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INTRODUCTION
‘A society that is good for children is good for everyone.™

The impetus for the Valuing Children Initiative (VCI) is the desire to ensure
that all children in Australia experience the caring, safe and supportive
childhood they deserve and have the right to expect. The ambition of the VCI
is to inspire Australians to value all children, to understand that a child’s
wellbeing is the shared responsibility of the entire community and to ensure
children are at the forefront of our considerations.

The initiative reflects growing concern that despite the compelling evidence
about what a child needs to flourish, this has not always successfully
translated into action, resources and better outcomes for children.

A greater societal commitment to all children is _—
necessary to overcome this, and to ensure that ’\/Vh(?n children

children’s rights and needs are given the priority  [10Urish, so too

they deserve. This requires the commitment, drive  does a society.’
and active support of the community, armed with

the belief and knowledge that when children

flourish, so too does a society.

The Director of Centrecare - Mr Tony Pietropiccolo AM, who was the catalyst
for the VCI, has stressed the need for widespread support from not-for-profits,
philanthropists, government and all organisations and individuals committed
to children to ensure the success of the VCI. Mr Pietropiccolo said, ‘While
Centrecare and Parkerville Children and Youth Care Incorporated have
established the VCI, we are aware that many others have also identified that
there are attitudinal barriers that must be addressed to enable us to better
protect and nurture all children.’

The CEO of Parkerville CYC - Mr Basil Hanna, has said the desired outcome
of the VCI, “... is a greater societal awareness of children and their needs, as
well as the importance of ensuring that all children are loved, safe and able
to maximise on their potential and wellbeing.’
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THE VALUING CHILDREN INITIATIVE

The driving force for the Valuing Children Initiative, (VCI) is the desire to ensure that all children
in Australia experience the caring, safe and supportive childhood they deserve and have the
right to expect. The last 50 years has seen significant strides in reaching that goal, and in
improving outcomes for children, but it has also seen calamitous failures.

It is important to recognise the positives and the capacity for progress.
The marked improvements in the rate of survival at birth, in infancy and the
decrease in cancer related deaths amongst children is notable. There has
also been a significant decline in the number of accidents and deaths in
childhood. Life expectancy has significantly improved for most children
overall. School attendance and tertiary education opportunities have ©Ouicomes for
improved for everyone, and notably girls. Australia is ranked in the top third ~ children, but it
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development (OECD) for  has also seen
approximately one quarter of indicators for child, youth and health calamitous
wellbeing. It leads the world in low youth smoking rates, some educational  fajlures.

and employment outcomes, and environmental conditions at home.?

The last 50 years
has seen
significant strides
in... improving

Despite these achievements however, there remain significant areas of

concern for the wellbeing of Australia’s children. In 2002, the Australian Research Alliance for
Children and Youth, (ARACY) was formed comprising researchers, policy makers and
practitioners in response to what it described as the rising trend of problems in children and
youth, and the seeming inability to develop effective responses for avoiding or managing them.
The latest ARACY Report Card, ‘The wellbeing of young Australians’, (the Report Card) was
published in March 2013. Based on empirical data from a range of organisations, and input
from over 37,000 children and young people about their hopes, needs and desires,? it reported
that:

‘... despite many positive steps being taken, there is evidence to suggest Australian children
and youth are not faring as well as they could. In an international context, Australia could best
be described as ‘middle of the road’. 4

Comparative indicators across OECD countries also show that while Australia is doing well in
some areas, others, such as child poverty, infant mortality for certain newborns, and youth
participation in education and employment are of concern.”® The incidence of diabetes,®
obesity, mental illness,” sexualisation of children,® and lack of school readiness remains a
challenge.® One in four Australian children are overweight or obese.'® Now for the first time
children in affluent countries like Australia are predicted to have a shorter life expectancy than
their parents, ‘...simply because of obesity and the chronic diseases that result from that.’*! In
Australia almost one fifth of children live below the poverty line.!? Indigenous and Torres Strait
Islander children continue to bear a far greater burden of our failure to protect children and
provide them with a good childhood. 13

The last two decades have finally begun to reveal the shocking extent of sexual abuse of
children in institutions, and in their own homes. The Royal Commission into Institutional
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse that commenced proceedings in 2013, is due to report in
2017.** The National Children’s Commissioner in her ‘Children’s Rights Report 2015,
estimated that 1 in 28 children, first experience sexual abuse by a family member before the
age of 15 years.'® Notifications to child protection services in Australia have increased in the
last 3 years, as well as the number of substantiated cases. Of the over 40,000 substantiated
cases of neglect, and emotional, physical and sexual abuse, over 5000 were sexual abuse. 1©
It is likely these figures are, ‘...an underestimation of the number of children abused and
neglected.’t’
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There is no room for complacency.

