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Brandon entitled to answers

Joe TucciW
E

would
prefer not to

think
about

child

abuse. But it happens.

Last week, we were shocked

when
we

read
in

the
Herald

Sun
about how

much
‘‘Bran-

don’’ suffered.

Here
was

a
little

boy
who

was
bashed

by
his

dad

because he ate his breakfast

too slowly.

There was palpable outrage

by so many at the inadequate

sentence
given

to
his

father

who had
abused

him.

It is unimaginable
to

think

of the
terror that fills

a
five-

year-old who has been beaten

to within an inch of his life.

We need
to

be sure that all

that could
have been

done to

protect Brandon was done.

The
problem

is that we
do

not know
how

well the
child

protection
system

responded

to
Brandon. And, as the

sys-

tem
stands, we are unlikely to

ever know.

In Victoria, there is no inde-

pendent evaluation of the way

a
case

of
child

abuse
is

handled
unless a child

dies.

Even
then,

these
reviews

only
occur

if
the

child
was

known
to

the
Department of

Human
Services

for
up

to

three months before death.

Surely, we don’t need to wait

for a child
to

be killed
before

we ask
questions about what

might have been
done to pre-

vent the tragedy.

In Brandon’s case, there are

many unanswered
questions.

For example, did
any of the

professionals
who

dealt
with

Brandon or his family suspect

that he was being abused?

Did they then make a report

to DHS as soon as they could?

If
they

didn’t
report, why

not? Did
they lack the under-

standing or the confidence to

know
what

to
do

in
these

circumstances?

If notification was made, did

DHS
respond

in
the time they

were supposed to?

Did
the

child
protection

workers
have

sufficient
sup-

port to
enable them

to
make

all
the

critical
decisions

in-

volved
in the case?

Was
the

caseload
of these

workers too high?

Did
they

have
adequate

time to conduct investigations

to do what was needed?

Were they able to collect all

the
information

required
to

assess
the

risk
to

Brandon

accurately?
Were

there
any

barriers
to

the timely sharing of informa-

tion
between

professionals

such
as doctors, teachers, so-

cial workers and
the police?

Did the different parts of the

system
work well together?

Or
did

they
work

at
cross

purposes?
Was there a need for greater

co-ordination?

Even
m

ore
im

portantly,

were
there

any
previous

re-

ports made to DHS
that were

not investigated?

If there
were

past reports,

were the investigations closed

prematurely?

Was there an
earlier oppor-

tunity
to

have
changed

the

path
of Brandon’s life so that

he did
not end

up
living with

his
father

where
he

was
so

cruelly treated?

W
ERE

there the resources

available
then

to
have

made a difference?

The answers to
these ques-

tions are crucial to protecting

children
like

Brandon
from

violence at home.

Incidents of serious assault

of
children

can
provide

an

opportunity to identify and fix

problems in the system.

For these
reviews

to
work,

they cannot be done in-house.

They need
to be completed

by
someone

outside
the

sys-

tem
with the clout to demand

that changes be made.

They
need

to
be

indepen-

dent enough to hold
any level

of government accountable
if

they fail to make the changes

that are required.

What else
could

have
been

done that might have spared

Brandon
the

terror and
pain

that was inflicted
on him?

M
aybe

the
answer is

noth-

ing. M
aybe the system

worked

effectively and there was noth-

ing that could
have predicted

and stopped Brandon’s abuse.

But let’s say there are areas

that should
be improved.

Even though this is the more

likely scenario, we just will not

know.Without the
Victorian

gov-

ernment introducing a system

for undertaking and reporting

independent
reviews

of
all

cases
of

serious
assault

of

children we will never know.

We
will not

have
to

think

about
it

again, at
least

not

until another child
is hurt as

badly as Brandon.

But by
then, it will be

too

late.Dr
JOE

TUCCI
is

chief
executive

of
the

Australian Childhood Foundation
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Brandon entitled to answers

Joe Tucci

W
E would prefer not to

think about child

abuse. But it happens.

Last week, we were shocked

when we read in the Herald

Sun about how much ‘‘Bran-

don’’ suffered.

Here was a little boy who

was bashed by his dad

because he ate his breakfast

too slowly.

There was palpable outrage

by so many at the inadequate

sentence given to his father

who had abused him.

It is unimaginable to think

of the terror that fills a five-

year-old who has been beaten

to within an inch of his life.

We need to be sure that all

that could have been done to

protect Brandon was done.

The problem is that we do

not know how well the child

protection system responded

to Brandon. And, as the sys-

tem stands, we are unlikely to

ever know.

In Victoria, there is no inde-

pendent evaluation of the way

a case of child abuse is

handled unless a child dies.

Even then, these reviews

only occur if the child was

known to the Department of

Human Services for up to

three months before death.

Surely, we don’t need to wait

for a child to be killed before

we ask questions about what

might have been done to pre-

vent the tragedy.

In Brandon’s case, there are

many unanswered questions.

For example, did any of the

professionals who dealt with

Brandon or his family suspect

that he was being abused?

Did they then make a report

to DHS as soon as they could?

If they didn’t report, why

not? Did they lack the under-

standing or the confidence to

know what to do in these

circumstances?

If notification was made, did

DHS respond in the time they

were supposed to?

Did the child protection

workers have sufficient sup-

port to enable them to make

all the critical decisions in-

volved in the case?

Was the caseload of these

workers too high?

Did they have adequate

time to conduct investigations

to do what was needed?

Were they able to collect all

the information required to

assess the risk to Brandon

accurately?

Were there any barriers to

the timely sharing of informa-

tion between professionals

such as doctors, teachers, so-

cial workers and the police?

Did the different parts of the

system work well together?

Or did they work at cross

purposes?

Was there a need for greater

co-ordination?

Even more importantly,

were there any previous re-

ports made to DHS that were

not investigated?

If there were past reports,

were the investigations closed

prematurely?

Was there an earlier oppor-

tunity to have changed the

path of Brandon’s life so that

he did not end up living with

his father where he was so

cruelly treated?

W ERE there the resources

available then to have

made a difference?

The answers to these ques-

tions are crucial to protecting

children like Brandon from

violence at home.

Incidents of serious assault

of children can provide an

opportunity to identify and fix

problems in the system.

For these reviews to work,

they cannot be done in-house.

They need to be completed

by someone outside the sys-

tem with the clout to demand

that changes be made.

They need to be indepen-

dent enough to hold any level

of government accountable if

they fail to make the changes

that are required.

What else could have been

done that might have spared

Brandon the terror and pain

that was inflicted on him?

Maybe the answer is noth-

ing. Maybe the system worked

effectively and there was noth-

ing that could have predicted

and stopped Brandon’s abuse.

But let’s say there are areas

that should be improved.

Even though this is the more

likely scenario, we just will not

know.

Without the Victorian gov-

ernment introducing a system

for undertaking and reporting

independent reviews of all

cases of serious assault of

children we will never know.

We will not have to think

about it again, at least not

until another child is hurt as

badly as Brandon.

But by then, it will be too

late.

Dr JOE TUCCI is chief executive of the

Australian Childhood Foundation
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SILENCING THECHILDREN
Too often, victims of child abuse are dismissed as liars, fantasists or sexually provocative. Incest is even explained away as part of

a caring relationship. It is time that children’s voices were heard, write Chris Goddard and Neerosh Mudaly.

