VCOSS Submission
Protecting Children: Ten priorities for children’s wellbeing and safety in Victoria 


[image: image1.png]Aﬁﬁx

VCOSS

Victorian Council
of Social Service




VCOSS Submission

Protecting Children:

Ten priorities for children’s

wellbeing and safety in Victoria

October 2004

“… childhood is entitled to special care and assistance; … the family … should be afforded the necessary assistance so that it can fully assume its responsibilities [to the wellbeing of its children, and] … that the child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding”.

Convention on the Rights of the Child

Any nation that does not care for and protect all of its children does not deserve to be called a nation.

Nelson Mandela

We cannot escape the fact that impoverished communities raise impoverished children and that poverty remains the single greatest cause of family breakdown, child neglect and child removal. Not sexual assault, not violence, not alcohol or other forms of substance abuse, not bad parenting - but child neglect where poverty prevents families from being able to care for children.

Muriel Cadd
 
Foreword

The Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) is the peak body of the social and community sector in Victoria. VCOSS works to ensure that all Victorians have access to and a fair share of the community’s resources and services, through advocating for the development of a sustainable, fair and equitable society.

VCOSS members reflect a wide diversity, with members ranging from large charities, sector peak organisations, small community services, advocacy groups and individuals in social policy debates.
VCOSS Vision

We are a society where people are interdependent of one another and committed to living out the principles of equity and justice. We respect the land we live in and recognise the Indigenous custodians of the country. We have reconciled all injustices with Indigenous Australians.

Our vision is one where social well being is a national priority, and:

Ensures everyone has access to and a fair share of the community’s resources and services

Involves all people as equals, without discrimination
Values and encourages people’s participation in decision making about their own lives and their community

This is consistent with Article 25 (1) of the 1948 Universal Declaration on Human Rights
 which states:

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and wellbeing of [her or] himself and of [her or] his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood.”

Introduction

VCOSS welcomed and endorses the Victorian State Government’s current Review of the Children and Young Person’s Act 1989, and congratulates the Minister for initiating this important reform process. This is a generational opportunity for significant reform to the structure and delivery of services to support and promote the wellbeing of children, young people and families, and strengthen child protection services. VCOSS believes broad systemic reform is required to address the current challenges and issues that exist across the various elements of the early childhood, family support and child protection system. VCOSS welcomes the opportunity for the community and social services sector and other key stakeholders to contribute to the ongoing Review process. 

The VCOSS submission focuses on broad principles that should underline any reforms to be made across legislation, policy, practice and the service system. 

VCOSS members’ submissions

VCOSS encouraged its members to actively engage with the consultation process, many of whom have direct experience of the current early childhood, family support and child protection and placement systems. The VCOSS submission focuses on broad principles for the reform process. A number of VCOSS members and other key stakeholders have significant expertise to contribute to the Review process. VCOSS endorses the submissions and recommendations of: Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare: Children’s Welfare Association of Victoria (The Centre - CWAV), the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVic), the Federation of Community Legal Centres – Victoria, Anglicare Victoria, Council to Homeless Persons (CHP), Melbourne City Mission, Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA), Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service (VALS), Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) and Youthlaw.  

VCOSS directs attention to the submissions of The Centre – CWAV, YACVic and Youthlaw, which each provide particular expertise and make a valued contribution to the consideration of the issues surrounding the ten priorities outlined in the Technical Options Paper. VCOSS particularly directs attention to the detailed discussion in each organisation’s submission of the specific proposals within the ten priorities for children’s wellbeing and safety. VCOSS endorses the key points of support and areas of concern raised in each organisation’s submission.

Broad, overarching concerns

The following section outlines broad, overarching concerns around the proposals that VCOSS advocates be considered in the ongoing development of the current reforms to legislation, policy and practice to better support and promote the wellbeing of children, young people and families in Victoria.

Vision for reform

VCOSS strongly welcomed the vision for a changed system to better support and promote the wellbeing of children, young people and families outlined in the Technical Options Paper: The vision is a timely and vital shift.  The outlined demonstrable changes in children’s and family services are to be commended and are proposed changes that are welcomed. 

