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Executive summary

Youth Affairs Council Victoria (YACVic) is the state peak body for young people aged 12-25 and the sector that supports them. We are a vibrant, member-based organisation, with around 400 members. More than half our members are young people; the others include local governments, community and health services, and research bodies. 

We work to the Code of Ethical Practice for the Victorian Youth Sector, the guiding principles of which include the safety of young people, respect for young people's human dignity and worth, positive health and wellbeing outcomes for young people, and the empowerment of all young people. Consequently, we welcomed the introduction of Child Safe Standards in Victoria. We have promoted Child Safe Standards to the services that work with young people, and we are dedicated to continuous improvement of our own organisation’s commitment to child safety. 

This submission is based on feedback from approximately 100 people from across the youth support sector, as well as a scoping of existing research. 

Through our consultation, we heard from youth support professionals that they are mostly strongly in favour of the Child Safe Standards, and have seen improvements as a result of the standards. These have included increased awareness of child safety; more child safety training, policies and protocols; and much increased use of Working With Children Checks. 

However, we also heard from youth support professionals that the implementation of Child Safe Standards had been very uneven, and that more work is needed. Key concerns include:

· Many workers remain unclear about their Child Safe obligations.

· Many organisations are hindered by lack of clarity about whose job it is to ‘lead’ Child Safe Standards, and lack of appropriate support from management.

· Workers’ experience of training and professional support is very varied. Many workers want more expert support to work through practical scenarios and understand their obligations.

· Some organisations have particularly struggled. They include some local governments (although local governments can also be leaders in child safety), private businesses, small volunteer-based organisations, and organisations based in refugee and migrant communities.

· Many organisations have focused strongly on Working With Children Checks, and need support to address wider child safety issues.

· Experiences with monitoring and regulatory bodies were very mixed. Workers’ biggest concerns included lack of clarity about how the various regulatory and funding bodies align with each other, confusion about the differences between various forms of reporting, and what should happen when someone reports a child safety concern. 

Youth support professionals expressed strong support for Standard 7 (‘Strategies to promote the participation and empowerment of children’), and were adamant that this should not be watered down if we move towards a national model. Some organisations had done impressive work to engage children in the implementation of Child Safe Standards. However, this has been very uneven. Many organisations still struggle to ensure meaningful engagement and empowerment of children, particularly at higher levels of governance and in departments which do not typically provide services to children. 

Similarly, youth support professionals generally expressed strong support for the ‘three principles’ around creating safe organisations for Aboriginal children, children with disability, and children from refugee and migrant backgrounds. They were also eager to work better with a range of other vulnerable cohorts. However, meaningful implementation of the three principles has been a challenge for many organisations; once again, more expert and practical support was requested.

Eventual future alignment with the National Principles for Child Safe Organisations was widely seen as likely and positive. However, youth support professionals were clear that the good work already done in their organisations should not be lost, and that any new model should be adequately resourced and supported. 

In the meantime, it is important to recognise that threats to children’s safety in organisational settings are a real and present issue. Key concerns in recent years have included the safety of children in youth justice centres, the restraint and seclusion of students with disability in schools, bullying of children (including in schools, services and online), and workplace dangers and bullying for children who are employed or doing work experience. Further work is needed to address these concerns.

Please note: this submission uses the word ‘children’ to align with the language of the Child Safe Standards and this review, and to keep in the reader’s mind the rights and vulnerabilities of under-18s. However, as a youth peak, we are speaking primarily of 12-18 year olds, and we acknowledge that the word ‘children’ can be problematic. It is not the term that would necessarily be used by youth workers or by teenaged young people themselves.  





Recommendations

1. Strengthen resourcing to the Commission for Children and Young People to keep pace with demand. For example, the number of organisations reported to the Commission for possible failure to meet Child Safe Standards increased more than fourfold between 2016-18,[endnoteRef:1] and youth support professionals continue to want more support from the Commission than the Commission has capacity to provide.   [1:  Commission for Children and Young People, Annual Report 2017-18, Melbourne, 2018, p.63] 


Given the limited time we had to conduct this consultation, we are wary of making concrete recommendations about the regulatory powers accorded to the Commission for Children and Young People. However, some of our stakeholders expressed a wish for the Commission to have greater capacity to hold organisations to account through audits and reviews – and many wanted the Commission to have more resources to support organisations to become child safe.

2. Devote particular resourcing to addressing serious, identified risks to children’s safety in Victorian organisations. These include the safety of children in youth justice centres, the restraint and seclusion of students with disability in schools, bullying of children in schools and online, and children’s safety in the workplace.

3. Invest in further training, professional support, and communities of practice for youth support professionals and other workers, to meet the level of need. Prioritise the following issues:

· Navigating complex, practical scenarios involving children and families.

· Understanding different legal requirements and reporting processes.

· Incorporating the ‘three principles’ into Child Safe practice.

· Strengthening the safety of other cohorts who may be vulnerable to abuse in organisations, including children with lived experience of family violence, mental illness and/or trauma; children who are LGBTI; and children in the justice system. 

· Understanding the factors that make some children especially vulnerable to abuse, learning from research commissioned by the Institute of Child Protection Studies and the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.

· ‘Designing out abuse’ in organisations, including physical spaces and workplace practices. This approach aims to redesign the layout and/or running of organisations to make it harder, riskier, and less acceptable for someone to harm a child. 

· Responding to abusive behaviours by children, recognizing the prevalence, seriousness and complexity of this issue.

· Keeping children safe online.

· Working directly with children to co-design and promote child safe policies, practices, communications, and evaluation. 

· Learning from existing research about children’s views on safety in organisations. 

· Free, accessible online resources to help workers test and refresh their knowledge of Child Safe Standards.

In particular, more action is needed to ensure equitable and relevant professional supports for rural organisations, organisations in refugee and migrant communities, and small, volunteer-based organisations.   