T
HE truth, it is said, is stranger
than fiction. There can be few
truths stranger than the history
of child abuse and our
responses to the children who
have been abused. The reader of
history with an interest in chil-

dren and childhood realises that children do
not feature very prominently. One expla-
nation was proposed by French historian
Philippe Aries, who suggested that this was
because childhood was not viewed as a sep-
arate stage of human development.

Sociologist Chris Jenks has suggested that
Aries is describing a time when children were
largely invisible. Jenks goes on to propose
that this view is easier to understand when
we reflect upon the comparatively ‘‘recent
invention’’ of notions of ‘‘youth’’ and ‘‘ado-
lescence’’.

Whether or not children were indeed
invisible, there is now no dispute that they
were often terribly abused, and that this
abuse went largely unremarked. A potent
force in the failure to discover the extent of
child abuse has been the silencing of
children.

It is now generally accepted that the work
of Dr Henry Kempe and his colleagues, pub-
lished in 1962, created modern interest in
child abuse. Their paper, published in the
Journal of the American Medical Associ-
ation, is considered the seminal work in this
area. Entitled The Battered-Child Syndrome,
the article caused widespread interest in the
problem, not only in the US but also in
Britain and Australia. Kempe’s research
uncovered the catastrophic end of the spec-
trum of what is now called child abuse:
dozens of deaths and scores of children
suffering permanent brain damage.

In Australia, it was the brothers Birrell,
John, a police surgeon, and Robert, a paedia-
trician, who brought child abuse to the public
attention. Their first paper, in The Medical
Journal of Australia in 1966, described eight
cases of the ‘‘Maltreatment Syndrome’’. Two
children had died as a result of abuse, and

the authors suggested that their deaths were
caused by ‘‘the blind application of the ‘phil-
osophy’ that even a bad home is better than
no home or the best possible institution’’.
This observation remains pertinent in many
of the child abuse deaths of recent years.

It is interesting to reflect on this research
from the perspective of the child. At first
sight, the children may be said to be central
to the studies. The papers describe abuse in
horrific detail. Kempe’s paper contains
X-rays of injured children. ‘‘The bones tell a
story the child is too young or frightened to
tell,’’ the paper says.

It is too easy to assume, however, that the
children were too young to tell. Too often, it
was the adults who were not prepared to
listen.

The paper by Birrell and Birrell includes
numbered case studies and photographs of
the abused children. Case five is particularly
poignant. There are two photos of a girl, aged
three, and her awful injuries. ‘‘The child was
in hospital for 10 days,’’ says the paper,
‘‘where she screamed and ran from the father
whenever he visited.’’

Her screams were in vain. She was
returned home. She had been effectively ren-
dered inaudible.

The US Advisory Board on Child Abuse
and Neglect concluded in a study of child
deaths that luck plays a major part in decid-
ing which children survive serious abuse and
which do not. Luck was, in part at least, on
this young girl’s side. She survived the next
inevitable assault. But reading the account
some 40 years later, we are left wondering
where and how she is now.

Daniel Valerio was less fortunate. Daniel’s
brief life and painful death have been
described in detail many times. The two-
year-old died in Melbourne in September
1990. A post-mortem examination found 104
bruises all over his body. Severe internal
injuries were found, akin to the crushing
trauma seen in road accident victims. These
had resulted in severe hemorrhaging and
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‘Injail,MrBaldyplannedmorecrimes

withotherconvictedsexoffenders’

CHILDHOODEXPERTSJOETUCCIandCHRISGODDARDURGEARETHINKONPREDATORS

S
EXUALLYabusedchildren

losepartoftheirlivesfor-

ever.Theirexperiencesare

oftenaffectedbymemories

ofbetrayalandtrauma.

Smalltriggersmaycausethem

torelivetheirfear.Theymaybe

tormentedbyquestionsabout

whytheyweresingledoutfor

abuse.Theyarerobbedofthe

pleasureofchildhoodinnocence.

Theymaylosetheirtrustin

adults.Theycravesafetyand

security,butmayneverreallyfind

it.Theymayevenblamethem-

selves.

BrianKeithJonesisaserial

childmolester.Originallyknown

asBrendanJohnMegson,hewas

sentencedto14years’jailfor

molestingsixboysin1979.Those

boyswereagedbetweenfourand

seven.

Hebecameknownas‘‘Mr

Baldy’’becauseheshavedthe

boys’heads,anddressedthemin

girls’clothes,beforeassaulting

them.

Imagine,ifyoucan,thehumilia-

tion.
Notonlyhadthosechildren

beenviolated,buttheyhadbeen

markedforalltosee.

Thoselittleboys’lives,andthe

livesoftheirfamiliesandfriends,

werechangedforever.Theylost

theirchildhoods.Whoknowswhat

elsetheylost?Evenhavinga

haircutmighthaveassumeda

significance,inducedaterrorthat

ishardforustocomprehend.

Onanymeasure,14yearsinjail

isbarelyenoughforsomanylives

damaged,forsomuchharmdone.

Yet,injail,MrBaldyplanned

morecrimeswithotherconvicted

sexoffenders.

Releasedafterservinglittle

morethanhalfhisterm,within

dayshesexuallyassaultedtwo

moreboys,agedsixandnine.Two

morechildren,cruellyassaulted.

Anotherfamilydeeplyhurt.

AndwhatdidJonesgetfor

theseoffences?Just14years.

Again.

TheCorrectionsCommissioner

assuredthepublicwhenJones

wasreleasedlastmonththatMr

Baldywasunder‘‘stringent’’

supervision.Suchaprocess

placedhiminahousecloseto

wherechildrenmettotakethe

‘‘walkingbus’’toschool.
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  ROAD deaths THIS YEAR      ROAD DEATHS last year

55 47
Victorian deaths in 2022, compared with the same day last year

CHILDREN die in wars. 
Families have to run away 
to be safe. Parents and 
children need rescuing 
from floods. Pets do too.

These are the distressing truths 
facing all of us now.

Children listen to and watch 
everything we do. They hear what 
we say to each other about Ukraine 
and Russia. They see the images of 
rivers flowing into people’s houses.

They see people crying about 
what they have lost. They become 
aware of the destruction caused by 
missiles.

Right now, it is a jumble to 
them. For young children, the two 
stories may combine into one.

They may start to think that war 
causes floods. Imagine how scary 
that would feel for a six-year-old. 

Some children may start to 
worry about their own 
neighbourhood being flooded with 
rain. They might even be 
frightened that Australians are 
going to have to fight in a war.

For older children and 
teenagers, they will know the 
difference. For them, the two 
events happening at the same time 
may serve to intensify other 
worries they already carry. The 
effect of each story may compound 
the other.

These are the young people who 
were so affected by Covid. And 
now they are surrounded with 
more uncertainty and fear. 

We need to realise our kids have 
had very little break from a world 
that has been filled with a sense of 
danger and looming threat for a 
while.

The death of Shane Warne has 
added to a sense of loss for many 
children and adolescents as well. 
He was a hero to them. He was 
someone they admired. He was a 
father too. His children and his 
family were openly crying in the 
media. 

Many young people would be 
devastated too. Because his death 
was so unexpected, some may have 
started to worry about the health of 
their own parents and 
grandparents.

Grief is visiting us all a little too 
much recently.

Now is the time for us to 
reassure them. 

We need to see their concerns 
as legitimate and avoid trying to 
dismiss them because they are too 
young to understand. We need to 
try to not stop trying.