The vision for collaboration between departments and divisions; a flexible and responsive early intervention service system; a broader focus on the safety and wellbeing of children and young people and an emphasis on permanency; collaborative efforts between the community services and judicial systems with the child at the centre and the best interests of the child or young person as paramount; a system allowing greater flexibility for courts to collect information and seek advice in making decisions, service system responses that are culturally sensitive and appropriate for the needs of Indigenous children, young people, families and communities; a framework focusing on quality services and which promotes continuous improvement; and a system that supports young people leaving care through their transition to adulthood is applauded. The vision outlined implies broad, systemic reform, which VCOSS strongly endorses. However, it is disappointing that the vision becomes lost in the Technical Options Paper, with many proposals not reflecting the outlined vision.

Consultation process and timeframe

The proposals in the Technical Options Paper are extensive and complex, requiring careful consideration and an informed detailed response to ensure that their implementation is able to achieve the goal of positive change for Victorian children, young people and families. 

VCOSS is concerned at the strong focus on legislative reform, believing that the key focus should instead be on policy and system reform. VCOSS members and other key stakeholders have indicated that in many ways the current Act requires particular amendments, or ‘tweaking’, but is fundamentally sound, repeatedly highlighting that many of the current issues and concerns stem from inadequate resources and the ways in which the Act is or is not implemented. The Technical Options Paper presents proposals for significant legislative change without due consideration to which elements of the current legislation should be retained or strengthened, and lacks an overall vision of strategic systemic reform.

VCOSS believes the current timeline for tabling the new legislation prior to the Autumn Parliamentary sitting is much too swift. VCOSS and the sector are extremely concerned at the hurried pace with which such major changes to policy, system, practice and legislation are being made without adequate consultation and due consideration to the likely impacts. VCOSS calls on the Victorian Government to allow further time to enable all stakeholders to more meaningfully consider and explore the full implications of the proposals in the Technical Options Paper, and to further develop alternative proposals.

VCOSS also advocates that this consultation around the Technical Options Paper not be the final opportunity for input by the community and social services sector and other key stakeholders. As noted earlier, this is a significant reform process that will have major impacts on policies and programs aimed at promoting the wellbeing of children, young people and families. It is vital that all key stakeholders continue to be actively engaged with the reform process as implementing changes that are viewed as inadequately conceived or that do not have the support and ownership of key stakeholders will restrict the achievement of the objectives of the proposed reforms, that is the increased wellbeing of children, young people and families. VCOSS calls on the Government to establish an ongoing stakeholder consultation structure throughout the staged reform process.
Resourcing of the legislative review reforms

The wellbeing of young children – their safety, good care, a sense of security, confidence in relationships, opportunities for play and exploration, engagement with people, culture and the environment – is underpinned by the resources available to parents.

It is critical that the Government follow through on the final reforms proposed with a sound implementation strategy, reinforced with a sustained increased social and economic investment to ensure positive change in the wellbeing of children, young people and families. Too often in the past, this follow through has not occurred.

VCOSS endorses the recommendation of the Independent Panel to Oversee the Consultation on Protecting Children (the Kirby Panel) to identify short, medium and long-term reforms and resource allocations.
 The implementation strategy should detail short, medium and long-term objectives, funding, timelines and evaluation processes and should be developed in partnership with the community and social services sector, drawing on local experience and expertise.

New funding to resource any reforms is equally critical. The Technical Options Paper notes that “resource implications will be a critical consideration”, however there is no further specific acknowledgement of the critical need for a an increased resource commitment from Government to ensure sustained positive change in the wellbeing of children, young people and families. The Technical Options Paper suggests that: 

“by redirecting demand from Child Protection over time, support is given to redirecting of strategic investment in strengthening prevention and early intervention services, improving outcomes for all children.”

