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A Response by Catholic Welfare Australia to the Consultation Paper: “Towards the Development of a National Agenda for Early Childhood”

Children are not a burden on society; they are not a means of profit or people without rights. Children are precious members of the human family, for they embody its hopes, its expectations and its potential.

John Paul II (1996) Message for the XXIX World Day of Peace
May 2003

Catholic Welfare Australia and this submission

Catholic Welfare Australia is the peak body representing Catholic welfare organisations.  It is a national federation of Catholic social service organisations that operate in local communities and at a diocesan level including Centacare agencies nationwide.  Membership also includes many social welfare agencies run by Religious Orders across Australia.  Catholic Welfare Australia is an organisation of the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference and is responsible to the Catholic Bishops through a Board appointed by the Conference.  The network of Member Organisations employs over 5000 people and provides direct assistance and support to many thousands of people each year.  Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations administer a diverse range of services to children and their families in local communities throughout Australia.  

Catholic Welfare Australia is served by a National Secretariat in Canberra, including the Social Policy and Research Unit which has produced this submission.  Catholic Welfare Australia seeks to answer the challenge of social justice in the Gospels, and to promote the ministry of Catholic social welfare as part of the core mission of the Church to be a sign of God's kingdom in the world.

Consultation Paper – Towards the Development of a National Agenda for Early Childhood

Catholic Welfare Australia commends the Government for releasing the consultation paper Towards the Development of a National Agenda for Early Childhood.  It is reassuring to witness the growing recognition of the need to increase our nation’s commitment to young children and their wellbeing.  In many respects, the commitment to a National Agenda for Early Childhood has been a long time coming.  Back in 1997, the Australian Catholic Social Welfare Commission (which later became Catholic Welfare Australia), in its Discussion Paper The Heart of Our Nation: Towards a National Commitment to Caring for Children and Young People recommended that the Commonwealth Government commit to children through the development of an Agenda for Children.  The paper recommended that the Agenda should be developed in consultation with the States and Territories, non-government organisations and children and young people.

Every idea has its time, and Catholic Welfare Australia strongly supports the bi-partisan support that is currently being given to children’s issues and specifically the support that is being given to the development of an early Childhood Agenda.  For this Agenda to be as successful as it has the potential to be, it must be comprehensive, break down silos, reduce blame-shifting and garner support from all cross sections of this country including all levels of government, the non-government sector and research bodies.

The following comments are provided in response to the specific feedback questions outlined in the consultation paper.

1. What benefits could we expect from developing a National Agenda?  Specifically in what ways should a National Agenda aim to make things better?

(
A clear national statement to underpin future activity

(
Better national level data to monitor progress and outcomes

(
Knowing what works in Australia and sharing the learning 

(
Agreement on priority areas for future investment

· Changes in the way services for families and children are delivered 

· More effective use of resources

(
Making gains on key indicators for children’s health and wellbeing 

All of the above statements could be potential outcomes from the development of a National Agenda for Early Childhood.   The potential outcomes marked with a ( have been chosen because they reflect the actual benefits to children and their families that should be realised if there is real commitment to developing and implementing the National Agenda.  The key outcomes should be the better use of resources and improvements in service delivery that achieve real benefits to children, their families and the wider community. 

Other: 
Another important benefit which should flow from the development of an Early Childhood Agenda is an increase in the level of awareness and understanding about the importance of the early years across the wider community.  It is important that in addition to policy makers, practitioners and researchers, that all of the community realises the importance of children’s early years and the positive impact that all community members can have in their roles as parents, extended family members, friends and neighbours.  The widely quoted African proverb used so famously by Hilary Clinton “it takes a village to raise a child”, recognises that the commitment to children must not only come from government and service providers, but each and every member of the community.

Another important benefit that should result from the development of a National Agenda for Early Childhood is that the current gaps in service provision will be identified and flowing from this identification, measures are put in place to address the gaps.

2. What are the three things that most need improving in the current system?

· Reducing the number of children living in poverty and in jobless households;

· Reducing the levels of inequality in terms of education and health outcomes for Indigenous children; and

· Reducing the incidence of child abuse and neglect and reducing the number of children in out of home care.

There are of course many areas that could be improved in the current system for children.  The above three were chosen as priorities based on the research evidence about the factors that influence children’s health and wellbeing and the experience and wisdom gained from our Member Organisations that work with children and their families on a daily basis.