Let them know it is OK for them 
to have their own reactions to what 

they are seeing and reading. Tell 
them they are not alone in feeling 
the way they do. There are others 
around them who will be 
responding in the same way, even 
if they don’t let on. 

It is also certain that adults are 
worried about all these things too.

Encourage them to talk to you 
or other adults they trust. Show 
them you can handle their feelings 
no matter how strong they are. 
Listen to them. Be prepared to 
answer their questions directly. 
Ask them if you can ask them 
questions too. 

Focus on exploring their 
thoughts and views. It doesn’t 
matter if they are not well formed 
or don’t quite make sense. 
Reinforce how important it is for 
them to share what is going on 
inside their heads and tummies.

Keep your answers simple and 
truthful.

Remind them that there are 
people out there who are trying to 
make things better. In Queensland 
and NSW, where the floods are, 
there are police officers, ambulance 
officers, soldiers and lots and lots of 
volunteers who are rescuing people 
and pets. These are also the people 
who will help the clean-up after the 
water goes away.

Explain to them there are many 
countries that are trying to stop the 
war in Ukraine. Many 
governments around the world 
(such as the US, Britain, France, 

Germany and Australia) are 
working together to put pressure 
on the Russian government to stop 
the war as soon as possible.

Give them something to believe 
in and be hopeful about. Big 
problems will eventually be fixed. 

It may take some time. It may 
take a lot of effort. But we will get 
through it, especially if we work on 
these problems together.

Do more caring things in your 
family and neighbourhood. Show 
your children that kindness still 
exists in the world.

Make sure they know the 
people who have always loved 
them still love them with all their 
hearts. Tell them they are 
important to you no matter what 
happens in the world. Help them 
really know that you and the whole 
family want them to keep having 
fun, learn and enjoy their friends.

Let them feel sad about Warnie. 
Share some stories about him with 
them. Pick up a bat and ball and let 
your backyard become the MCG. 
Remind them that fond memories 
of people are comforting to hold on 
to.

It is important to help empower 
them to take some action together.

Make a donation to a charity 
that helps children in disasters. 
Write a letter with them to the 
Prime Minister so they can tell him 
what they think should happen. 
Join a petition with them against 
the war.

The world is cruel. It is 
terrifying. But it is the relationships 
around children that help them to 
make sense of it all. It is these 
relationships that can make us feel 
safe.

We could all do with a little of 
that right now.

Dr Joe Tucci is chief executive of 
the Australian Childhood 
Foundation, a charity that 
provides specialist trauma 
counselling to children and 
families

FOR 20 years, Australia’s 
educational standards have been 
falling against comparable 

nations and in real terms.
What that means is Australia’s 

learning standards have become not 
just less competitive in an 
increasingly competitive world, but 
also lower compared with results 
previously achieved here.

A 15-year-old Australian student is 
a year of learning behind where the 
average 15-year-old was in 2000 – 
and three years behind the average 
15-year-old in Singapore, according 
to 2021 OECD rankings.

If we fail to arm emerging 
generations with the skills needed to 
enable them to be individually 
successful and competitive then we 

also fail the test we must set ourselves 
as a nation. The Herald Sun this week 
revealed almost one in 10 trainee 
teachers were failing basic literacy 
and numeracy exams as part of their 
tertiary studies to become teachers. 

Indeed, based on the past six years 
of data, failure rates have generally 
become progressively worse. 

In 2016, 95 and 94 per cent of 
trainee teachers passed the literacy 
and numeracy components, a figure 
that has now fallen to 91 and 90 per 
cent respectively.   The basic 
assessment should be given at the end 
of a first year of teaching studies, not 
at the end of courses, to ensure adults 
teaching students have the requisite 
skills to teach others and to improve 
results for students.

Teaching the teachers

THE Herald Sun yesterday 
revealed the scale of abuse 
of an anti-anxiety drug that 
is now causing higher death 
rates than all other illicit 

drug overdoses combined.
The ice “epidemic” over the past 

decade grabbed public and police 
focus as the methamphetamine 
caused thousands of lives to spiral out 
of control, often resulting in violent 
crime.

The perennial challenges of 
fighting heroin addiction and 
trafficking also demands significant 
attention as addicts collapse, and too 
often die, on inner-urban streets or in 
our towns.

Then there is the flood of high-
priced cocaine, and the continued 
abuse of cannabis.

Yet beyond the destruction 
wrought by the full range of illicit 
substances, the flood of black market 
Xanax-style benzodiazepine drugs 
into the state in recent years is now 
inflicting more deaths and driving a 
new stream of criminal profits.

According to data revealed in 
Monday’s Herald Sun, 
benzodiazepines have killed 1436 
Victorians in five years – more than 
the combined total for all other illegal 
drugs, which stands at 1335 deaths. 

It’s a truly shocking figure, made 
all the more alarming because the 
carnage is a result of a drug type long 
associated with mental health and 
anxiety control, but which is now 
being trafficked in backyard, online 
and street operations as a mind-
altering substance.

The Herald Sun investigation 
found organised criminals were 
increasingly targeting Victoria for the 
distribution of black market imported 
benzodiazepine, with a focus on 
online sales, and even offering “free” 
delivery. 

The highly addictive drug is being 
sold in Melbourne via social media 
for $10 a tablet, in doses double the 
safe legally prescribed dosage. 

The drug is capable of slowing or 
stopping breathing, particularly after 

recent use of opioids or alcohol, and 
misuse can cause addiction, overdose 
and death. 

Illegal designer “benzos” were 
largely unheard of before 2018 but 
have quickly become the most lethal 
form of new-generation underground 
drugs in Victoria.

As the rate of benzodiazepine 
prescriptions by the nation’s doctors 
has fallen a third in less than a 
decade, criminal traffickers are 
increasingly importing new illegal 
imitations of the drug.

While heroin, methamphetamine 
and cocaine remain the high-profile 
priorities for law enforcement and 
border control, more work needs to 
be done to cut illicit benzodiazepine 
supplies.

An online advertisement offering 
Xanax in the Hawthorn-Glenferrie 
area is suspected of being just one of 
many run by dealers across 
Melbourne. It offers the pills for $10 
each or $300 a bottle with free 
delivery thrown in as part of the 
pitch. 

One Melbourne mother told this 
newspaper her teenage son lost his 
memory, suffered blackouts and 
ended up in prison after descending 
into Xanax abuse.

A range of trafficking cases have 
been brought before the courts, and 
drug pushers who supply a range of 
illicit substances are now broadening 
their offerings.

The drug is highly addictive, even 
when prescribed for anxiety or 
insomnia illnesses. Between 20 and 
up to 100 per cent addiction rates 
have been identified in overseas 
studies for long-term users. In 2014, 
the alprazolam version of 
benzodiazepine was rescheduled to 
the higher controls of a schedule 8 
drug due to increasing abuse.

Types of illicit drug use move 
according to price and supply, and it’s 
clear that “‘benzos” are causing 
massive destruction.

Authorities must meet this 
challenge with policing and 
education on its harms.

We must tackle 
‘benzo’ scourge

joe
tucci

Our kids have had 
very little break 

from a world that 
has been filled with 

a sense of danger 
and looming threat 

for a while 

help kids 
process 
tragedy

A refugee fleeing 
Ukraine arrives at 

the Slovakian 
border.
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Every child 
is precious

There is a list of children whose 
names we know because they have 
disappeared not to be seen again - 
Madeline McCann, William Tyrrell, Daniel 
Morcombe. 