VCOSS cautions against expecting any significant freeing-up of resources to effect change within short time frames. VCOSS agrees the long-term aim should be a reduction in the demand on child protection services, however such a decrease will take considerable time. The primary and secondary support end of the service system will require a significantly increased resource commitment upfront if a decrease in demand on child protection services is to be achieved.

An immediate increase in resourcing to primary and secondary support services is vital to achieving positive change for children, young people and families. The family support system is already under significant strain.
 Many of the reforms proposed will result in increased demand for these services. As such, increased investment along the promotion-prevention- protection continuum of services is vital. The promotion-prevention- protection continuum model begins with proactive, universal policies and programs promoting wellness; to proactive policies and programs that both support families and prevent maltreatment; through to reactive, more interventionist policies and programs that intervene to prevent further maltreatment.
 VCOSS calls on the Government to make the significant additional social and economic investment to make real its commitment to Victorian children, young people and families, and the Victorian community.

The reform proposals outlined in the Technical Options Paper are moving towards a promotion-prevention-protection continuum model, with the focus on ‘earlier intervention’ and diversion. VCOSS, along with its members, has long identified the critical need for early intervention, and is concerned at the use of ‘earlier intervention’ in the proposals. VCOSS advocates that the focus must be on early intervention services to best support and promote the wellbeing of children, young people and families, and to reduce the demand on tertiary services:

Early intervention in the early years is critically important in preventing life-long poverty and exclusion.

A significant social and economic investment in primary and secondary services will be required to achieve this. 

Principles underpinning legislation, policy and practice

The current Children and Young Person’s Act 1989 does not contain overarching principles which can be used to guide decisions and actions by the courts, government departments – particularly the Department of Human Services, or the broader service system. VCOSS endorses the proposal in the Technical Options Paper to develop a set of guiding principles to provide a framework for policies and practices developed under the proposed new Act.

VCOSS advocates that it is appropriate that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CROC) underpin the Government’s, the service system’s and the community’s response to ensuring the wellbeing of children, young people and families. VCOSS endorses the Minister for Community Services’ view that CROC contains ‘good, broad principles’.
 Indeed, CROC provides a framework to which all legislation, policy and programs should adhere. Australia, represented by the Commonwealth Government, has ratified CROC. The Victorian State Government has a clear and vital role to play in giving effect to these rights.

The Convention has clear relevance to the design of the whole system to promote and support the wellbeing of children, young people and families. CROC provides a basis for each of the ten priority areas outlined in the Technical Options Paper. Articles within CROC that are of particular relevance include:

Article 3:  In all actions concerning children whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interest of the child shall be a primary consideration.

Article 12: The rights of the child to express their view and for this to receive due consideration.

Article 19: States have the responsibility and obligation to take all legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect children from all forms of abuse. Such protective measures should include social programs and support for both the child and those who care for the child.

The Kirby Panel reinforces this view, noting that:

“A number of submissions recommended the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CROC) or the principles expressed therein be used as the basis of the proposed legislation, thereby injecting a stronger human rights dimension into the operation of the courts, government agencies and departments and CSOs.

In the Panel’s view, these suggestions should be considered in drafting new legislation.”

Further, the Panel also recommended an “evaluation of the need for and drafting of new legislation to consider issues such as … the Convention on the Rights of the Child.”
 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child should be used as a basis for promoting the rights and wellbeing of all children and young people. A rights-based approach to promoting children and young people’s wellbeing provides a clearer framework within which to measure our contribution to each child’s developmental journey.
 For all families, particularly vulnerable families, VCOSS continues to endorse the key direction within the Public Parenting and Establishing Priorities for Gain reports of building a culture of prevention by developing and strengthening cross-sectoral approaches to support the wellbeing of children, young people and families.

Whole of government approach

VCOSS endorses the recognition of a need for a whole of government approach as detailed in the Technical Options Paper. The importance of a whole of government framework as a basis for any integrated model cannot be overemphasised. However, the Technical Options Paper does not provide sufficient detail as to how this may be fully achieved.