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) has undertaken comprehensive research into the impacts of a number of factors that affect children’s health and welfare.  The AIHW alert us to the fact that children living in poor families have higher injury rates, are likely to be hospitalised more frequently, have a higher prevalence of obesity and have worse dental health than other children.  They are more likely to have behavioural disorders and psychiatric problems.  Further, living in a jobless family may have long-term effects on children’s development, their education progress and their own employment prospects.
  This provides evidence for the priority that should be given under the National Agenda to reducing the number of children living in poverty and jobless households.  Catholic Welfare Australia recently made a submission to the Senate Community Affairs Committee Inquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship.  In this Submission, it was argued that poverty in Australia is leading to devastating consequences for many Australian families and children.  Should the Government adopt the recommendations made by Catholic Welfare Australia for the development of a National Strategy for Poverty Alleviation including goals to reduce child poverty by 75% within a generation, there would significant improvements to children’s health and wellbeing in this country.

In a similar manner, the disadvantages experienced by Indigenous Children are well-documented.  The Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Larry Anthony MP, when commenting on the release of the 2002 AIHW report, Australia’s Children: Their Health and Wellbeing 2002, noted specifically that death rates for Indigenous infants were three times higher than for other Australian children.
 In addition, the AIHW reported on the overrepresentation of Indigenous children in terms of higher risk of disease and injury and in the child protection system.  The evidence speaks for itself that Indigenous children require special attention. 

The consultation paper states correctly (page 1) “that nurturing relationships with their caregivers and a warm, happy home life will be their best instruction in how to form enduring relationships and, in time, becoming effective parents themselves”.  Sadly, this does not happen for many of Australia’s children.  The number of children in out of home care is increasing.  The AIHW have recorded that that the number of children either placed with relatives, or in foster or residential care has increased from 15,674 in 1999 to 18,880 in June 2002.
.  These are very alarming figures.  In providing a range of parenting education, counselling and other family services, Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations witness first hand the importance of building parenting skills and support systems for families under stress.  Supporting parents and families in their role as care givers and nurturers must be a fundamental feature of the National Agenda for Early Childhood, and priority given to reducing cases of abuse and neglect of children and entry into child protection.

3. Do you have comments on the principles and goals for a National Agenda as outlined in the paper?

The principles outlined in the consultation paper are a sound basis to develop a National Agenda for Early Childhood.  It is also important that the National Agenda for Early Childhood influence workforce planning for the various occupations and professions that work with children and families.  The Agenda should underpin skills and training development in these workforce sectors and workforce issues especially appropriate resourcing should be given greater attention in the document.

In relation to the goals outlined in the consultation paper, Catholic Welfare Australia supports the overall intentions outlined, however, there is further scope for development and expansion.

The first goal is a comprehensive goal specifying that children “be physically and emotionally healthy, safe and secure and socially engaged”.  This goal concludes with the reference to “the foundation skills and attributes needed to succeed at school”.  These two components need to be quite separate and the reference to attributes necessary for school could be a separate goal of itself. In other words, a goal about general health, safety and security is an important goal in its own right, and should not be constrained by a reference to succeeding at school.  

As outlined under question 1, an important goal for this Agenda should be an increase in the level of awareness and understanding about the importance of the early years across the wider community – both the factors that lead to long-term benefits for children and the risk factors that may lead to shorter and longer term disadvantages for children.

The sentiments expressed in the third goal outlined in the consultation paper “to reduce the disparity in outcomes between groups of Australian groups of Australian children, with particular emphasis on improving outcomes for Indigenous children” is supported, as it is critical to specifically addresses the needs of Indigenous children.  In addition, goals could be included which address the specific needs of other disadvantaged children namely:

· children living in poverty, 

· children living in care arrangements outside of their family; 

· children living in rural and remote Australia; and

· children with disabilities. 

4. Key areas for action: are the objectives suggested the right ones?  Would you add, alter or delete any:

The three listed areas for action are supported.  However, it is the view of Catholic Welfare Australia that further emphasis should be given to the importance of the role of the family in nurturing and caring for children.    In Catholic Social Teaching, families are the first and vital cell of society.  Through the care and nurturing which the family provides, children gain values, self-identity and respect for human dignity which become the foundation upon which all future social relationships are based.
  In this respect, the role of the family has been undervalued in this document.  Pope John Paul II has provided insight into the importance of family and public policy.

Concern for families must be placed at the centre of public policy.  A failure to express this concern in a concrete manner in policy formulation, implementation and monitoring initiatives will ultimately fail to ensure the authentic growth of society.
 

It is the view of Catholic Welfare Australia that government policy should have a principal focus on supporting the family and their well-being.  Further, families should be well resourced to carry out their function of care and nurturing.    In this respect, more emphasis should be placed in the National Agenda on specifically supporting families and how other services and programs for children support the family to be more skilled and equipped to provide the necessary level of care and nurturing for healthy children.  

The following comments are provided on the three action areas currently outlined in the Consultation paper.

Child and Maternal health:

Catholic Welfare Australia supports efforts which target these first few important weeks of life – including the child health aspects and providing support to the parents and family of the baby.     