This year, we added little Cleo Smith. For 
eighteen days, we all forgot to breathe. 
We hoped and hoped. And for once, she 
came back. 

We couldn’t believe it. We thought she 
was lost forever, but when she was 
rescued, we shared the joy as though 
she was our own. 

While the police and courts figure out 
what happened, we cannot lose sight of 
how childhoods can so easily disappear. 
The reality is that many children are 
hurt every day, but don’t capture the 
attention of our community.   

In recent research by the Australian 
Childhood Foundation, child abuse 
ranked lower as a community concern 
than problems with roads and public 
transport. 

More than half of the people surveyed 
were so poorly informed that they could 
not even hazard a guess at the number 
of reports of child abuse made last year 
in Australia. 

If you didn’t know, the accurate number 
is 486 300. 

Children face barriers to being safe. 
They are blamed for the behaviour of 
abusive adults. 

Children are not trusted to tell the truth. 
Only 1 in 3 people said they would 
definitely believe a child who disclosed 
abuse. 

Research has shown that children who 
are not taken seriously when they  
first tell someone can take over 20 years 
before they dare to speak of it again,  
if at all. 

Many were worried about reporting 
abuse to authorities. They did not 
believe it was their business to interfere. 
They did not want to make things 
worse for the family. They thought the 
system would not hold the perpetrators 
accountable and only retraumatize 
children. 

Looking away makes children 
vulnerable. Hoping that child abuse 
disappears is not realistic.  

Switching off because it is too horrific to 
tolerate does not make children safer.     

Finding little Cleo Smith was a happy 
ending to what could have been a 
tragedy. It was a story that made us 
cry with relief. It has also given us the 
chance to make sure it counts for much 
more than that. 

It can be the impetus for us to become 
more aware of the dangers that many 
children face every day. It can help us 
commit to believing children when they 
tell us that they are being abused. 

And above all, it can make us celebrate 
the preciousness of children in the life 
of a community. After all, we tend to 
protect what we treasure to most. 

Dr Joe Tucci is the CEO of the 
Australian Childhood Foundation.
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Vulnerable kids’ 
lives matter, too
What would you do if your teenager went 
missing from home? 

Your mind would start racing. You would 
run through all the possible reasons for 
them not being home – they had been 
in a car accident or kidnapped or been 
attacked. You would retrace what you 
knew about their plans. You would try  
to convince yourself that you were not 
over-reacting.  

But as the time ticked by, you would 
panic. You would become desperate. You 
would ring the police. You would want 
them to turn up and help you. You would 
want them to fill in a Missing Persons 
Report straight away. You would want 
them to ask you for as much information 
as you could. You would want them to 
take it seriously. You would want the 
Police to help you look for them. 

You would hardly sleep that night. You 
would cry. All you would want is for them 
to come back.

What about if they were still missing after 
a week? Or after three months? How hard 
would it be? What would you want the 
community around you to do to help? 

Last month, the Victorian Commissioner 
for Children and Young People told 
Parliament there were children as young 
as 10 years old under the responsibility 
of the state, living in the residential care 
system who go missing for days, weeks or 
months at a time. 

On average each month, there are 
452 children and young people living 
in residential care in Victoria. They are 
some of our most vulnerable kids. They 
have suffered abuse and violation over 
extended periods of time. 

They want to be understood. They want to 
feel like they belong. They try their hardest 
to live up to expectations, but sometimes 

the pain they carry with them from their 
trauma makes it hard for them to respond 
positively to being looked after. 

They can find it difficult to trust. They have 
been pushed from one home to another 
often with little preparation or support. 

The Commissioner told parliament that 
every month there were an average of 388 
court ordered directions for Victoria Police 
to find these children because they were 
missing and return them to their residential 
unit. That is almost one court order per 
month for every child in residential care. 
It makes them 75 time more likely to be 
classified as a missing person than other 
children aged 13-17 in the community.

When they were missing from care, 
these kids were found to be exploited by 
creeps who see them as easy prey. They 
were offered drugs and money for sex. 
They were manipulated into committing 
burglaries or other types of crimes. 

The commissioner highlighted that 
rather than believing these kids were at 
significant risk, they were just as likely to 
be seen as street smart and able to look 
after themselves. She found that there 
is complacency about how actively the 
police follow up with some children. There 
is fatigue and frustration in the system. 
Often, these young people are seen as 
undeserving of protection. Sometimes, 
everyone just gives up trying to find them.

The residential care system needs an 
overhaul. It needs a government response 
that is willing to face up to how much 
danger these young people are in. These 
are people the government is responsible 
for. High quality residential care can and 
does turn young people’s lives around. 

More than a decade ago, a previous 
government started reform that was 
intentional and clear. It set out to make 

all residential care more therapeutic. It 
believed understanding the trauma these 
young people had suffered would help 
residential carers, child protection workers 
and police to respond better. 

It was committed to improving funding so 
care agencies could provide better quality 
of care.  

In the last three years, the commissioner 
has repeated that there are significant 
flaws in the current model of residential 
care in Victoria. It leaves many young 
people without meaningful connections 
with their carers, homes and fellow 
residents. It leaves many feeling unsafe. 

The government needs to go back to 
the lessons from the past and commit to 
making changes.

The worst that could have happened for 
these young people is COVID19. It has 
sucked out money from government 
departments that very much need it. 

We have learnt what happens when you 
stop making investments in areas like 
public health. It only makes it harder when 
there is a crisis like a pandemic.

The Commissioner for Children and Young 
People has shown us that there is a crisis 
right now in residential care. 

These kids cannot wait.  

Tonight, as you turn off your lights to go to 
bed, you know your teenagers are safely 
home. However, there will be a lot of hurt 
and frightened young people who are not. 
They are our kids too. 

Dr Joe Tucci is the CEO of the 
Australian Childhood Foundation, a 
national charity that provides specialist 
trauma counselling to children and their 
families.
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Children deserve justice even in death
By JOE TUCCI CEO, Australian Childhood Foundation

Little Cody Hutchings died a brutal death. 
By the time that his step father had finished 
with him, Cody was covered in 160 bruises, 
his liver was torn and he had two skull 
fractures.

In the Supreme Court yesterday, Stuart 
McMaster was sentenced to a maximum 
of thirteen years imprisonment with a 
minimum of ten after pleading guilty to 
manslaughter.

It is hard to think of a worse crime. Really, 
can you imagine any worse form of torture 
than the repeated and systematic bashing 
of a young child? Cody would have been in 
tremendous pain. He would have been in 
a constant state of terror. Cody was killed 
by an adult who should have cared for him 
and protected him.

Yet, the sentence given to McMaster is 
only half of the maximum of 25 years that 
the worst kind of manslaughter can attract. 
This equation defies logic. If the maximum 
sentence was not given in the case of 

Cody Hutchings, then to what kind of crime 
would it apply?

The criminal justice system has a history of 
denying children the justice they deserve. 
In the recent trial of David Arney, the 
courts imposed a nine year jail term, with 
a five-year minimum, after he plead guilty 
to manslaughter and recklessly causing 
serious injury to five-month-old Rachael 
Joy Arney. Only later, after community 
pressure and as a response to an appeal, 
Arney had his sentence increased to eleven 
years with a minimum of eight. The appeal 
court, itself, commented that the original 
sentence was grossly inadequate and not 
in line with community expectations.

