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Foreword

Violence, child abuse and child neglect are not new to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, nor
are they unique to our communities.

SNAICC has long said that violence is not the way our communities should deal with the anger, frustration
and despair that flows from generations of abuse and violence inflicted upon our people through colonisation,
dispossession and the removal of our children.

In 1991 SNAICC produced Through Black Eyes, a national resource handbook aimed at assisting communities
to develop the strength to talk about and respond to domestic violence. In 2002 SNAICC released Through
Young Black Eyes, focused on the impact on children of family violence, child abuse and neglect. That edition
was updated in 2005 and now again in 2007. This new 2007 edition is accompanied by a series of training
resources to assist communities develop their own community child safety plans (see page vi overleaf).

On 21 June 2007 the Coalition Federal Government undertook a radical intervention in the Northern Territory,
overhauling the land tenure and permit systems and family welfare payments as a response to child abuse
in the Northern Territory. SNAICC expressed its doubts at the usefulness of this approach and advocated
that governments must take action with local Aboriginal communities, not impose actions upon them. But
whatever governments do, there are always actions that local agencies, services and communities can take.
Children at risk of abuse can’t wait until governments get their approach right. Through Young Black Eyes
is about what you can do today, regardless of what others do. It is about people taking their own action,
setting their own standards about what’s good for children and what’s not, and it’s about speaking up to
protect children.

Strong families raise strong children who will grow and rebuild strong communities. This is both the lesson
of our history and the path to a better future. When governments sought to destroy our communities, they
took our children. Now that we have our children with us we must protect and nurture them. This must
include protecting them from the devastating impact of family violence and abuse. Undoubtedly the best way
to do this is to confront violence and abuse where it exists, uphold the rights of children to grow up in an
environment which is free from violence and turn to — not against — each other and heal those that may be or
have been perpetrators of violence.

For the 2001 National Aboriginal and Islander Children’s Day SNAICC adopted the theme: We are watching
and learning from you — make us proud of all you do. That is the challenge that Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children present to the rest of their community. Will your children be proud of you if you neglect or
harm them? Will they be proud of you if you beat those you love or will they be proud of you if you resolve
family disputes with violence?

Children need to be proud of the people around them to be proud of their culture and proud of who they are
— Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Confronting family violence, child abuse and child
neglect with honesty and commitment will make our children prouder, stronger and happier — it will make
them safe. SNAICC hopes that this handbook assists in achieving that goal.

Muriel Bamblett, AM
SNAICC Chairperson
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Using Through Young Black Eyes in your community

Previous editions of Through Young Black Eyes have proven to be a much needed and sought after resource.
Professionals and community groups have found it particularly useful for running community workshops

about:

1.

w0 b

What is family violence?
What is child abuse and neglect?
What is child sexual abuse?

What people can do to help develop a child-safe community and where to go to get information and
support.

To assist communities and organisations to develop better ways to combat family violence and child abuse,
SNAICC has developed additional workshop resources based around these four themes from Through Young
Black Eyes. These resources are:

Through Young Black Eyes — a guide to help community leaders protect children from family
violence and child abuse (2007)

A community leaflet Keep Your Family Safe? (2007)

A Facilitator’s Guide — providing information on how to run a workshop on family violence, child
abuse and neglect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participants;

PowerPoint presentations on the four themes;
Workshop participant’s workbooks on the four themes;

A CD with all of the Through Young Black Eyes workshop materials in electronic format which you
can print off, or edit to suit your own community’s needs.

This information is all available electronically through the SNAICC website or can be ordered in hardcopy
online at www.snaicc.asn.au

We encourage you to use all the resources attached to Through Young Black Eyes to achieve safety for our
babies, children and young people.
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Responding to child abuse and neglect
A national overview

SNAICC has produced this handbook to assist families and communities to combat family violence, child
abuse and child neglect and to respond effectively where abuse and neglect may have occurred. However
these issues cannot be fully dealt with at the local community level. At state, territory and national levels,
governments need to rethink the ways they respond to child abuse and neglect.