4. Work with organisations and training providers to ensure greater quality control, monitoring and evaluation of different child safety training models. 

5. Support bodies like the Commission for Children and Young People and the Municipal Association of Victoria to ensure all local governments can access high-quality advice and training about child safety by experts with strong legal knowledge. Targeted work is needed to engage council CEOs, and to engage council staff who do not typically work with children. 

6. Support new, targeted initiatives to engage private businesses which have significant contact with children to understand and meet their Child Safe obligations.

7. Consider the Child Safe Standards as part of the review of the L2P driver-mentor program. Some local programs may benefit from stronger, state-wide support and direction in this space.  

8. Work with the community – including peak bodies, services, schools and local governments – to design campaigns to promote public awareness and ownership of children’s rights, addressing the attitudes and circumstances which have traditionally made children vulnerable to abuse in organisational settings. 

9. Improve communications with workers, parents and other community members about how to raise a child safety concern, whom to approach, and what to expect when you do. Information for workers should continue to clarify distinctions between different reporting and safety requirements. More work is also needed to ensure regulatory bodies communicate appropriately with people who have made a report, so they know their concern has been followed up. 

10. Strengthen communications with youth support professionals and other workers about how their sectors are ‘tracking’ in becoming child safe. Useful approaches might include:

· A regular, accessible ‘report card’ about how the Victorian community is tracking on Child Safe Standards, released by the Commissioner for Children and Young People or the Victorian Government.

· De-identified or fictionalized case studies, showing good or problematic practice, based on past investigations of organisations by the Commission for Children and Young People. 

· Share more accessible research about the implementation of Child Safe Standards, the impacts of the standards, and how regulatory bodies are using data provided by organisations.

11. Ensure any move towards alignment with the National Principles for Child Safe Organisations does not involve any loss or weakening of Child Safe Standard 7 (‘Strategies to promote the participation and empowerment of children’).

12. Taking a long-term view, begin planning a smooth transition towards eventual alignment with the National Principles. There should be a strong focus on ensuring that work done by organisations towards Child Safe Standards is honoured and built upon, not discarded. Strong resourcing and expert professional support must be in place to make this work. 


 






Background

Unfortunately, too many children are still vulnerable to physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional or psychological abuse, and serious neglect. For example:

· More than one in ten Australian adults report having been physically and/or sexually abused before the age of 15.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 4906.0 - Personal Safety, Australia, 2016 , November 2017, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4906.0~2016~Main%20Features~Experience%20of%20Abuse%20before%20the%20age%20of%2015~27] 


· 11,300 victim reports were lodged for crimes against the person of Victorian children aged 10 – 19 in the year October 2017 – September 2018.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Crime Statistics Agency, ‘Victim reports’, Table 8. Victim reports by principal offence, sex and age - October 2017 to September 2018] 


· Last year, Victoria’s Commission for Children and Young People was notified of over 850 instances of ‘potentially concerning conduct by adults with children’.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Commission for Children and Young People, Annual Report 2017-18, p.16] 


Abuse can occur in various settings, notably the family home.  For example, according to the Australian Institute of Criminology, the majority of sexual abuse of children is committed by a male relative or a family friend.[endnoteRef:5] However, children can also be vulnerable in organisational spaces, as demonstrated by the 2017 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The Australian Institute of Criminology states that 15.3% of sexual abuse of children is committed by ‘another known person’ and 15.6% is committed by ‘an acquaintance or neighbour’.[endnoteRef:6] These categories could presumably include staff or volunteers in services, businesses, clubs, or schools.  [5:  Kelly Richards, ‘Misperceptions about child sex offenders’, Australian Institute of Criminology, Series: Trends & issues in crime and criminal justice, 2011]  [6:  Richards, ‘Misperceptions about child sex offenders’] 


There are a number of organisational settings where children’s safety can be at particular risk. For example, our stakeholders have raised concerns about: 

· Conditions in youth justice centres. The Department of Justice and Regulation has taken positive steps to implement recommendations of the Same Four Walls report (Commission for Children and Young People, 2017).  However, the Commission continues to record reports of serious incidents in youth justice centres. In 2017-18, these included 64 physical assaults on young people (some by other young clients, some by staff), and 25 assaults of a sexual nature against young people.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  Commission for Children and Young People, Annual Report 2017-18, p.23] 


· Use of physical restraint and seclusion of students with disability in Victorian schools. The Victorian Government has spoken out against these practices, and has taken new steps to limit them through the Principles for Reduction and Elimination of Restraint and Seclusion in Victorian Government Schools (2019).[endnoteRef:8] However, the concerning reports which have emerged over the past few years suggest some schools need ongoing, expert support to develop different responses to behaviours of concern.[endnoteRef:9]  [8:  Victorian Government, The Principles for Reduction and Elimination of Restraint and Seclusion in Victorian Government Schools, Melbourne, 2016 (updated Feb 2019)]  [9:  ABC, 'Probe ordered into claim school restrained student with autism in small plywood room,' 6 July 2017; ABC, 'Victorian students with disabilities turned away from schools, report finds,' 29 June 2018; The Age, 'Students grabbed, wrestled to the floor and strapped to chairs three or more times a day,' 9 June 2017; The Age, ' "It was heartbreaking": the discrimination in our schools,' 28 June 2018; Stronger Schools, 'An Action Plan for Inclusive Education,' 2018, https://www.strongerschools.org.au/actionplan] 