‘Australia is a wealthy nation that ranks well in comparison with other developed countries on
many measures of health and wellbeing. However, evidence indicates that many children and
young people face a range of issues including behavioural and emotional problems and mental
health issues, living in jobless families, witnessing or experiencing violence in their family,
starting school poorly equipped to learn and being homeless.’ 8

WHAT DOES VALUING CHILDREN MEAN?

A child’s social and emotional wellbeing comes from feeling safe, cared Value’can

for and valued. Surveys have confirmed that being valued and loved is, ~ P€ describes
for children and young people, one of the top three aspects of wellbeing.*® as the worth
Few would disagree that all children should be valued, but it is far from  we assign to
clear what we mean when we talk about valuing children. ‘Value’ can be someone, or
described as the worth we assign to someone, or something. When we something.’
value someone we assume it is usually reflected in our attitudes and

behaviour, and in our sense of responsibility and investment in their wellbeing and happiness.

One way of thinking about how children are valued, is by examining how our attitudes, actions
and sense of responsibility for them have evolved over the last two hundred years. Up until
the 19" century children, like married women, were the property of husbands and fathers, and
were not even recognised as a separate legal person. Children were to be seen when
summoned, heard only when asked to speak and rarely listened to.

Changing attitudes to women coincided with a growing sense of responsibility by the state for
the welfare needs of children, in particular their protection from poverty and exploitation. In
1839 for the first time a divorced mother, if deemed to be ‘innocent’, was permitted to have
custody of her children until the age of 7, and access to her older children.?° Laws followed
that required the court to have ‘regard to the welfare of the child.’?* Protection of children from
abuse, neglect and exploitation, and the power of courts to make orders as ‘parens patriae’,
(that is to act as the parent for the child that had no other suitable person to act as guardian),
reflected the ‘increasingly pervasive protective attitude to children’, evident by the end of the
19" century.?

The 20" century saw the recognition of children’s rights as distinct from parental rights, or the
state’s role in the protection of children. The League of Nations adopted the Geneva
Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1924.2 These rights included a child’s right to receive
the requirements for normal development, the right for a hungry child to be fed, the right of a
sick child to receive health care, the right of orphans to shelter and the right of all children to
protection from exploitation. This was followed by the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) and in 1959 the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child
which encapsulated 10 principles for the protection of children’s rights, including the
universality of rights, the rights to special protection and the right to protection from
discrimination among other rights.?* This marked the first major international consensus on
the fundamental principles of children’s rights, and was notable for the recognition of special
rights for children that reflected their inherent vulnerability. In 1989 the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, the most widely ratified international human rights treaty in history,
changed the way children were to be viewed and treated, emphasising their position as human
beings with a distinct set of rights, instead of as passive objects.®
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The 20" century also saw an increasing focus on children’s wellbeing and happiness.
Childhood began to be regarded as an important stage of life in its own right. Greater academic
interest in children, and subsequent research provided overwhelming evidence that physical,
emotional and cognitive development in the womb, and in early childhood had a life-long and
critical impact on a person’s future wellbeing.?® This period lays the foundations for life. There
iS now,

‘...unequivocal evidence that early experiences from birth to five years of age determine brain
architecture and that, once formed, this provides the foundation for all future learning,
behaviour and physical and mental health.”’

Adverse circumstances, neglect and maltreatment of children has been conclusively shown to
be linked to higher levels of violence and anti-social behaviour, mental illness, school and
economic underperformance, as well as poor physical health in later life.2® A great deal is also
known about what children need to thrive throughout the middle years and teenage years?
and the services that are needed to address challenges they may face.

Today the role of the state in protecting children, and the requirement to act in the best
interests of children is accepted and embedded in legislation and policy, notwithstanding
significantly different perspectives over the last 100 years as to how this has, and should be
translated into practice and policy. The primary role of the family, and support for parents and
carers, is recognised as pivotal to a happy and safe childhood. In the 215 century, new models
of child protection have endeavoured to achieve a balance between statutory child protection
services and family support services,®* underlined by a public health model focusing on
prevention of child abuse and neglect, as opposed to services responding only when abuse
and neglect has already occurred. Since 2009 there has been a national approach to child
protection, the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009 — 2020. In
December 2015, the Third Action Plan (2015 -2018) was launched.3!