To achieve the stated objectives and undertake the possible areas for action requires a significant investment in the child and maternal health workforce.  Catholic Welfare Australia is concerned that the current workforce in Australia is ageing and not being replenished at adequate levels.  Therefore further efforts need to be put in place for career and workforce planning in this area and it is recommended that the National Agenda for Early Childhood include further discussion about these issues. 

Early learning and care:

The objectives outlined are supported.  In a similar vein to the comments provided under child and maternal health, there is a gap in the objectives and action areas relating to workforce issues.  Currently in Australia, the early childhood workforce is undervalued and if early learning and care experiences are truly going to be “quality” experiences, the National Agenda for Early Childhood must provide greater emphasis and detail as to how the early learning and care workforce will be supported to provide life-enhancing experiences for children.  

Child-friendly communities:

Catholic Welfare Australia welcomes the focus on supporting child-friendly communities.  However, the document provides no detail about priority areas for other action other than to state “priority areas would include re-orienting existing services so they act more as a system of services geared to meet the needs of children and their families”.  This provides insufficient details on which to provide any substantive comment.  There are many areas that could be discussed under this area including:

· Supporting the Stronger Families and Community Initiative;

· Discussing linkages to housing and neighbourhood renewal policies;

· Supporting work and family balance initiatives;

· Moving towards a child-focussed society;

· Promoting activities that do not isolate children with disabilities or from minority groups; 

· Initiatives to support parents and carers – all ages and both genders; and

· Linking to employment initiatives and measures to reduce poverty.

5. What information would be most important to include in a national children’s report card?

Catholic Welfare Australia notes that the Federal Government has committed significant resources ($20.2million over nine years) to the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC).  This represents a substantial investment into building the evidence base about children’s health and wellbeing in Australia, and the health and wellbeing of families and the community.  It is envisaged that this research will form a major contribution to any national children’s report card.  Catholic Welfare Australia submits the following categories (many of which may be covered by LSAC) to form part of  any assessment of factors that affect children’s health and wellbeing. 

Child data: 

· A broad range of health indicators; 

· Experience of abuse or neglect;

· literacy and numeracy levels; 

· school retention rates; 

· mental health indicators; 

· special needs/disabilities;

· service delivery and programs; 

· participation rates of children in social activities;

· social developmental indicators; and

· experience of school bullying.

Family data: 

· divorce and family break-up statistics; 

· levels of substance misuse; 

· social isolation; 

· maternal health;

· work/life balance and levels of take-up of flexible work options;

· time spent with children;

· health and wellbeing of parents; 

· time for leisure and relaxation; and

· employment history and unemployment duration of parents.

Community data: 

· poverty statistics; 

· numbers of children in jobless households; 

· income disparity and inequality;

· crime and violence;

· access to affordable health services; 

· housing conditions; 

· locally developed family and community initiatives;

· access to free playgrounds; playgroups; parks and sportsgrounds; and

· cultural/language/religious barriers to participation.

Service data: 

· quality in childcare; 

· availability of childcare services with flexible hours provision;

· use of childcare across the income spectrum;

· response times to child protection cases and identifying children at risk;

· access and level of participation in parenting education classes;

· child protection notifications;

· experience of children in the Family Court process; and

· value placed on professions and occupations working with young children.

Other:

· Funding commitments from all levels of Government specifically for initiatives to benefit young children;

· Level of GDP spent on the early years;

· Greater consistency and linkages between States and Territories in child related services and programs; and

· The impact of the media on children’s health and wellbeing.

6. What suggestions do you have for practical changes to the way people work together in the early childhood sector?

To make the gains in early childhood that are possible in Australia will require new and innovative ways of working, with collaboration and partnership across a variety of sectors.   It will require a greater breakdown in the current “silos” that operate across government and an erosion of the blame-shifting that occurs between various levels of government.  Catholic Welfare Australia acknowledges and supports the approach that has been taken at a national level to foster joint working across a number of Commonwealth departments and agencies and corresponding support from Commonwealth Ministers to develop the National Agenda for Early Childhood.  

In terms of working together, Professor Frank Oberklaid has succinctly stated the approach that needs to be taken to achieve the most gains in child health:

At a macro level, evidence suggests that best outcomes are achieved when services are organised flexibly at a community level in order to meet the specific and unique needs of each individual community.  Funding of services needs to be ‘broad-banded’.  Innovative services models are those where resources are allocated to the local community, which then determines the nature and extend of services according to local need and agreed outcomes.

At a micro-level, individual practitioners need to be able to work in partnership with each other, as part of a well-coordinated or integrated service delivery system.  They need to have the expertise to be able to take a preventative and family-centred focus, whether they are GPs, childcare workers, community nurses or educators.
  