Clearly, the current approach requires a 
thorough review. It is the very assumptions 
underpinning the decision making of 
the courts that are flawed. Children are 
vulnerable because of their developmental 
immaturity. They rely on adults around 
them for their safety.

They are smaller. They need us to stand up 
for them. Crimes against them, especially 
violent crimes, should be treated more 
seriously.

The starting point would be to introduce a 
new class of offence that deals specifically 
with child homicide. The assumptions of 
this law would be different. It would be 
assumed that adults who deliberately and 
repeatedly abuse children know that their 
violence could result in a child’s death. 
It would be assumed that adults who kill 
children have made a choice to act in the 
way that they did. It would be assumed 
that the community holds preciously the 
life of all children. It would be assumed that 
the rights of children should be promoted 
even in their death.

With these assumptions, the courts would 
have an obligation to impose more severe 
sentences on adult killers of children.

In addition, there should be greater 
emphasis on understanding how child 
homicide could be prevented. Could we 

have done more as a community to notice 
the torture of little Cody and stopped it 
from continuing before it was too late? Are 
we informed enough about what to look 
out for in relation to abuse? Do adults feel 
confident about knowing how to respond 
when they suspect that child abuse is 
occurring? Are the systems designed to 
protect children adequate?

How can they be improved? Are enough 
supports available to children? Cody’s 
death is a reminder that child abuse does 
not only occur in remote parts of Australia. 
It happens in our own backyard to children 
we know.

Treating violence towards children as a 
serious crime is important. Preventing 
abuse from happening in the first place is 
perhaps even more critical. 

The Australian Childhood Foundation is 
a leading national child abuse prevention 
organisation focused on providing community 
education and specialist trauma services for 
children affected by abuse and family violence.

Facing up to the horror of child abuse and neglect
By JOE TUCCI CEO, Australian Childhood Foundation

The photo of Shellay Ward in the 
newspapers was a stark contrast to the 
story about her death. There she was - a 
sweet little 7 year old girl with chubby 
cheeks and impish eyes. There was no 
picture of her only weighing 9kg when 
she died allegedly from starvation and 
dehydration. There was no picture of the 
exhaustion and pain that she would have 
suffered in the days leading to her death.

Picturing Shellay’s emaciated body is not 
an image that can be held in our mind for 
any length of time. It is too horrendous to 
tolerate. It is much easier to switch off. 
Yet, it is this very propensity for all of us to 
turn away from the horror of child abuse 
and neglect that leaves children even more 
vulnerable.

As we turn away, we look for reasons not 
to take action and not to become involved.

This is at the heart of the problem of the 
child protection system in New South 
Wales and almost all

other states. The system is enshrined on 
a principle of minimal intervention. This 
means that child protection workers are 
legally obliged to implement plans which 
are the least intrusive into the lives of 
families.

Practically, this translates into decisions 
which for example keep young children 

with parents who are heavy drug users 
even though they are not safe. In other 
common scenarios, it leads to children 
being returned to parents whose capacity 
to provide adequate supervision to their 
children is severely reduced because of a 
disability or mental illness.

It is a system built on false optimism that is 
dangerous for children.

It is no wonder that child protection 
workers, foster carers and police are 
frustrated with how much the system is 
oriented towards supporting parents, rather 
than protecting children.

The only hope of reforming the care and 
protection system is to face up to the 
extent to which violence and neglect are 
part of the daily lives of thousands of 
children in Australia.

State governments would then have 
to dismantle the large bureaucracies 
like DOCS in New South Wales and 
Department of Human Services in Victoria 
and create specific Departments of Child

Protection where children’s need would not 
have to compete with the needs of adults, 
such as those with gambling problems or 
difficulties with housing. The focus of these 
new Departments would emphasise the 
proper investigation of all child abuse and 
neglect reports rather than gate keeping.

New laws would require parents to improve 
their standard of care and protection of 
children within adequate time frames. The 
laws would make it clear that parents who 
fail their children would not be allowed 
to care for them. Abused and neglected 
children would not be left to drift without 
supervision or monitoring by the state.

Violence and neglect of children would be 
treated as a serious crime – not only after 
children have been killed.

The Commonwealth Government would 
accept that it too has a role in child 
protection. It could not hide behind the 
rubric that it is only the responsibility of 
the states. It would set up a system for 
auditing the effectiveness of state child 
protection systems to ensure that they are 
performing to standard. It would invest 
in sustained campaigns that educate the 
community about how to identify abuse 
and neglect and feel confident to know 
how to respond. It would work to bring in 
national uniform child protection laws. It 
would fund specialist trauma services for 
all children who have experienced abuse 
and violence – so that no matter where 
children lived they could be helped to 
recover from the aftermaths of violation 
and torture.

The community would also be expected 
to play its part in protecting children. 

New laws would make it compulsory for 
everyone to report suspected cases of 
child abuse and neglect. Neighbours, 
family members, sporting coaches would 
all feel empowered to ask about the welfare 
of a child who they are worried about. They 
would feel that it is important to reach out 
to a parent under stress and offer them 
support.

Vulnerable children need to stop sliding 
off our collective radar. Abuse and neglect 
occurs behind closed doors away from the 
public gaze. But children need adults to 
keep an eye on them and protect them.

They rely on adults not to take a back seat 
and wait to see what happens. Hoping for 
the best is not enough to keep children 
safe from harm.

The images that should really confront us 
are those children who are yet to surface, 
who currently are being tormented and 
neglected. For now, these are faceless 
pictures of children in the shadows. But, 
they will undoubtedly be the children who 
will haunt us tomorrow if we do not face up 
to them today.

The Australian Childhood Foundation is 
a leading national child abuse prevention 
organisation focused on providing community 
education and specialist trauma services for 
children affected by abuse and family violence.____________________________________________________________________________________
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‘In jail, Mr Baldy planned more crimes
with other convicted sex offenders’
CHILDHOOD EXPERTS JOE TUCCI and CHRIS GODDARD URGE A RETHINK ON PREDATORS

S
EXUALLY abused children
lose part of their lives for-
ever. Their experiences are
often affected by memories

of betrayal and trauma.
Small triggers may cause them

to relive their fear. They may be
tormented by questions about
why they were singled out for
abuse. They are robbed of the
pleasure of childhood innocence.
They may lose their trust in
adults. They crave safety and
security, but may never really find
it. They may even blame them-
selves.

Brian Keith Jones is a serial
child molester. Originally known
as Brendan John Megson, he was
sentenced to 14 years’ jail for
molesting six boys in 1979. Those
boys were aged between four and
seven.

He became known as ‘‘Mr
Baldy’’ because he shaved the
boys’ heads, and dressed them in

girls’ clothes, before assaulting
them.

Imagine, if you can, the humilia-
tion.

Not only had those children
been violated, but they had been
marked for all to see.

Those little boys’ lives, and the
lives of their families and friends,
were changed forever. They lost
their childhoods. Who knows what
else they lost? Even having a
haircut might have assumed a
significance, induced a terror that
is hard for us to comprehend.

On any measure, 14 years in jail
is barely enough for so many lives
damaged, for so much harm done.

Yet, in jail, Mr Baldy planned
more crimes with other convicted
sex offenders.