· Bullying in schools. Bullying takes various forms, but can include physically and sexually abusive behaviours, and can have a serious impact on a young person’s wellbeing. A recent survey by ReachOut Australia of 229 young people aged 14-25 who had experienced bullying found that in 52% of cases it had happened at school.[endnoteRef:10] Nearly 17% of Victorian students reported being bullied most days in 2016, and around a third of students reported having been cyber-bullied. According to the State of Victoria's Children report, Aboriginal students and students who speak a language other than English at home are more likely than their peers to be bullied, and female students are more likely to be bullied than males.[endnoteRef:11] [10:  ReachOut Australia, Bullying and Young Australians: Research Summary, Pyrmont, 2017]  [11:  Victorian Child and Adolescent Monitoring System (VCAMS), 'Indicator 10.3b1: Proportion of young people who are bullied most days,' https://public.tableau.com/views/10_3b1_0/VICInd10_3b1?:embed=y&:display_count=no&:linktarget=_self&:tabs=no&:showVizHome=no; VCAMS, 'Indicator 10.3b2: Proportion of young people who are experiencing cyber bullying,' https://public.tableau.com/views/10_3b2/VICInd10_3b2?:embed=y&:display_count=no&:linktarget=_self&:tabs=no&:showVizHome=no; Victorian Government, The State Of Victoria’s Children Report | 2016: Why place matters, Melbourne, 2017, pp.11, 114-15] 


· Workplace dangers. The Young Workers Centre calculates that more than 41% of young Victorians aged 15-19 have jobs, which means that workplace health, safety and bullying are also child safety issues.[endnoteRef:12] In a 2016 survey of 1,028 young Victorian workers aged 15-30, the Young Workers Centre found that half of these young people had experienced bullying or harassment at work, and 1 in 4 had been asked to do something at work that made them feel unsafe. Young women were especially vulnerable to sexual harassment in the workplace, and most reported that the issue was not taken seriously.  1 in 3 young people who had sustained workplace injuries or illnesses did not report them to management, often for fear of retaliation.[endnoteRef:13] These issues may also impact on students undertaking work experience or the Structured Workplace Learning program.  [12:  Young Workers Centre (YWC), Submission: Inquiry into School to Work Transitions, August 2017]  [13:  Young Workers Centre, Young Workers Health and Safety Snapshot, Melbourne, 2016] 


Clearly, there is more to be done to make all organisations that work with children genuinely child safe. 

This submission is informed by our conversations with youth support professionals over the past couple of years, as well as:

· A consultation workshop (co-hosted with Victorian Council of Social Services), attended by approximately 40 people. Attendees included representatives from community peak bodies, providers of child and youth services, local governments, disability support bodies, and Local Learning and Employment Networks, as well as several secondary students. 

· An online survey, which received 30 responses. 45% of respondents were employed by local governments; 28% worked at community or health services; 14% were teachers; 7% were young adults aged 18-25; 3% were aged 15-17. Other respondents included a student counsellor, and people attached to other not-for-profit and youth-focused bodies. 56% of respondents were from Melbourne; 30% were from rural areas; and 15% were from regional centres. A wide range of postcodes were represented. 

· Social media polls, which received 29 responses from a mix of youth support professionals and young people. 

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Individual conversations with 10 workers from different services: five local governments, two youth mentoring / leadership organisations, one university, and two bodies that provide sector support and advocacy to organisations that work with young people.

· A review of the existing research.




Implementing the Child Safe Standards

We asked our stakeholders about their experiences of implementing the Child Safe Standards, what they had learned, and what could be improved. 

Youth support professionals expressed strong support for the Child Safe Standards. They identified a number of positives that had resulted from the introduction of the Standards, including:

· Development of child safety policies in organisations where none had existed before.

· Much greater use of Working with Children Checks.

· Increase in child safety training for staff.

· Stronger commitment to reporting concerns about children’s wellbeing. 

· Increased communication with new staff about child safety.

· Positive attitudinal change and new awareness of child abuse in places where workers might not have reflected much on the issue before, such as sporting clubs. 

· New leverage for workers to lobby successfully for better physical and administrative security for children in their organisations. 

In our survey, we asked respondents whether they agreed that organisations in Victoria were safer places for children as a result of the introduction of Child Safe Standards. The response was fairly positive (if mixed): 43% agreed, 36% somewhat agreed, and 7% strongly agreed. 11% were unsure, and 4% somewhat disagreed. No one disagreed outright. 

Similarly, when we asked respondents to our Insta poll whether organisations had become safer places for children since the introduction of Child Safe Standards, eight people voted ‘yes’ and three voted ‘no’. And when we asked respondents to our Twitter poll 'How well do you think services, schools and other places that work with children understand their duties under Victoria's Child Safe Standards?', seven out of our eleven respondents answered 'pretty well', and there were two votes each for 'very well' and 'poorly'. Even in microcosm, this is a complex issue. 

When asked for details, our stakeholders identified a number of challenges to the full implementation of the Child Safe Standards.

Who takes the lead? 

We found that organisations which seemed relatively confident and successful in their implementation of Child Safe Standards tended to have one and/or two elements enabling this success: 

· Strong support from their CEO, Board, and/or executive level staff for whole-of-organisation reform.
 
· Particular staff members (or a whole team) with the resources and authority to lead Child Safe reform across the whole organisation, including training, compliance, and writing child safe commitments. Some organisations have child safety officers, with regular, intensive training. 

Additionally, we observed a stronger confidence in implementing Child Safe Standards amongst youth services which were also providers of flexible education programs, with strong relationships with other schools and Department of Education and Training. 

However, other organisations have found the process much more difficult. Some workers commented that they did not recall their employers ever speaking to them properly about Child Safe Standards, and in many services, the question of which staff members should champion the standards has become (in the words of one worker) ‘a hot potato’. 

Across different organisations, responsibility for ‘owning’ Child Safe Standards has sat with different teams, including child, youth and family services, wellbeing services, Human Resources, ‘quality and safety’ and ‘risk and compliance’ teams. Thus, Child Safe Standards have been led by very diverse staff, some of whom do not have expertise in child welfare, while others do not have strong authority across their organisation. This has been a particular challenge in large organisations with complex structures, such as local governments. 