The modelling of the long term economic benefits of investing in children to give them a good
start in life, and the support they require whilst growing up, has provided more evidence that
enhancing the lives of children and helping them reach their potential, benefits not only
individual children, but the whole community.®> Social and wellbeing outcomes are
increasingly recognised alongside economic indicators as a measure of a nation’s success. *
Children and young people’s wellbeing is critical to that success.?*

In the last decade, States and Territories have legislated to establish statutory Children have
bodies headed by Commissioners and Guardians for Children and Young
People, to provide greater independent protection and advocacy. In Western
Australia the inaugural Commissioner for Children and Young People, (the
Commissioner) was appointed in 2007. The role of the Commissioner is
primarily advocacy for those under the age of 18 years old.® A National Pestplaced to
Children’s Commissioner was appointed in 2013. Despite some differences ~ Say what makes
in their roles,*® the Commissioners and Guardians Offices are premised upon  for a good

the principle that the views of children and young people in matters affecting childhood.

them should be listened to, and taken into account.

an important
contribution to
make, and are

Heeding what children say is now regarded as essential to inform policy makers and to protect
children.?” Children have an important contribution to make,* and are best placed to say what
makes for a good childhood. *® The concept of the child as a citizen from birth, a possessor of
rights over and above those rights recognised by society, is challenging the idea of the child
as the, ‘...weak subject, a person with needs rather than rights.”® In the last decade the
promotion of child inclusive practice has led to greater emphasis on listening to the needs and
wishes of children, and taking them explicitly into account in therapeutic practice.*

6
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Amongst the many individuals and organisations committed to valuing children, there is
widespread agreement about what still needs to be done. This includes translating evidence
into policy, action and best practice,*? ensuring adequate resources,*® breaking down silos,
overcoming fragmentation,** and having better coordination of state and federal responses
and responsibilities.*

The changes in attitudes to all children over the past 200 years, and the plethora of services,
organisations and institutions focused on children’s protection and wellbeing today, is without
doubt testament to society’s ability to adapt its social norms, and the genuine commitment to
children in Australia. If responsibility for their protection, and recognition of their rights and
wellbeing is accepted as a crude measure, then it is true to say that children today are more
valued than ever before.

WHY ATTITUDES TO CHILDREN MATTER

Children are by definition, vulnerable because of their physical size,
cognitive development, their often utter dependence on adults, and the
authority adults wield. In Australia, children are usually portrayed in the
media as either cute and innocent, victims or delinquents,*® or in
transition to becoming an adult with the focus, ‘... not on their present .
but on their future’.*” The changes over the last two centuries is and rights.
evidence that a society’s attitudes and expectations are intimately

connected to how we understand, regard and treat children and the concept of childhood.
Attitudes are similarly reflected in the priority we give to children’s needs and rights. The
dramatic drop in the rate of infant deaths in Australia in the 20" century,*® for example,
reflected both public health and scientific advances. It also signalled attitudinal change as
infant mortality came to be viewed as a, ‘... social problem,” and, ‘... an important indicator of
social well-being.”*® High rates of infant mortality were no longer tolerated as inevitable, or
acceptable. How we value children has been identified as directly impacting on attitudes,
behaviours and actions towards children.°

Attitudes are
reflected in the
priority we give to
children’s needs

The VCI’'s simple proposition is that while children today are valued, they are simply not valued
enough. The need to move further from platitudes, and make Australia a better place for all
children, has been identified by some of the most respected and committed advocates for
children in Australia. They have highlighted the need to reconsider the priority we give to
children, as well as the need for the entire community to understand its shared responsibility
for children.

Professors Fiona Stanley, Sue Richardson and Sue Prior in 2005 in their

... while
_— seminal book, ‘Children of the Lucky Country? How Australian society has
children are . . . , .
lued. th turned its back on children and why children matter,” challenged Australia
va ue, , ey to, ‘...put children in the centre of our society, (and) ....encourage a cultural
are simply

change in Australian society towards greater equality and opportunity for
not valued our children.’ 5!

enough. . . ,
June Oscar AO, lauded for her work in leading the campaign for alcohol

restrictions in Fitzroy Crossing, has spoken about the huge population of
traumatised children affected by family violence in the Kimberley and pointed to the need for
society to more explicitly assume responsibility for all children, because it is, ‘... a societal
issue, when we are wanting healthy human beings for the future.’®?

Those working at the coal face recognise that in tackling the most basic responsibility to
protect children, child protection services alone are ‘... unable to provide support to all families
in need and reduce the risk of child abuse and neglect. Child protection approaches now
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recognise that protecting children is everyone’s business and that parents, communities,
governments, non-government organisations and businesses all have a role to play.’ >3

Given then what we know makes for a good childhood, and the commitment there is to children
in Australia, it should be unacceptable that so many children are, ‘... not faring as well as they
could.”> What then accounts for the gap between what we know, what we do and the lives
that some children have to endure? It is timely then to consider if there are other contributing
factors, ‘... embedded in the cultural attitudes and behaviours of the community ... conscious
or unconscious,’®® about how we value and regard children.