Released after serving little
more than half his term, within
days he sexually assaulted two
more boys, aged six and nine. Two
more children, cruelly assaulted.

Another family deeply hurt.
And what did Jones get for

these offences? Just 14 years.
Again.

The Corrections Commissioner
assured the public when Jones
was released last month that Mr
Baldy was under ‘‘stringent’’
supervision. Such a process
placed him in a house close to
where children met to take the
‘‘walking bus’’ to school.
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Act now
to save

our kids
Joe Tucci and

Chris Goddard

THE furore over Orbost
teacher Andrew Phillips
has overshadowed one

crucial issue that new laws
to protect children still don’t
go far enough

Why Because what our lawmakers

makers do now will have a

profound effect on the future
lives of our children as the 

following true story reveals

Sam is a nine-year-old boy
who loved cricket Even before 
breakfast Sam would be found

bowling in the back yard 

He had already won trophies
for his talent and enthusiasm
Two years ago Sam’s team

unexpectedly lost its coach It

was hard to find a replacement
at such short notice 

A family friend of another
player volunteered
He turned out to be a great

coach The boys liked him

He liked Sam a lot On a

couple of nights during the
season the coach even stayed 
over at Sam’s house after
team barbecues 

Sam’s dad started to worry
that something was wrong
when Sam dropped three

catches in one game
Sam eventually told him

about the coach and about 
what he had done to him

The coach had sexually
abused Sam 
He had hurt him and betrayed

trayed his trust 

He had robbed Sam of his
love of the game
When Sam’s dad first raised

the abuse with the cricket club
administration they found it

hard to believe

They thought the coach was
a good bloke They told him
that it must have been a

misunderstanding
Sam’s dad persuaded them 

to suspend him while the police

lice investigated

When the coach was charged 
Sam’s family discovered that
he had two prior convictions for

indecent assault of a minor
in Queensland
Sam came for counselling at

the Australian i Childhood
Foundation
He was really angry He had 

nightmares He could not concentrate

centrate at school He did not 
want to mix with his friends

The counselling has helped 
But Sam has not returned to

playing cricket He may never

play again The game is not
the same for Sam

Sam’s trauma could have 
been prevented for just $12 

That is all it costs for a

volunteer to undergo a national

al criminal records check 

The check would have told
the club’s administrators that 
the coach was a risk to children

dren and should not have been
allowed anywhere near the

club or its members
The State Government’s

Working with Children Bill will
make it compulsory for all

individuals either as employees

ees or volunteers to be 

screened for previous histories 
of crimes against children or
serious crimes against adults 

If past convictions are identified

tified such people will not be

able to have any role in educating

cating caring for or supporting

ing children

They will not have access to

children in our schools sporting

ing clubs hospitals and welfare

fare organisations
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Brandon entitled to answers
Joe Tucci

W E would prefer not to
think about child
abuse. But it happens.

Last week, we were shocked
when we read in the Herald
Sun about how much ‘‘Bran-
don’’ suffered.

Here was a little boy who
was bashed by his dad
because he ate his breakfast
too slowly.

There was palpable outrage
by so many at the inadequate
sentence given to his father
who had abused him.

It is unimaginable to think
of the terror that fills a five-
year-old who has been beaten
to within an inch of his life.

We need to be sure that all
that could have been done to
protect Brandon was done.

The problem is that we do
not know how well the child
protection system responded
to Brandon. And, as the sys-
tem stands, we are unlikely to
ever know.

In Victoria, there is no inde-
pendent evaluation of the way
a case of child abuse is
handled unless a child dies.

Even then, these reviews
only occur if the child was
known to the Department of
Human Services for up to
three months before death.

Surely, we don’t need to wait
for a child to be killed before
we ask questions about what
might have been done to pre-
vent the tragedy.

In Brandon’s case, there are
many unanswered questions.

For example, did any of the
professionals who dealt with
Brandon or his family suspect
that he was being abused?

Did they then make a report
to DHS as soon as they could?

If they didn’t report, why

not? Did they lack the under-
standing or the confidence to
know what to do in these
circumstances?

If notification was made, did
DHS respond in the time they
were supposed to?

Did the child protection
workers have sufficient sup-
port to enable them to make
all the critical decisions in-
volved in the case?

Was the caseload of these
workers too high?

Did they have adequate
time to conduct investigations
to do what was needed?

Were they able to collect all
the information required to
assess the risk to Brandon
accurately?

Were there any barriers to
the timely sharing of informa-
tion between professionals
such as doctors, teachers, so-
cial workers and the police?

Did the different parts of the
system work well together?

Or did they work at cross
purposes?

Was there a need for greater
co-ordination?

Even more importantly,
were there any previous re-
ports made to DHS that were
not investigated?

If there were past reports,
were the investigations closed
prematurely?

Was there an earlier oppor-
tunity to have changed the
path of Brandon’s life so that
he did not end up living with
his father where he was so
cruelly treated?

W ERE there the resources
available then to have

made a difference?
The answers to these ques-

tions are crucial to protecting

children like Brandon from
violence at home.

Incidents of serious assault
of children can provide an
opportunity to identify and fix
problems in the system.

For these reviews to work,
they cannot be done in-house.

They need to be completed
by someone outside the sys-
tem with the clout to demand
that changes be made.

They need to be indepen-
dent enough to hold any level
of government accountable if
they fail to make the changes
that are required.

What else could have been
done that might have spared
Brandon the terror and pain
that was inflicted on him?

Maybe the answer is noth-
ing. Maybe the system worked
effectively and there was noth-
ing that could have predicted
and stopped Brandon’s abuse.

But let’s say there are areas
that should be improved.

Even though this is the more
likely scenario, we just will not
know.

Without the Victorian gov-
ernment introducing a system
for undertaking and reporting
independent reviews of all
cases of serious assault of
children we will never know.

We will not have to think
about it again, at least not
until another child is hurt as
badly as Brandon.

But by then, it will be too
late.
Dr JOE TUCCI is chief executive of the
Australian Childhood Foundation
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A System of Abuse
By CHRIS GODDARD and JOE TUCCI

Question: How many children die of 
abuse and neglect each year in Australia? 
Answer: We do not really know. Last 
month, Kathleen Folbigg was found guilty 
of the manslaughter of her first child and 
the murder of her three other children. The 
headlines, such as “Guilty: the mother 
who killed her four babies” (The Age) 
expressed the sense of disbelief and 
horror at the crimes.

Yet there have been few headlines 
questioning the failures in the health and 
welfare systems that allowed a parent to 
kill repeatedly over so many years: Caleb, 
aged 19 days, died in 1989; Patrick, eight 
months, died in 1991; Sarah, 11 months, 
died in 1993; and Laura, 19 months, died 
in 1999, almost exactly 10 years after 
Caleb’s death.

That so many deaths remained unseen 
tells us that child abuse is something 
most people would rather not see as 
our community attitude research has 
demonstrated. Perhaps this is why it is 
only through media pressure that any 
change in the practices and policies of the 
Victorian Department of Human Services 
can be achieved.

Victoria appears to be heading for yet 
another child protection “crisis”. All 
the signs are there; the pattern rarely 
varies. There are increasingly vociferous 
complaints from agencies that child 
protection is worse then ever. Child 
protection staff are expected to respond 
to unmanageable workloads. There 
are ministerial denials. Reports are 
suppressed or delayed and then leaked. 
Gradually the media become interested.