VCOSS views the proposal to appoint a Child Protection Board to oversee the development of common goals, priorities and performance benchmarks as lacking a real understanding of the need to ensure a complete culture change and ways of working across the bureaucracy of all government departments. The concept of departmental secretaries coming together is positive, however the focus must not solely be child protection – the focus should be much broader on the wellbeing of children, young people and families. Further the objective of a whole of government approach cannot succeed unless the vision is driven by a Ministerial Council which is accountable to Parliament and supported by the Executive level of Government. The Ministerial Council should be informed by such structures as the Premier’s Children’s Advisory Committee and the Ministerial Advisory Committee on Child and Family Support.

A whole of government framework requires commitment from the Premier and all Ministers and ‘joined-up’ legislation, policy, funding, governance and service provision. A whole of government framework must facilitate the provision of services and structures aimed at promoting the wellbeing of children and young people, preventing abuse and neglect and providing comprehensive, integrated and sustained support. 

Within a whole of government framework, all government departments must have the wellbeing of children and young people as a core responsibility, to be incorporated into their strategic plans and key performance indicators. The Technical Options Paper suggests that all relevant community and social service sector organisations should have the wellbeing of children and young people as a primary consideration – so too should all government departments and agencies. It is not sufficient to focus only on those portfolios that fall within the Department of Human Services (DHS) if real, sustainable change is to be achieved for Victorian children, young people and families. Greater integration and linkages across government policy and service areas is urgently required, extending from family support, health, schools and police, to housing, mental health, drug and alcohol, disability, domestic violence, and transport services, to broader community strengthening infrastructure such as neighbourhood houses. In order to move to a whole of government framework, it is crucial that there is inter-divisional and inter-departmental integration to effectively promote and support the wellbeing of children, young people and families.

VCOSS also notes the absence in the Technical Options Paper of any discussion around the role of the Commonwealth and Victorian local governments. All levels of government have an important role to play in supporting and promoting the wellbeing of children, young people and families. Therefore, an analysis of the inter-relationships between levels of government and strategies to better ensure greater cooperation should be included in any discussions.

In developing new whole of government approaches to promoting the wellbeing of children, young people and families, VCOSS advocates that one key approach is to adopt models that better integrate community and education supports. VCOSS has had an ongoing focus on advocating for better integration of community and education supports,
 as whole of government approaches that integrate and link education, health and community supports have been demonstrated to foster social inclusion and maximise positive educational and social outcomes for children and young people that experience disadvantage.

Further, VCOSS calls on the Victorian Government to develop a whole of government Children’s, Young People and Families Policy Framework. This Policy Framework should be developed in partnership with the sector and communities, and be based on the promotion-prevention-protection continuum model. One of the primary reasons for developing such a policy framework would be to improve the immediate and longer-term health, learning and wellbeing outcomes of Victorian children, young people and families, particularly those known to be vulnerable or who experience disadvantage. VCOSS commends the Department of Human Services’ (DHS) work focusing on the development of an Early Childhood Policy Framework,
 and believes this should form part of a broader framework. Along with the focus on the early years, it is critical that support and promotion of wellbeing continues beyond eight years, throughout the key transition points for children, young people and families. The current Review of the Children and Young Person’s Act provides a timely opportunity to undertake this significant step. 

Culturally inclusive

VCOSS endorses the acknowledgement in the Technical Options Paper that the system must ensure responses that are culturally sensitive and appropriate for the needs of Indigenous children, young people and families. Equally critical is the need to ensure culturally sensitive approaches to the specific needs of those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (CALD).

VCOSS is concerned that the Technical Options Paper does not include a strong enough commitment to developing a mainstream service system that is culturally inclusive, both for Indigenous children, young people and families, and those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (CALD).

Indigenous children, young people, families and communities

VCOSS welcomes the greater attention to Indigenous specific issues in the Technical Options Paper, and the targeted consultations with Indigenous organisations and communities. VCOSS endorses the proposals to include both the Aboriginal Child Placement principles, and the use of Aboriginal families decision making principles in any new legislation, and to legislate to require the Minister to assist Aboriginal communities to provide effective prevention and intervention strategies.