Changing attitudes in Australia in recent decades, have played a significant Itis timely to
role in focusing attention and elevating societal expectations about what is consider if there
acceptable, and should be expected. The rapid pace of change globally, has are other
been mirrored in the striking changes in attitudes to women’s participation in  contributing factors,
all aspects of public life, diversity in what constitutes a family, protection of ‘ embedded in the
the environment and smoking for example. The question that needs to be cultural attitudes

asked is whether attitudes to children have evolved to keep pace with what and behaviours of

we want for children, believe they deserve, and have a right to expect? the community ...

This is an uncomfortable question. It should be. It is a question that must be conscious or
asked if we are to move closer to the goal of ensuring that all children have a unconscious,’
caring, safe and supportive childhood. It is a question made even more urgent about how we

in the face of the stark knowledge of our failure to protect so many children

value and regard
from abuse.

children.

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT ATTITUDES TO CHILDREN IN AUSTRALIA TODAY?
In 2009, ARACY issued a Communiqué referring to Nordic countries, noting that:

‘Australia must learn from cultures with a positive attitude to children and young people (and)
from public policies that achieve high levels of child wellbeing.®®

In countries such as Sweden, a strong culture of valuing and

... a strong e . - .

culture if respecting>’ children has been identified as an important factor
- . . .

valuing and contributing to the wellbeing of children.

respecting In New Zealand, Every Child Counts launched a ‘1000 days to get it right

children has for every child’ campaign in 2011( the campaign) focused on the first

three years of a child’s life, with the aim of encouraging political parties

been identified
and members of parliament to put children at the centre of their

.as ant i policies.®® Marking 500 days from the launch of the campaign in May
:(mpior an 2013, progress was described as follows:
actor

While it is clear that this parliament has focused on children more than
previous parliaments have done, there remain significant challenges for
parliamentarians in all parties to ensure that New Zealand has the
policies and practices and attitudes needed to ensure that every child thrives.*°

contributing to
the wellbeing

Part of the campaign was the commissioning of a study of the Netherlands to assess the
effectiveness of public investment in children in New Zealand and to identify whether there
are specific policies contributing to the Netherlands high child wellbeing outcomes that may
inform New Zealand’s efforts to improve the wellbeing and status of children. It highlighted
that an inherent culture of valuing and respecting children played a central role in contributing
to their wellbeing.®! It is notable that Nordic countries were amongst the first to outlaw corporal
punishment of children.®?
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The ‘Australian Attitudes to Young People Survey’, (the survey) undertaken by ARACY in 2012
asked participants to rank in order of importance, seven pre-defined aspects of wellbeing.
‘Being loved and valued’ was considered the most important aspect for wellbeing by both child
and adult participants. Children in Australia want to be valued and respected,®® but do we
know if they are as highly valued and respected as children are in a country such as
Sweden?® Have we as a society considered what valuing children means, and does it extend
further than just our own children and those children that we have immediate contact with?

What proportion of the society would agree that children and young people, (who make up
almost one quarter of the population), should be at the forefront of our considerations?% The
Survey undertaken by ARACY in 2012, found nearly three quarters of respondents, believed
society shares the responsibility for improving the health and wellbeing of children, but only
39% of adult respondents typically considered the wellbeing of children and young people
when making decisions.%® Is it assumed then that the views and interests for example of the
business sector, or other groups within society such as the aged, should have greater
influence than those of children and young people? 8’ Are our attitudes to children influenced
by proximity, or clouded by how we perceive other features of their lives and circumstances?%
Do we feel more empathy for some children than others? % How connected are we, as a
society and as individuals, to the plight of children who suffer from poverty, from domestic
violence, from abuse? Do children’s rights, needs and wishes still hold less weight today, than
those of adults and institutions, © as in the past? Even today, is a child’s word less likely to
believed than that of an adult?

WAYS FORWARD

The VCI seeks to inspire Australian’s to value all children by building A child’s
understanding and acceptance that children are precious in and of themselves,
and that a child’s wellbeing is the shared responsibility of the entire community.
It also seeks to ensure that all children are at the forefront of our
considerations.

wellbeing needs
to be seen as
the shared
responsibility of
The VCl hopes to play arole in creating a compelling picture of what is possible 1, cntire

when we do value all children, and that is better lives for all children, and a

) community, and
better society for everyone.

children should
The VCI is an ambitious project. The hope is to engage with as many be at the
individuals and organisations in Australia as possible, in the belief that forefront of our
leadership at multiple levels and across sectors is needed for the success of considerations.
the initiative.

The purpose of the foundation paper is to provide a rationale for the VCI and a starting point
to stimulate discussion.

In 2016 the VCI will:

1) Seek funding to undertake a survey about attitudes to children in Australia.

2) Consult with stakeholders to seek their feedback, support and input.

3) Find opportunities to promote discussion and engage with the community about the
VCI.

4) Build support for a simple, clear and consistent message that all children should be
valued and be at the forefront of our considerations.

The Valuing Children Initiative invites you to join us.
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