Government panic ensues. Something 
will be done, whether it is well-judged 
or not. There is good reason for the 
Government to panic. In 2001-02, 62 
per cent of children reported to child-
protection agencies had been reported 
before (in 1993-94, the figure was 36 per 
cent). It gets worse. Another 6 per cent 
were children who had a sibling previously 
reported. The increased workload that 
the department so often complains about 
is apparently largely made up of children 
being reported again. And again. And 
again.

Many problems in the system are plain to 
see: the lack of accountability, the refusal 
to appoint a children’s commissioner, 
the lack of co-ordination (even in the 
department itself), the lack of focus on 

children’s needs, the failure to assist 
young people when they leave care, the 
morale of the workforce, the ineffective 
legislation, and the lack of political will to 
address the problems. 

Problem: even extensive bruising may 
not count as abuse. Example: a young 
child badly bruised by her father was not 
treated as “substantiated” abuse. Why? 
The mother undertook to protect the child. 
The mother was herself beaten by her 
partner. She could not protect herself, but 
was expected to protect her child.

Problem: the department does not 
speak the same language as the rest 
of the world. The abuse above was 
not “substantiated” even though there 
were bruises for all to see. Example: the 
department talks of “managing concerns” 
rather than responding to children, of 
diversionary pathways, throughput, 
demand reduction, and so on. The rest of 
the world, when forced to confront abuse, 
tends to think in terms of the care and 
protection a wounded child needs.

Problem: the community perception 
is that it is extremely difficult to get 
the department to do anything at all. 
Example: a general practitioner tried 
to refer a girl she suspected was being 
sexually abused. The department refused 
to accept the referral because the GP 
could not state whether the child was 
spending most of her time with one part 
of the family in one region or another part 
of the family in another region. The GP 
eventually made the referral directly to the 
minister’s office after hours of obfuscation.

Problem: parents’ rights to “another 
chance” take precedence over children’s 
rights to protection. Examples: 
departmental documents acknowledge 
that many children suffer many failed 
attempts at returning to their families 
before permanent care is even considered. 
Adoption is out of the question. Foster 
care is in turmoil. A third of children placed 
in 1997-98 had four or more placements in 
the ensuing five years.

Problem: Victoria has never taken the 
prevention of child abuse seriously. 
Examples: while there have been some 
piecemeal programs, the investment 
is risible. In Britain billions of pounds 
are being invested in the early years of 
children’s lives. Similar efforts are being 
invested in Canada.

Problem: neither side of politics, at 
state or federal levels, places sufficient 
emphasis on the rights of children to care 
and protection. Examples: there are no 
federal standards for any aspect of child 
protection. In Victoria, Sherryl Garbutt 
is the third minister in the portfolio since 
Steve Bracks came to office.

Problem: nothing demonstrates this lack 
of care and attention more clearly than the 
death of a child. Example: if the Folbigg 
children had lived and died in Victoria, 
their brief lives and terrifying deaths would 
not have been worthy of the attention 
of the department’s Child Death Review 
Committee. This is because it is not a 
child-deathreview committee at all, but 
rather a child-death-review-only-if-the-
child-has-beenknown- to-the-department-
in-the-last-three-months-of-his-or-her-
life committee. There is no justification 
for this, other than a desire to limit 
government responsibility. The fact that 
a murdered child was not known to the 
department may be the most important 
lesson to learn.

Mercifully few children die of abuse 
and neglect. Many who are abused 
and neglected, however, will carry into 
adulthood awful memories of what 
happened and of our responses to their 
abuse. Some have suggested there are 
potentially massive legal liabilities that 
could arise from the Government’s failure 
in its duty of care. That is the least of our 
problems. 

If we need such a reason to respond to 
vulnerable children in need of protection, 
it does

not say much for us. But if we need a 
reason to respond, if the department 
needs a reason to panic, all we need to do 
is remember that today’s children who are 
repeatedly failed by the Government will 
be tomorrow’s adults - and many of them 
will be tomorrow’s parents.

Dr Chris Goddard is head of social work 
at Monash University. Joe Tucci is CEO 
of Australians Against Child Abuse. Chris 
Goddard’s latest book (with Dr Janet Stanley) 
is In the Firing Line: Violence & Power in Child 
Protection Work (Wiley, 2002).

Email:chris.goddard@med.monash.edu.au 
Email: jtucci@aaca.com.au

Much Can Be Done  
to Ease Child Abuse
By CHRIS GODDARD and JOE TUCCI

History will judge the G-G harshly and the 
PM, if he doesn’t act to protect children, 
say Chris Goddard and Joe Tucci.

HISTORY will not be kind to Peter 
Hollingworth. His actions, in allowing a 
childmolesting priest, John Elliot, loose in 
the community rather than intervening to 
protect children, are unlikely to improve 
with age.

His suggestion that children are seductive 
both on ABC TV’s Australian Story where 
he accused a then 14-year-old girl of 
leading the priest on, and in his statement 
(February 20, 2002) where he said he did 
not condone a bishop’s sex with a young 
girl ‘’regardless of whether or not the girl 
was a willing participant’’ will be cited for 
years to come as examples of an adult’s 
willingness to blame the victim.

The most charitable assessment of 
Hollingworth’s actions as archbishop and 
his words as Governor-General is that he 
lacked imagination. Even this judgment 
requires a leap of charity and faith. 
Perhaps he should have consulted the late 
English poet Ted Hughes, who wrote that 
our imagination, far from being an optional 
extra merely used for entertainment, is 
actually our ‘’most essential piece of 
machinery’’ if we are ‘’to live the lives of 
human beings’’.

The problem with Hollingworth is that 
he appeared to be unable to imagine 
the consequences of his inactions and 
phrases, unable to imagine what it might 
be like to be an abused child. This is the 
recurring problem for the child victim. 
Adults appear to recognise that the effects 
of assault, even threatened assault, on 
adults can be traumatic.

Adults struggle, however, to imagine 
what severe assault might mean from a 
child’s or baby’s perspective. What effects 
do injuries like a fractured skull, retinal 
haemorrhages and subdural haematomas 
have on a baby? What meaning does an 
infant ascribe to such acts, such injuries? 
Most of us struggle to imagine the ravages 
of emotional abuse and neglect.

It may be that the attacks, the neglect, 
vanish only to leave lingering, unresolved, 
unexplained pain; a pain so powerful that 
other feelings, emotions and affections are 

overwhelmed or completely distorted. Of 
course there may be intervening variables 
the unconditional love of a parent or 
foster-parent, the sensitive provision of 
therapeutic services, which may soften 
this pain and anger. 

The truth is that most of us would rather 
not try to imagine the anguish of abuse, 
but try to imagine we must. Imagine, just 
for a moment, what it might mean to be 
a child sodomised by a priest, a man you 
have been instructed to obey, a man who 
perhaps tells you, the terrified victim, that 
you have sinned and must now confess.

The next part might be easier to achieve, 
but no less painful. Imagine, just for a 
moment if you can, what it might mean to 
be the parent of such a wounded child. 
Imagine, if you can bear the pain, what it 
might be like to be a parent who will have 
to live forever with the thought that if only 
you had been quicker to recognise, more 
eager to listen, less trusting, even less 
religious.