However, VCOSS has concerns regarding the proposal to legislate for an Aboriginal person or organisation to have Guardianship powers, and the potential impact of the permanency planning option on Indigenous families. Both of these proposals require further information and detailed consultation.

The Technical Options Paper does not detail what the role of guardian would involve nor the additional resources and supports that the Government would commit to resource this increased responsibility. Whatever arrangements are made, ultimately the Victorian Government has responsibility for the wellbeing and safety of all children and young people. 

VCOSS also has particular concerns regarding the impact of the permanency planning option on Indigenous children, young people, families and communities. For both Indigenous and non-Indigenous families, the time limits suggested in the Technical Options Paper do not allow for the necessary supports to be implemented before permanency is considered. While timelines for permanency decisions are useful as a guide, there is a real risk that the guidelines may be applied rigidly without due consideration to the specific issues and concerns of individual cases. VCOSS acknowledges that DHS has indicated that the permanency timelines will not apply to Indigenous families. However, VCOSS remains concerned that if the ‘fast tracking’ permanency option is the directive for mainstream services, there is a risk that Indigenous families will become caught-up in these processes.

VCOSS advocates that the Protecting Children reforms must ensure that any integrated promotion-prevention-protection continuum service system is inclusive of Aboriginal cultural identity, values and perspectives.
 Of equal importance alongside this, is the need to work with Indigenous organisations and families along the promotion-prevention-protection continuum of care and support. VCOSS advocates that the Victorian Government continue to build on its work with the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) and the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service (VALS), other Indigenous organisations, Indigenous communities and non-Indigenous organisations to strengthen the capacity of Indigenous families and communities, so as to reduce the unacceptably high rates of removal of aboriginal children and young people from their families. The Victorian Government must direct increased resources towards such action if it is to ensure that it is not creating another Stolen Generation. In doing so, the Victorian Government must implement its Pathways to Reconciliation statement, “[that] Aboriginal communities will be in the driving seat of policy development and service delivery, strengthened by additional resources,” as part of any legislative, policy, administrative and service delivery reforms.

CALD children, young people, families

VCOSS notes the absence of consideration of the specific issues experienced by children, young people and families from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds (CALD) in the Technical Options Paper. There are references to ‘culturally sensitive’ responses, but no consideration or outline of a strategy as to how this will be achieved. 

VCOSS welcomed the priorities to reduce inequalities in wellbeing for culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities outlined in the DHS 2004-2005 Departmental Plan, and strongly supports the priority of developing and implementing a new and more comprehensive response to CALD communities, including assertive outreach and bilingual counsellors, bilingual community education workers, mentoring programs and family support. The Government should draw on these priorities in developing appropriate responses to the specific needs of children, young people and families from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds.

VCOSS directs the Government to the expertise of such organisations as the Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria (ECCV) and the Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues (CMYI), both of which VCOSS understands are making submissions to this Review.

Structural factors and wellbeing benchmarks

We cannot escape the fact that impoverished communities raise impoverished children and that poverty remains the single greatest cause of family breakdown, child neglect and child removal. Not sexual assault, not violence, not alcohol or other forms of substance abuse, not bad parenting - but child neglect where poverty prevents families from being able to care for children.

In responding to the complex needs of vulnerable children, young people and families, it is critical that the Victorian Government recognise and address the structural factors that impact on the wellbeing of children and young people, such as child poverty and homelessness, lack of access to education and training, healthcare, community services and transport.
 

In developing the reform proposals, the Government also needs to ensure better integration of services and supports across government and increase the emphasis on developing the capacity of families using a strengths-based approach. Two key elements need to be addressed. Firstly a greater emphasis on strengthening the capacity of families is required, and secondly, directing resources to address the broader structural issues underlying the families experiences. As noted in Establishing Priorities for Gain:

The ‘enabling conditions’ of family life – adequate income for the family, sufficient time and space for effective parenting, and support, child-friendly community spaces and services – all influence child wellbeing.