For some workers, gaining meaningful support from management has also been a challenge, particularly in organisations which deliver many other services besides support for children. Some workers described a continued struggle to convey to management the scope and responsibility attached to the Child Safe Standards, and the associated risk and compliance issues.  

Training and support for workers

High quality training for staff is vital to the meaningful implementation of Child Safe Standards. Some of our stakeholders spoke highly of training and professional support they had received, for example from the Commission for Children and Young People, the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare, Child Wise, or the Australian Childhood Foundation

However, concerns about professional development were also raised, including:

· Details and specifics – workers want more opportunities to ask questions and workshop how to implement Child Safe Standards, navigate risk and reporting, and understand their legal requirements. Some workers told us that while they had received Child Safe training, they still struggled to understand their obligations and handle intricate situations. Particular problems may arise when a worker does not have a clear understanding of different types of child maltreatment and their legal position, or when abusive behavior occurs between children in an organizational setting.  

· Inconsistency – different training is delivered in different organisations by different providers. Some workers expressed uncertainty about how quality control and consistency were maintained – for example, whether there was a list of registered providers, audited regularly. While there are excellent training modules out there, we also heard concerning stories. For example, one worker described undertaking training which instructed staff to report all child wellbeing concerns to their manager, with no clear messaging about their legal obligations to report things like sexual abuse to the police.   

· Appropriateness – training should be appropriate for different staff, and should empower them to make their programs and spaces safer and feel proud of doing that. For example:

· When delivering training to employees who do not work regularly with children in a professional capacity (e.g. customer service staff at a local government, or volunteers at a sporting club), it is important to provide accessible support materials in ‘plain English’. It is also important to build their confidence and highlight their potential to make a positive difference. We have heard that some staff with no experience of working with children can retreat from the topic in panic, afraid of ‘doing the wrong thing’, if the training they receive is inappropriate to their role or focused solely on reporting all possible child maltreatment. Training should speak to the worker’s experience and start where they are ‘at’.  

· When delivering training to youth workers, it is important to engage with the fear some youth workers hold that reporting abuse or neglect will jeopardize their relationship with the young person and is therefore is ‘too risky’. More work is needed to create a culture where Child Safe Standards are about extending care and respect to young people and upholding young people’s right to be safe.  

· Rural access – rural workers should have equitable access to training and support, and these things should be relevant to their communities. (When Child Safe Standards were first introduced, some rural professionals complained that they were given advice which seemed unworkable where they lived – e.g. teachers in small towns being advised to have no contact with students or their families outside of school.[endnoteRef:14]) Training should address issues of concern to rural communities, particularly the lack of anonymity in small towns, which can make people afraid of reporting child wellbeing concerns and families reluctant to accept professional help. [14:  ABC News, 10 August 2016, 'Victorian school principals raise concerns over legal document promising protection from child abuse'] 


· Training must be renewed regularly to address staff turnover and keep Child Safe Standards in the front of everyone’s mind. 

· Strengthening other sectors. Professionals outside of the youth services sector also need improved support. For example, a study done with 30 Victorian teachers from different schools in 2017 found that their understanding of mandatory reporting obligations was very uneven, and that many teachers had had very little appropriate training.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  Meredith Falkiner, Donald Thomson, Andrew Day, 'Teachers' Understanding and Practice of Mandatory Reporting of Child Maltreatment,' Children Australia; Melbourne Vol. 42, No. 1, March 2017, pp.38-48] 

 
Workers also want ongoing, situational support. We spoke to some workers who appreciated guidance they’d received from the Commission for Children and Young People and the Centre for Excellence and Child and Family Welfare – but other workers seemed unaware this support was available. Some called for a ‘hotline’ for workers to call for advice on any Child Safe topic, or a single, well-known point of contact to answer all questions and concerns. 

We understand the Commission for Children and Young People is planning to put together a ‘Community of Practice’ for workers with responsibility for leading Child Safe implementation in their services. This is a very welcome development, and we hope particular efforts will be made to reach rural and regional workers.

Some organisations face particular challenges 

Some organisations face particular complexities when implementing the Child Safe Standards, and may need specific supports. They include:

· Local governments – Many local governments have done strong work in relation to Child Safe Standards, and are confidently promoting the standards in their communities. Some have even formed Child Safe networks, to improve their practice. 

However, other councils have struggled. Local governments have large and complex structures, and run many services besides support for children. In some local governments, the workers found it very hard to get all business units working together on Child Safe Standards, and to get meaningful engagement from CEOs and executive staff. Concerns were also raised about how to get appropriate engagement in Child Safe Standards from the many staff employed by council who have incidental contact with children or their records – e.g. ICT staff, customer service staff, parks staff, parking inspectors, security guards, caterers. (Some of these staff are employed by other businesses and contracted temporarily by councils.) Councils are also under pressure because they tend to lead local youth service networks and strategic planning; they may be expected to support other services with Child Safe Standards, when they are struggling themselves. 

Many local government youth workers want greater access to child safety experts with strong legal knowledge, perhaps based at the Municipal Association of Victoria or the Commission for Children and Young People, who could provide expert advice and different types of training for council staff. They also want more work done to engage CEOs across councils. 

· Private businesses which run activities for children or have significant contact with children – e.g. play activities, street festivals, photography, parties, and real estate agents who inspect properties where families live. Most private businesses are not connected to the same supports and networks as community service providers. It is very unclear to us what understanding and commitment (if any) private businesses have shown to Children Safe Standards.  

· Small, volunteer-based organisations. These can include sporting clubs, organisations in refugee and migrant communities, and organisations which depend on modest philanthropic funding.

· Organisations based in refugee and migrant communities, more broadly. 