Imagine what it might mean to be the 
parent of such a child when those in 
power suggest that your child might 
be imagining what it might mean if the 
perpetrator priest is treated with more 
respect by archbishops and others, is 
given care and consideration while your 
child is asked to remain silent what it 
might be like to realise that others do not 
want to see, that those who should do 
something do nothing.

Our attitudinal survey research suggests 
that much of the above reflects how many 
people feel. They do not want to see child 
abuse, but when they do, they recognise 
its devastating consequences and the 
downstream costs, and they believe 
something must be done.

It is at this point that it is possible to 
suggest that history might not be kind 
to the Prime Minister, who for so long 
protected Hollingworth. The world has 
a long history of treating children with 
terrible cruelty: children were made to 
sweep chimneys, made to work faster by 
the fires lit under them; children’s hands 
were used to dip pottery figures into 
poisonous lead glazes. History should 
teach Howard that it is not just the abusive 

adult who is treated with opprobrium; 
those who fail to offer protection are also 
condemned. Treating the victims of abuse 
poorly is now recognised as abusive. 
Childprotection services around the 
country are in disarray. Children are being 
kept too long with totally dysfunctional 
families. They are entering care too late 
and too damaged. As a result, foster 
care is collapsing. Every state has major 
problems. There have been inquiries in 
Western Australia and South Australia, a 
report by the Ombudsman in Queensland.

In Victoria, critical documents are being 
suppressed and then leaked. In NSW, the 
four Folbigg children were killed by their 
mother over a 10-year period and no-one 
noticed until they read the mother’s diary. 
These deaths are surely in themselves 
grounds for a national inquiry.

There is much else that Howard’s 
Government could do immediately. It 
must assume clear leadership in child 
protection. It should establish uniform, 
nation-wide childprotection legislation, 
with minimum standards of care and full 
auditing of its effectiveness. It must, as a 
priority, commence nationally coordinated 
child-abuse and neglect-prevention 
programs. The Federal Government 
needs to ensure that children who have 
been abused and/or neglected receive 
the counselling and support services 
they require. It must take urgent steps to 
appoint a Children’s Commissioner.

Hollingworth has succeeded in at least 
one activity: it is no longer possible to 
claim ignorance of child abuse. He has 
over a long period repeatedly drawn the 
country’s attention to the problem. History 
will treat the Coalition Government as 
cruelly as factory owners in the Industrial 
Revolution treated children if they fail to 
recognise the pain of the children and the 
cost to society. 

Dr Goddard is Head of Social Work at 
Monash University and Director of the 
Child Abuse and Family Violence Research 
Unit. Joe Tucci is CEO of Australians 
Against Child Abuse.

chris.goddard@med.monash.edu.au 
jtucci@aaca.com.au
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Chroming: whose fault?
By CHRIS GODDARD and JOE TUCCI

Children who live in the residential 
care provided by our state and welfare 
organisations have had their short lives 
shaped and stunted by child abuse and 
family violence. Some have been physically 
abused, every ounce of self-esteem beaten 
out of them. Some have seen their mothers 
and others abused. Some have been 
raped. Some have suffered the malignant 
consequences of long-term neglect.

Most will find it difficult to trust adults 
because adults have hurt and betrayed 
them. Many no longer feel safe. Some 
cannot feel love. At 12 or 13 years of 
age, they have been subjected to many 
lifetimes’ worth of fear, confusion and 
betrayal. They do not believe in hope. They 
know only rejection and abandonment.

As a society, we are not adept at providing 
care and protection for our most vulnerable 
children. We prefer to overlook the early 
indicators of abuse and neglect. We would 
rather seek alternative explanations for 
poor school performances and other 
behavioural problems. Even when children 
tell us directly of their abuse and resultant 
pain, some of us find it hard to believe. 
Other children suffer in silence, regarding 
cruelty and betrayal as normal. 

Even when children who have been 
abused and neglected are reported to the 
Department of Human Services, one report 
is rarely enough. Many have to be reported 
more than once. Child protection services 
appear to be increasingly rationed as an 
overloaded and under-resourced system 

attempts to deal with ever-increasing 
numbers of complex reports.

Many of the professionals who make 
those reports are dissatisfied with the 
responses of protective services. Once in 
care, children are likely to experience any 
number of different placements, moving 
from foster care to home to residential unit, 
in an often vain search for security and 
safety.

Children who have been abused do not 
have access to specialist therapeutic 
services as many adults do. When the 
children’s behaviour begins to reflect the 
emotional and psychological damage they 
have suffered, they themselves are often 
identified as a “problem”. Their behaviour 
then becomes the target of treatment by 
psychologists, psychiatrists and social 
workers. The results of abuse are treated, 
rather than the abuse itself.

As the children grow older, some will 
engage in more risk-taking behaviour. They 
may become involved in crime, experiment 
with drugs, live in the streets. They may be 
blamed for hurting themselves or others. 
In effect, they are blamed for becoming 
visible. 

Thus “chroming” may be the symptom 
of a child’s pain and need to escape. It is 
also, however, a symptom of our failure to 
prevent child abuse and reduce the harm it 
causes.

The present political debate about 
chroming similarly pays attention only 
to the visible symptoms of an otherwise 

invisible problem. A problem we prefer not 
to see. The debate about what minister 
Christine Campbell did and did not know 
about young people in the care of the state 
is as much about what we as a community 
want to know and do not want to know.

Discussions about making chroming illegal 
are more about redefining pain and hurt 
in terms of crime and punishment than 
closely examining what help young people 
need.

The agenda for our community - and the 
government which represents us - should 
be clear. The prevention of child abuse 
should be a priority. We have education 
campaigns which respond to problem 
gambling, speeding drivers, illicit drug use 
and drink-driving. Yet there has been no 
equivalent government effort, at state or 
federal level, to prevent child abuse.

Services for children who have been 
abused should also be given priority. Many 
victims require specialist services. Child 
abuse and neglect can interrupt and distort 
a child’s development. Few receive the 
help they need to deal with the emotional 
and psychological consequences of 
violence.

As long ago as 1996, the state Auditor-
General recommended that Human 
Services develop a comprehensive strategy 
on the care and protection of adolescents. 
Just a few weeks ago, the

Parliamentary Accounts and Estimates 
Committee declared that it could not 
determine that this had been done.

In 2000, the Victorian Child Death Review 
Committee reported its concern that 
appropriate accommodation for those 
adolescents most at risk was “at best hard 
to access and at worst scarce”. Drug and 
alcohol problems, together with missed 
early intervention opportunities, were 
common themes in adolescent deaths, the 
committee found.

Child abuse may be invisible, but some 
of the consequences are dramatically 
obvious. A few years ago, at the 
Australians Against Child Abuse centre 
in Mitcham, a young girl drew a picture 
of herself. She represented herself as an 
invisible person, with no head or limbs. The 
drawing simply comprised a pretty dress. 
She had been seriously abused and felt 
guilty - yes, guilty - for not disclosing the 
abuse earlier. When she tried, however, no 
one had listened, no one had seen. In her 
drawing, she had made visible her own 
invisibility.

Much child abuse may be invisible, but 
many of the children who have been 
abused know only too well that many of 
us, including a succession of governments, 
would rather not see. 

Associate Professor Chris Goddard is head 
of social work and director of the Child Abuse 
and Family Violence Research Unit at Monash 
University. His next book, In the Firing Line, 
with Dr Janet Stanley, will be published next 
month. Joe Tucci is executive director of 
Australians Against Child Abuse.