Questions must also be raised regarding how ‘success’ is being measured. Currently, Treasury driven, output-based measures of success, such as a reduction in notifications is the measure, rather than outcomes such as parent’s connections, or families’ own capacity. The Government must develop broad-based wellbeing benchmarks, based on research evidence that can be applied to both the Government’s and the community and social sector’s performance.

Advocate for Children in Care – Victorian Children and Young People’s Commission

VCOSS does not support the role for the Advocate for Children in Care outlined in the Technical Options Paper. VCOSS advocates that an independent voice for children and young people is urgently required – an Advocate located within any government department cannot fulfil such a role. 

The Technical Options Paper outlines an inspectorate function for the Advocate that concentrates on reviewing the performance of community and social sector organisations, not government departments. VCOSS views this as unacceptable. An independent voice for children and young people is required that advocates on behalf of children and young people in relation to their involvement with any government department, including the Department of Human Services, and community and social sector organisations.

VCOSS, in conjunction with a Coalition of community organisations, continues to strongly advocate for the establishment of an independent Victorian Children and Young People’s Commission to better enable a coordinated and effective response to the rights and wellbeing of all children and young people at state level. A Commission would have a unique responsibility for protecting and promoting the rights of children and young people at the state level, and would also have a broad overview of the issues affecting children and young people in government, non-government and business sectors.

The Government has indicated that it’s priority is to promote the wellbeing and safety of children and young people. To do so effectively, it is necessary to look beyond the child protection and placement system and proactively address broader social factors. The Commission would place a strong role in promoting positive changes for children and young people.

The key principles that should underpin a Victorian Children & Young People’s Commission are its independence, its legislative basis, its focus on children and young people up to the age of 18, its broad perspective, its accessibility to children and young people, and its level of resourcing. It would be important that the Commission incorporate a strong focus on the wellbeing of Indigenous children and young people, and those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Lastly, a Victorian Children and Young People’s Commission would also serve as an effective mechanism for monitoring service quality and accountability.

VCOSS welcomed the Victorian Government’s intent in creating a voice for children through the recently established Advocate for Children in Care, located within DHS. However, VCOSS views the Advocate model as lacking across a number of levels, including a mandate which only relates to care and protection and lacking the necessary independence to be a strong and effective voice for children and young people.

VCOSS calls on the Victorian Government to establish and fully resource an independent Victorian Children and Young People’s Commission to advance the rights of children and young people at state level.

Need for bi-partisan approach

In developing the drafting instructions for any new legislation, VCOSS calls on the Victorian Government to ensure a bi-partisan approach. Briefings of the Opposition spokespeople and backbenchers should be undertaken prior to the introduction of the legislation to the Victorian Parliament.

Accountability, Quality Assurance and Governance

VCOSS strongly supports measures that will enhance quality service provision and better support the wellbeing of children, young people and families. VCOSS endorses a partnership approach to promoting the wellbeing of children, young people and families, recognising that any reform will be dependent on successful and equal partnerships between government and community and social service sector organisations.

VCOSS supports increased accountability for effective service provision. However, VCOSS does not support the proposals to regulate the community and social services sector. The regulatory emphasis undermines the ongoing development of a culture of partnership and the partnership agreement between DHS and funded agencies, and contrasts with the recommendations by the Kirby Panel for a ‘common regulated space’ where regulation includes all parties– both community and social service sector organisations and government agencies.

VCOSS does not support the proposal in the Technical Options Paper for an Administrator to manage contracted services in cases of non-compliance. Such a step is punitive and would further undermine the partnership between DHS and funded agencies.  The Department of Human Services currently has the power to intervene through organisations’ Funding and Service Agreements (FASAs), and VCOSS views this as the best option where intervention is required following established cases of non-compliance.

VCOSS does support the development of a quality improvement service framework, and believes the Government must provide the additional resources required, including financial and training, for the development and ongoing monitoring of such a service quality framework.  The Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare - CWAV has done extensive work on a quality accreditation process, which should be linked to any quality improvement framework. VCOSS believes further discussion is required regarding the development of a systemic Quality Assurance Review Strategy. A quality improvement framework and culture should be encouraged across both the community and social services sector and government agencies, however VCOSS believes that any such framework should not be mandated in the new legislation.