· Providers of the L2P driver-mentor program.  Some L2P coordinators receive excellent Child Safe guidance from their host organisations and provide in-depth training to their volunteer mentors. However, many L2P programs run on extremely limited resources, and historically they have not received much centralized, state-wide guidance about Child Safe Standards.[endnoteRef:16] We understand a review of the L2P program has been underway; perhaps this would be a timely opportunity to provide targeted resourcing and expert guidance for those who may be struggling with Child Safe requirements.  [16:  Youth Affairs Council Victoria (YACVic), 'Supporting young people's access and equity through the L2P program,' Melbourne, 2017, https://www.yacvic.org.au/advocacy/supporting-young-peoples-access-and-equity-through-the-l2p-program/] 


Our stakeholders also told us there were two types of staff who might need particular support to work effectively within the Child Safe Standards:

· Staff who have incidental contact with children, but do not work with children as a formal part of their role.

· Staff and volunteers who are aged under 18 themselves, and are working with younger children.  

Engaging the whole community

The varied levels of engagement with Child Safe Standards led our stakeholders to debate how best to engage the whole community. Until now, the approach to Child Safe Standards has not been prescriptive; organisations have been encouraged to develop their own tailored approaches to the Child Safe Standards, according to their needs. There are strong benefits to this approach; some of our stakeholders felt it had driven internal cultural change and supported deeper engagement. 

However, the non-prescriptive approach also has problems. Many workers felt the implementation of Child Safe Standards had been piecemeal and uneven, without enough communication across different organisations. Some services and workers remain very uncertain of their obligations.  

Some of our stakeholders wanted wider campaigns to promote Child Safe Standards to everyone – e.g. through public forums, advertising campaigns, or recognisable logos and messaging. For example, comparisons were made with campaigns to promote WorkSafe. Other workers wanted a broader, national campaign to promote the rights of children and challenge the attitudes which traditionally enabled institutional abuses to occur. 

If a national set of principles is introduced to Victoria, this might be an opportune time for such a campaign. 

The ‘three principles’

Victoria’s Child Safe Standards specify that organisations must promote the cultural safety of Aboriginal children, children from culturally and/or linguistically diverse backgrounds, and children with a disability. This approach was adopted in recognition of the over-representation of Aboriginal children in institutions, the high rates of abuse of children with disability (and the poorer protections extended to them), and the barriers of language, cultural difference and trauma which can make it harder for children from refugee and migrant backgrounds to exercise their rights in organisations. 

Many youth support professionals agreed it was appropriate to highlight the needs of these groups of children. They referenced the fact that their organisations had struggled to work well with these children in the past, and that it was important to keep ‘raising awareness’ about children’s diverse needs. They felt Child Safe Standards had been useful in this respect.

While this is positive, we suggest there is more work to be done to address the specific vulnerabilities of these three groups of children to abuse in organisational settings. (There may be a slight risk of this issue being swallowed up in generalised ‘diversity training’.) Many workers felt it was too soon to say exactly how Child Safe Standards had affected their work with the three groups, and some felt their services needed more expert help to incorporate the three principles meaningfully into their Child Safe policies and practices. As with many Child Safe issues, workers wanted more practical advice and tools from experts. 

Implementing the three principles has proven especially complex in parts of Victoria where there are multiple different Aboriginal cultures and communities, including families who have moved there from other states.

Workers also mentioned other cohorts of children with whom they wanted to work better. These included children with lived experience of family violence, trauma, and/or mental illness; children who are LGBTI; and children in the justice system.  

But how this might translate into changes to the Child Safe Standards was less clear. Workers seemed united in their wish to work better with vulnerable children, to ‘raise awareness’ about diverse cohorts, and make everyone feel welcome. However, there was less clarity about how the structure and requirements of the Child Safe Standards could best support this – e.g. through updating the three principles, incorporating a new ‘diversity standard’, or simply strengthening supports for Child Safe policies and practice in general.

There are further conversations to be had with youth support professionals about putting particular protections around those children most vulnerable to being targeted by abusers. (This concern presumably drove the original ‘three principles’.) The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, and the ACU Institute of Child Protection Studies (amongst others) have commissioned research into the factors that make certain children especially vulnerable to being targeted. These factors include social connectedness or isolation / loneliness; self-esteem or shyness; knowledge about their bodies; previous histories of abuse; and exposure to family violence, neglect, overcrowding and/or homelessness. The Institute of Child Protection Studies also urges professionals to pay attention to the particular vulnerabilities of female children and younger children.[endnoteRef:17]  [17:  Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report: Preface and executive summary, Barton, 2017, p.21; Sam Morley and Daryl Higgins, ACU Institute of Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, Understanding Situational Crime Prevention for Child Sexual Abuse: What services need to know, 2018] 


We suggest that many workers would benefit from stronger understanding of these issues, especially if Victoria is to move towards adoption of the National Principles for Child Safe Organisations, which specify that staff and volunteers should be ‘attuned to signs of harm’, and have a good understanding of children’s developmental needs and how children express concerns or distress.  

Child safety issues needing new attention

When implementing Child Safe Standards, many organisations seem to have focused strongly on ensuring staff have Working With Children Checks. (This was the first topic many of our stakeholders mentioned when asked about their experience of Child Safe Standards.) While this is logical and positive, we hope to see more organisations supported to examine other child safety issues in the future. Working With Children Checks alone are not enough to keep children safe. 

We would like to see organisations receive greater support to build their capacity in areas including the following:

· Designing out abuse. We note with interest recent work informed by the field of situational crime prevention, which focuses on identifying and reducing the factors which enable child abuse to happen in organisations. This approach aims to make it more difficult and risky for someone to abuse a child, and to make abuse less rewarding or appealing. This can involve removing or reducing opportunities to abuse a child, making children less vulnerable, and eliminating excuses for harming children. Strong attention is paid to the physical and cultural environment of the organisation. There is also an emphasis on making all adults responsible for identifying and responding to threats. Researchers from the Institute of Child Protection Studies have found that preventative approaches include:

· Supporting staff, carers, and parents to understand child abuse issues and feel confident to respond appropriately.