SNAICC has published various reports and briefing papers advising governments on what else needs to
be done to protect children from abuse and neglect, arguing over many years that high levels of poverty,
unemployment, substance abuse, family breakdown and inadequate housing contribute significantly to
child neglect and abuse.

SNAICC’s policy and advocacy work in this area has included:

Through Black Eyes — Responding to Domestic Violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Communities 1991 and 1992 — a handbook to assist workers in the field and community
leaders to identify and respond to family violence. Over 20,000 copies were distributed — Through
Black Eyes was one of the first publications to encourage communities to take responsibility for
family violence.

A National Action Plan for the Prevention of Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities 1995

Prime Minister’s National Aboriginal Family Violence Roundtable July 2003

SNAICC attended the summit of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders convened by the
Prime Minister to discuss the issue of domestic violence in our communities. The Prime Minister
indicated he wanted to: “talk to those who are providing community leadership in addressing the
tragic consequences of the abuse of Indigenous women and children.”

State of Denial — the Neglect and Abuse of Indigenous Children in the Northern Territory
2003

SNAICC researched and published State of Denial a comprehensive review of the Northern
Territory (NT) child protection system, which documented a systemic failure to respond to child
abuse and neglect. The report found that where abuse was reported, there was often no effective
response from child welfare authorities and that community-wide poverty, homelessness and
dispossession severely limited the capacity of families to meet their children’s needs.

A Briefing to the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments published in 2006 and
2007 on the development of a national action plan and a national Indigenous children’s wellbeing
and development taskforce to prevent, and respond to, child abuse and neglect.

SNAICC believes that recommendations from the above SNAICC reports and from the Bringing Them Home
report on the reform of child protection laws and support for self-determination need to be implemented.

The underlying systemic causes of child abuse and neglect need to be dealt with, as opposed to simply
removing children where they are at risk or the victims of abuse or neglect. Protecting children — through
placing them with other members of their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family — is at times both
necessary and appropriate, but it is not enough.
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Over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in child protection

From 1999-2000 to 2005-06, the rate of children on care and protection orders increased for both
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and for non-Indigenous children in all states and territories.
(OID 2007) Some of this increase reflects changes in child protection polices and practices in
jurisdictions. It could also reflect the increased public awareness of child abuse (AIHW 2005—-06).

The rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait children in out-of-home care is over seven times the rate of
other children (AIHW 2005-06). Almost 30 out of every 1000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children aged 0—17 were on care and protection orders at 30 June 2006, compared to 4.5 per 1000
non-indigenous children (OID 2007).

70% of all female Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners in New South Wales jails have
suffered from sexual abuse as children (NSW Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce 2006).

Factors contributing to the incidence of child abuse and neglect

The high rate of substantiated child abuse and child neglect among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children arises due to the prevalence of causative factors within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW 2000) notes these factors as being:

Poverty
Low socio-economic status
Differences in child-rearing practices

Inter-generational effects of previous separations

There is also an over-representation of children from sole-parent families in the child protection system in
both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups and non-Indigenous groups as sole-parent families are
more likely to be financially stressed, live in poor housing and suffer from social isolation (AIHW 1999).

As noted in the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Inquiry Into The Separation Of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Children From Their Families and the resulting Bringing Them Home report, the
forced removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children took place in all states and territories.

Indigenous children have been forcibly removed from their families and communities since the

very first days of the European occupation of Australia. In that time, not one Indigenous family has
escaped the effects. Most families have been affected in one or more generations by the removal of
one or more children. (HREOC 1997)

In 1995, SNAICC was commissioned by the federal government to prepare a national plan for the
prevention of child abuse and neglect. SNAICC carried out consultations with Aboriginal communities in
rural, remote and urban areas following the preparation and distribution of a national discussion paper. A
separate plan was developed which focused on Torres Strait Islander communities.
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These consultations identified issues which were seen by Aboriginal communities as contributing factors to
child abuse and neglect. These included:

Breakdown of traditional Aboriginal society and loss of child rearing practices

Deprivation of culture and loss of identity arising from previous generations of child removal from
families and forced relocation of communities

Inadequate housing and housing facilities

Alcohol and other substance abuse

More specifically, the 1995 SNAICC National Action Plan states:

The relationship between poverty and the high incidence of child abuse and neglect was frequently
noted in consultations. Aboriginal children are more likely to experience an absence of a decent
standard of diet, clothing, housing and health care than is acceptable to the majority of Australians.
Aboriginal people experience high levels of unemployment, reduced participation rates in education
and recreation pursuits. Many parents are single, unemployed, living in crowded conditions and have
little access to formal child care.

Dispossession, racism, a sense of hopelessness and powerlessness and poverty are all factors leading
to stresses in families that lead to child abuse and neglect.

Responding to child abuse and child neglect without addressing the underlying issues related to family and
community well-being, makes no long-term difference to the situation.

Distinguishing child abuse from child neglect

Typically, child abuse and child neglect are discussed and reported in the media and elsewhere as though
they are the same. They are not.

Child abuse typically involves the willful and deliberate harming of children at the hands of perpetrators who
may themselves have been victims of abuse, separated from family and suffered great emotional trauma in
their own lives.

Child neglect typically arises where parents and families, despite their best efforts, are unable to provide for
their children in a material sense due to family poverty, unemployment, poor housing and family stress.

The major contributor to the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the child
welfare system and out-of-home care is child neglect — not child abuse. In fact, an Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander child who has been removed from home is less likely to have been abused than a non-Indigenous
child. Poverty and disadvantage are the major cause of child removal from Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander families — not inappropriate parenting or the abuse of children.

Whilst a vigilant focus on responding to child abuse must be maintained, equal emphasis needs to be
placed on providing the additional support required by families living in poverty to better care for their
children, rather than government authorities limiting their role to remove a children after abuse has
occurred.
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Conclusion

An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander child is around seven times more likely to be in the child protection
system than a non-Indigenous child, but four times less likely to have access to a federal, state or territory
funded childcare, early childhood or preschool service. This simple fact says a lot about what is, and is not,
happening for Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander children.

Australia currently has no on-going mechanism that brings all governments and Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander representatives together to plan long-term solutions to child abuse and neglect. Despite
the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in child protection, no government
has a specific policy objective to lower the rate at which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are
removed from their families for welfare related reasons. Funding in relation to child welfare remains mainly
directed towards the removal and placement of children once family breakdown has occurred, rather than
towards family support to prevent the need for children to be removed.

SNAICC considers that governments at all levels, including the Commonwealth, must commit to
this most basic of policy objectives — to reduce the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children in the care and protection system.

Pursuing the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families remains SNAICC’s core
mission and, as highlighted above, there is much to be done.

Children aged 0-17 years on care and protection orders: 30 June 2006

Number of children Rate per 1,000 children .
State/teritory Indigenous  Other Total Indigenous Other  Total Indi::i:z,t:l:ther
New South Wales 2 409 6 804 9213 37.2 4.5 5.8 8.3
Victoria 740 5244 5984 56.4 4.6 51 12.4
Queensland 1667 4779 6 446 26.7 5.2 6.5 5.2
Western Australia 798 1248 2 046 25.8 2.7 4.2 9.5
South Australia 378 1293 1671 31.8 3.9 4.8 8.2
Tasmania 125 708 833 15.2 6.5 71 2.3
Australian Capital Territory 100 758 558 53.3 6.2 7.4 8.6
Northern Territory 303 134 437 12.2 3.8 7.3 3.2
Australia 6 520 20668 | 27 188 29.9 4.5 5.6 6.7

From: Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage Key Indictors 2007 sourced from AIHW Children on Care and Protection
Orders, Australia data collection. Table 9A1.2. The table includes 17 years olds, therefore the rates per 1000 children
may appear lower than in some other tables. (Many similar tables are based on children 0—16 as there a few cases in
the 17 year old age group.)
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