The Technical Options Paper does not adequately detail processes for the development of performance indicators for both DHS and the community and social services sector. The Government must develop broad-based wellbeing benchmarks, based on research evidence, that can be applied to both the Government’s and the community and social sector’s performance.

Community Care Sector Plan and industry development strategy

The Victorian Government needs to develop a 10 year Community Care Plan, similar to the Disability State Plan 2002-2012
 to provide the guiding principles and framework for the delivery of services which promote and support the wellbeing of children, young people, families and the broader community. A Community Care 10 Year Plan is also pivotal to the successful implementation of the new policy directions outlined in the Protecting Children reforms. A sector industry development strategy would then serve as the blueprint for assisting with the implementation of the goals within the Community Care 10 Year Plan, and for developing the organisational infrastructure to provide quality services. Any Community Care 10 Year Plan should be legislated in the proposed new Act.

Many of the building blocks for developing such a plan are in place, such as the Family and Placement Services Sector Development Plan and its Steering Committee. VCOSS calls on the Victorian Government to act to ensure that a sustainable community care sector forms a key part of the Victorian Government’s community legacy, by developing a 10 Year Community Care Plan and resourcing the development of a community care sector development strategy.

Out of home care system

VCOSS believes that the Technical Options Paper does not give adequate attention to this important area of the service system. Providing stable care and support for vulnerable children and young people in the child protection and placement system in Victoria is vital to support and promote their wellbeing.

Foster care

Foster carers play a critical role in the provision of care to support the wellbeing of children and young people who are vulnerable. The current situation of multiple placements reflects the diminishing number of foster carers,
 and the increasing complexity of need of many children and young people in care. The looming crisis in foster care can be argued as no longer looming, but already here.
 The Technical Options Paper does not outline a system response to the current issues faced by the system. 

A comprehensive strategy needs to be developed to ensure the viability of the out of home care system. Any strategy must acknowledge that in order to respond effectively to achieve sustainable outcomes, multi-dimensional support and approaches are required. The successful placement of children and young people in alternative care arrangements is heavily dependent upon the levels of support and assistance that the children, young people and carers receive during the placement.
 Multi-dimensional and intensive supports must incorporate the strengthening of links between service systems and the broader community to more effectively address the complex needs of many children and young people in care. The Government, in partnership with the community, needs to develop an out-of-home care system with a broad range of evidence-based services that can be individually tailored to the needs of children, young people and their families.
 

In developing additional models for providing out-of-home care, it is critical that the continuum of resourced placement options is strengthened. New therapeutic and intensive treatment service models for out-of-home care services need to be explored, drawing on the learnings of models that have been developed internationally.
 Comprehensive, holistic therapeutic assessment and treatment approaches are required to best support the outcomes for vulnerable children and young people. VCOSS calls on the Government to demonstrate leadership and resource the development of new therapeutic and intensive treatment service models for out-of-home care services that may better support the life outcomes of vulnerable children and young people.

Young people leaving care

Research continues to demonstrate that young people leaving care have significant poorer life outcomes than other young people. VCOSS endorses the proposal in the Technical Options Paper to create a legislated responsibility on the Secretary of the Department of Human Services to support young people leaving care. VCOSS advocates that consistent support to assist young people in their transition from care is required at least until the age of 25. Much more needs to be done to ensure that appropriate levels of support for young people leaving care
 are in place to address the issues and challenges experienced by these young people. 
Combining of legislation

The proposal to combine the Children and Young Person’s Act with the Community Services Act has merit. However VCOSS is concerned at the lack of information regarding the proposal and the lack of consultation with the broader community and social services sector. VCOSS calls on the Government to undertake further specific consultations regarding this proposal with a broader range of stakeholders. It is also important to ensure that there is an adequate period of consultation on the Exposure Draft of the new legislation.
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