· Giving children and staff meaningful opportunities to raise concerns about abuse.

· Conducting risk assessments for physical locations and workplace practices, to eliminate ‘hot spots’. Particular attention should be paid to any locations that are isolated or poorly supervised, any facilities which require privacy (e.g. toilets, changing rooms), and any other facilities a service might hire or use (e.g. shopping centres, public pools). 

· Designing physical facilities to assist natural surveillance and eliminate 'blind spots', and minimising opportunities for staff to be alone with children.

· Limiting and monitoring staff and volunteers’ online contact with children.

· Clear organisational rules and policies about acceptable standards of staff conduct, and real consequences for breaches of policy. 

· End dehumanization of children (e.g. in settings like youth justice centres) which may make it culturally more permissible to harm them.

Researchers point out that we also need prevention strategies in communal spaces, public toilets, shopping malls, swimming pools, parks and playgrounds.[endnoteRef:18]  [18:  Morley and Higgins, Understanding Situational Crime Prevention for Child Sexual Abuse] 


Designing out abuse will be particularly relevant if Victoria moves towards aligning with the National Principles, with their emphasis on providing safe physical environments (Principle 8). 

· Responding to abusive behaviours by children. The Royal Commission named this issue as one which must be addressed as part of a national strategy to prevent child sexual abuse. The National Principles specify that staff and volunteers should be supported to recognise indicators of child harm, ‘including harm caused by other children and young people’ (Principle 7). However, this issue remains challenging for organisations to address. The issue is under-reported, and it is hard to arrive at accurate figures. However, the Australian Bureau of Statistics estimated in 2015-16 that 26% of all sexual offences were committed by children and young people aged 10-19. Moreover, police data presented to the Royal Commission suggested that the majority of recent child sexual abuse allegations in organisational settings involved an alleged perpetrator who was underage. This is a sensitive subject, and both adults and children struggle to know how to respond. Most children who use sexually abusive behaviours are male, and their victims are usually known to them. Their behaviour causes distress and harm to their victims which is comparable to the impacts of being abused by an adult.[endnoteRef:19] [19:  Cameron Boyd and Leah Bromfield, 'Young people who sexually abuse: Key issues,' Australian Institute of Family Studies, ACSSA Wrap No. 3, December 2006; Commissioner for Children and Young People, Discussion paper – Children and young people with harmful sexual behaviours, Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, Perth, 2018; Nadine McKillop, Susan Rayment-McHugh, Stephen Smallbone and Zoe Bromham, ‘Understanding and preventing the onset of child sexual abuse in adolescence and adulthood’, Australian Institute of Criminology, Trends and Issues in crime and criminal justice, No.554, July 2018; Jenna Meiksans, Leah Bromfield and Lesley-Anne Ey, A Continuum of Responses for Harmful Sexual Behaviours -  An Issues Paper for Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia, Australian Centre for Child Protection, December 2017; National Centre on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 'Fact Sheet: Adolescent Sex Offenders: Common Misconceptions vs. Current Evidence,' number 3, July 2003; Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report Recommendations, Canberra, Commonwealth of Australia, 2017; Victorian Government DHHS, Children with problem sexual behaviours and their families: Best interests case practice model, Specialist practice resource, Melbourne, 2012] 


· Keeping children safe online. This was identified as a priority area for future action by the Royal Commission (see Recommendations 6.19-6.21), and is specified in the National Principles. In 2018, the Office of the eSafety Commissioner surveyed 3,000 young Australians aged 8-17, and found that 13% had received repeated unwanted online messages from someone, 13% had had lies or rumors spread about them online, and 19% had been called names online. Nearly 6 out of 10 children who’d had a negative experience online reported feeling upset, angry, helpless, left out, or less close to other people (although many also said they built strength through the experience).[endnoteRef:20] Meanwhile, a 2016 survey of 600 Australian girls aged 15-19 found high levels of concern about sexually harassing behavior online. 58% of respondents agreed that girls often receive unwanted or uninvited sexually explicit material, and 51% agreed that girls were often pressured to share explicit images of themselves.[endnoteRef:21] Concerns have also been raised about the related issue of online pornography, which around two-thirds of children have seen by the age of 16. Online pornography is associated with risks to young people’s wellbeing in relation to consent, body image, relationships, safe sex, addictive behaviours, and beliefs about women’s and men’s roles.[endnoteRef:22] [20:  Office of the eSafety Commissioner, ‘Latest Research: Digital parenting,’ https://www.esafety.gov.au/about-the-office/research-library]  [21:  Plan International Australia and Our Watch, " 'Don't Send Me That Pic': Australian young women and girls report online abuse and harassment are endemic," May 2016, https://issuu.com/planaustralia/docs/plan_our_watch_report_final ]  [22:  For example, see Senate Environment and Communications References Committee, Harm being done to Australian children through access to pornography on the Internet, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, November 2016. See also: Mary Barry, Chief Executive Officer, Our Watch, 21 April 2016, ‘Respectful relationships education: teaching kids respect’, https://www.ourwatch.org.au/News-media/Latest-news/Respectful-relationships-education-teaching-kids-respect; Maree Crabbe, ‘Young people need to hear about porn before they see it’, HuffPost Australia, 4 August 2016; Maree Crabbe, ‘Putting porn in the picture’, DVRCV Advocate, vol. 1, Autumn/Winter 2015; Maree Crabbe and David Corlett, ‘Aggressive and debasing: the real issues in porn debates’, The Conversation, 21 August 2013; Megan S.C. Lim, Paul A. Agius, Elise R. Carrotte, Alyce M. Vella, Margaret E. Hellard, ‘Young Australians' use of pornography and associations with sexual risk behaviours’, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, Volume 41, Issue 4  August 2017; Elena Martellozzo, Andy Monaghan, Joanna R. Adler, Julia Davidson, Rodolfo Leyva and Miranda A.H. Horvath, “…I wasn’t sure it was normal to watch it…” A quantitative and qualitative examination of the impact of online pornography on the values, attitudes, beliefs and behaviours of children and young people, NSPCC, Children's Commissioner, Middlesex University London, May 2017 ] 


