with, rather than 

against families.  
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