Ideally, we would also like to see youth support professionals better informed about the evidence base behind the development of Child Safe Standards and National Principles for Child Safe Organisations – specifically, the findings of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2017) and Betrayal of Trust: Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse by Religious and Other Organisations (2013). In our experience, knowledge of these historic inquiries is uneven amongst youth support professionals. We would like to see workers supported to understand the original risk factors behind institutional child abuse, and to reflect on what comparable issues might exist in their own communities today. For example, workers might be prompted to reflect on which adults or institutions are implicitly trusted nowadays (for example, due to their popularity or prestige), and which contemporary factors might make a child or adult afraid to raise a concern.  





Children’s participation and empowerment

In our consultations, we found widespread support for Standard 7 of the Child Safe Standards: ‘Strategies to promote the participation and empowerment of children’. This was no surprise to us; youth support professionals are generally strongly in favour of engaging young people in meaningful roles and decision-making in organisations.  

There was a strong message that Victoria should not lose Standard 7 in any move towards a national child safety approach. 

However, our stakeholders also reported very mixed experiences of implementing Standard 7. For example, we asked respondents to our survey whether they agreed that children understood their rights better, played a bigger part in decision-making in organisations, and were more likely to know how to seek help for a concern, as a result of the Child Safe Standards. The most common answers were ‘agree somewhat’ (40%) and ‘disagree’ (28%). 12% of respondents agreed, 8% somewhat disagreed, 8% were unsure, and 4% strongly disagreed. No one strongly agreed. 

Positive impacts of Standard 7, as identified by our stakeholders, included:

· Standard 7 gives official backing to good practices which were already being modelled by many youth support professionals. Standard 7 strengthens wider cultural change to promote the rights and decision-making of children and young people. 

· In some organisations, Standard 7 has helped to encourage conversations about children’s rights, and has increased workers’ confidence in this space.

· Some organisations have involved children in the co-design of communication materials about Child Safe Standards and evaluation tools to measure how the service is tracking in their Child Safe obligations. 

· Some organisations have placed clear, prominent, child-friendly messaging about Child Safe Standards in their physical and online spaces. 

· There are some great resources out there to help organisations engage children in meaningful ways, for example the Amplify student participation resource through DET.

However, there is more work still to be done to make organisations genuinely empowering places for children. For example, our stakeholders identified:

· They doubted many children really knew about Child Safe Standards, even when literature was displayed in organisations’ premises and websites.

· Some organisations struggle to engage children in decision-making in ways that are fair, genuine, accessible and appealing. Tokenism remains a concern. 

· Participation and empowerment of children are relatively easy at program levels, and in departments devoted to working with young people (e.g. the child, youth and family units of local councils.) But these approaches can be much harder to implement in other departments, and at higher levels of organisational governance. 

· Particular concerns were raised about student participation (or lack thereof) in specialist education settings.

Our stakeholders wanted to see more accessible, youth-friendly communications with children about ‘what you can expect from us’, outlining rights and responsibilities in organisations, and explaining the organisations’ child safety processes and protocols. This information should be shared with children verbally, in writing, and online.

Several workers raised concerns that the new, stronger focus on child safety might weaken the engagement of some young people in organisations. These workers worried that young people would be less likely to form meaningful relationships with workers if they were never permitted to be alone with them. They also worried that mandatory reporting might make young people less likely to disclose abuse, for fear of the repercussions when the perpetrator (often a family member) was reported.

While we would not support any weakening of Child Safe Standards, we acknowledge that these are difficult and complex issues. We would like to see more communities of practice developed to help youth support professionals work through these. 

We would also like to see greater support for workers to learn from the excellent research into children’s own views on safety in organisations, conducted through the Institute of Child Protection Studies and Southern Cross University
to inform the Royal Commission. Issues explored by these researchers included:

· Children's own ideas about what it means to feel safe and be safe (not necessarily the same thing).

· Children’s ideas about what constitutes a safe and trustworthy adult.

· Children’s views about whether their schools and services would believe them if they encountered an unsafe person, and who they would ask for help – typically friends or parents, not the institution itself.

· What children want adults to do, to help them feel safe in a school or service, including actively listening and helping them build skills to handle the situation.

· The reasons children don't disclose concerns about safety in organisational settings, and the types of adults they especially mistrust.

· Involving children in preventative safety planning in organisations. 

· Children's concerns about confidentiality in organisations. 

· The particular vulnerabilities of children with disabilities – partly because they are assumed to have no capacity or opinions in relation to their own safety – and the ways they can be supported to develop safety strategies and express their ideas about being safe. 

· The vulnerability of children in residential care settings, and their ideas about what makes a residential care unit safe or unsafe, including the conduct and demeanor of other children and workers.[endnoteRef:23] [23:  T. Moore, Protective Participation: The Voices of Young People on Safety, Institute of Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, Melbourne, 2018; T. Moore, M. McArthur, J. Heerde, S. Roche, and P. O’Leary, Our safety counts: Children and young people’s perceptions of safety and institutional responses to their safety concerns, Melbourne: Institute of Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Sydney, 2016; T. Moore, M. McArthur, S. Roche, J. Death, and C. Tilbury, Safe and sound: Exploring the safety of young people in residential care. Melbourne: Institute of Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Sydney, 2016; T. Moore, M. McArthur, D. Noble-Carr, and D. Harcourt, Taking us seriously: children and young people talk about safety and institutional responses to their safety concerns, Institute of Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, Melbourne, Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Sydney, 2015; S. Robinson, Feeling safe, being safe: What is important to children and young people with disability and high support needs about safety in institutional settings?, Southern Cross University, Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Sydney, 2016] 














Regulation, monitoring and support

Despite supporting the Child Safe Standards, many of our stakeholders reflected that the introduction of the standards seemed to happen quite quickly, leaving many workers uncertain and worried about their obligations, risks and responsibilities. This lack of clarity can expose an organisation to risk – for example, last year the Commission for Children and Young People took action with respect to 58 organisations which appeared to be failing to comply with their obligations to create an environment to reduce the risk of child abuse.[endnoteRef:24]  [24:  Commission for Children and Young People, Annual Report 2017-18, p.16
] 


Some workers have had very positive experiences working with bodies like the Commission for Children and Young People, DHHS, and the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare. But others remain uncertain about how regulation, monitoring and enforcement actually work in this space. 

The mixed experiences of workers became clear when we asked respondents to our survey whether they agreed with the statement ‘Organisations have been well supported to understand their Child Safe obligations. Monitoring and compliance mechanisms are clear and appropriate.’ 32% somewhat agreed, 24% agreed, 16% disagreed, 12% strongly disagreed, 8% strongly agreed, and 8% somewhat disagreed. Some respondents described seeing a positive increase in monitoring and compliance since the standards were introduced. Others said their employers had not spoken to them about it, or that they had taken the initiative to learn about their new obligations themselves, without higher-level support. Some also commented that they would not feel clear about the scope and strength of Child Safe Standards until the standards were ‘tested in court’. 

Particular points of uncertainty for workers include:

· The relationship between the Commission for Children and Young People, regulatory bodies, and funding bodies. Many workers are not certain how these relationships or structures work, especially when the funding or regulatory bodies are not child-focused. Some workers worried that funding bodies might experience a conflict of interest if the responsibility for checking an organisation’s Child Safe compliance fell to them. However, other workers felt funding agreements were the clearest and strongest method of ensuring compliance. 

· The distinction between Child Safe Standards, the reportable conduct scheme, and other forms of mandated reporting. Some workers still seem very unclear about this. 

· How to report child safety concerns, and what happens when you do. This was raised as an issue by various professionals who had had dealings with the Commission for Children and Young People, Child First, DHHS, and/or Victoria Police. In particular, they were concerned that they did not always find out what had happened in response to their reports. Obviously, there are information restrictions due to privacy, but it is important that people who raise concerns feel confident that they have been heard – especially if they may need to refer other children to the service in question in the future. 

· What monitoring and accountability should look like. Professionals have very different expectations in this space, according to whether they have been audited by DHHS or IBAC in the past, or whether they have taken part in other processes like Rainbow Tick or Reconciliation Action Plans. 

Our stakeholders had a number of suggestions for how this space might be strengthened in the future, which we have attempted to capture in our recommendations. Broadly speaking, they wanted better information and clarity about how the Child Safe Standards are monitored and regulated, and what should happen when someone reports a concern about child safety to a regulatory body. 

Some called for new funding for a designated Child Safe ‘lead’ in every organisation.



Moving towards a national approach

Amongst the youth support professionals we spoke to, there was a general sense that a move towards a national child safety model was likely and logical at some point. 

For the most part, this was seen as a good thing. For example, when we asked respondents to our survey whether they would support Victoria's Child Safe Standards changing to align more closely with the National Principles of Child Safe Organisations, three-quarters were in favour and the rest were unsure. No one said 'no' outright.

However, our stakeholders stressed the need for harmonisation and smooth transition. They saw Victoria’s work on Child Safe Standards as ground-breaking, and did not want organisations to lose the work they had done – particularly where organisations had come to ‘own’ and feel proud of their Child Safe approaches.

In particular, our stakeholders were clear that they did not want to lose Standard 7: ‘Strategies to promote the participation and empowerment of children’. There was concern that this theme was not so prominent in the National Principles. 

Benefits to a national approach, identified by our stakeholders, included:

· It would help to address the problem of offenders moving to different parts of the country to escape detection. 

· It would make child safety a simpler matter for communities along the Murray River, and particularly Mildura, where residents move across three states. At present, services struggle to manage multiple standards and reporting schemes when supporting young people who live, study, work and access services across different jurisdictions.

· A consistent national approach would probably be welcomed by organisations that work on national programs or across jurisdictions. 

· National Principles might lend greater credibility to the issue of child safety, and might encourage better engagement with the wider community. 

· National Principle 8’s emphasis on ensuring that organisations’ physical and online spaces are safe for children  was welcomed, particularly in light of the growing complexities of young people’s digital lives. 

· The adoption of National Principles could be a good opportunity to better engage the wider community, and to engage services in reflecting on progresses and challenges under the Child Safe Standards. 

At the same time, several concerns were also raised about a national approach. These included:

· Uncertainty about who would monitor and support organisations, and ensure compliance. 

· Smaller organisations, especially, raised concerns about the costs and demands of becoming compliant with yet another new system. 

· While workers agreed that it would be positive for professionals to be more ‘attuned to signs of harm’ towards children (Principle 2), there was uncertainty over who would lead this, where the resourcing and expert support would come from, and who would check to ensure it happened. 

· Some workers did not agree that the National Principles were a superior document to Victoria’s Child Safe Standards, arguing that the Victorian model was more progressive and easier to align with. 

· National Principle 3 (‘Families and communities are informed, and involved in promoting child safety and wellbeing’) was also a source of controversy amongst youth support professionals. Some supported this item, arguing that working within the context of a young person’s family should be part of youth work already. Others were concerned, worrying that some services did not have capacity to take on new work, or arguing that the National Principles did not take into account the family as the most common location of violence towards children. Then again, other workers saw the adoption of National Principles as a good opportunity to better engage families, and bring them on the journey towards building child safe communities. 


We would be glad to discuss this submission further with you. For more information, contact Jessie Mitchell on policy@yacvic.org.au or 0418 413 518. 
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