This approach may require a fundamental shift in the processes involved in planning and delivering services.  The question that will need to be asked for new initiatives and policies is “how is this measure best going to benefit children, their families and the communities they live in?”  It may also involve devolving more responsibility and resources to the local community level to implement programs and services that suit the needs of individual communities.  The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy has been a good example of using this framework.

For this approach to be effective requires corresponding national leadership which uses research and the growing evidence base to establish policy parameters and standards which foster the health and wellbeing of children.  There is major work to be undertaken at a national level, working with the jurisdictions to reduce the current anomalies and inconsistencies in how services for children are currently administered across Australia’s eight States and Territories.  

In other words, the changes that will need to take place to improve the way people work together in the early childhood sector will be a multi-layered approach ranging from strategic national leadership, better collaboration across State and Territories jurisdictions and fostering local communities to take the lead and address the specific needs in their locality.  

7. What are the best mechanisms (current or requiring enhancement) for developing and maintaining the National Agenda?

As has been stated previously, the level of cross-portfolio and Ministerial support for this initiative at the National level is to be commended.  However, Catholic Welfare Australia notes that the Minister for Finance and Administration and the Treasurer were not amongst the Commonwealth Ministers who jointly released the Consultation Paper.  Given the Treasurer’s commitment to the Intergenerational Report, it should be imperative that the Treasurer also takes an active interest in the evidence and research which clearly demonstrates that unless Australia makes more of a concerted investment in its children, there will be major problems for our future economic and social wellbeing as a nation.  Further, if the Commonwealth Government is serious about making this investment, it will have immediate financial implications and this requires the support from the Minister for Finance and Administration.  

The National Agenda for Early Childhood will not be effective if it is simply a document that sits on the shelf.  It needs dedicated resources and commitment.  While it is important that existing programs and services be tailored to meet the specific needs of children to improve their health and wellbeing, other areas will be increasingly identified which need new and additional resources.  To develop and maintain the National Agenda will need dedicated resources, it will not be effective if existing programs and services are simply rebadged and relabelled with the National Agenda for Early Childhood logo. 

In addition, in line with our recommendation that another goal of the National Agenda should be increasing the awareness and understanding about the importance of the early years across the wider community, a national awareness raising campaign would be justified.  Raising awareness levels across the community would then have the benefits of improving communication between service providers and parents as there would be more shared understanding and commitment to meeting the unique needs of young children.  

This response has stated that the National Agenda for Early Childhood will require the commitment of State and Territory Governments. For this reason, Catholic Welfare Australia supports the inclusion of the National Agenda as part of the COAG process.  State and Territories are responsible for the delivery of many policies and programs that affect young children including many aspects of healthcare, education, child care and child protection to name a few.  To be truly effective, the National Agenda will need the complete support of States and Territories and commitment through the COAG process would be the key avenue for demonstrating the combined commitment of the Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments to this vitally important Agenda.  As stated in the response to Question 6, the National Agenda should foster greater collaboration across jurisdictions to reduce the anomalies and inconsistencies in the delivery of children’s services across the eight States and Territories.  Further consideration could be given to the programs and services that would benefit from the development of national standards.  

Name: Fr Joe Caddy, Spokesperson, Catholic Welfare Australia
Organisation you are representing (if this is the case): Catholic Welfare Australia

State/Territory:
ACT

It would help us gain an understanding of how views might vary across the different sectors with an interest in a National Agenda if you could indicate which sector you are from:

( Parent

( Interested citizen

( child care

( preschool

( Education

( health


( welfare

( other 

Any other comments:

Catholic Welfare Australia bases all comments in relation to public policy in the context of Catholic Social Teaching.  A summary of the key principles of Catholic Social Teaching that underpin comments in relation to children are as follows:

The Primacy of Human Dignity

All children have an intrinsic human dignity.  Age is not barrier to humanness.  This dignity demands that all children be treated with respect and that all interventions in relation to children seek to maximise their well-being.  Children do not create the problems of their parents nor are they responsible for the confusions of our society.  Children are often the victims of those problems and confusions.

The Role of Society as the Protector of Human Dignity

The human dignity of all children must be valued and protected at all times.  Governments at the Federal and State level, acting on behalf of society, have a primary role to both enable institutions such as the family carry out their care of family members, and also as the monitor of ‘protective practices’ in relation to all who undertake the care of children.

The Rights of Children to be Active Participants

Children must be enabled to participate, in accord with their development stage, in all aspects of family life and, in those activities of society which affect their lives.

Children always have the right to participate in those decision-making processes which directly affect them.  This includes determining arrangements which may substitute for their own family life.  In cases where their age or disability make personal participation difficult, children’s advocates  must always be provided for them.

The Priority of Distributive Justice

Distributive justice demands that all human beings, but especially children who experience social and economic disadvantage, be given access to a greater share of the resources available within our society.

The priority of distributive justice demands that those who experience such disadvantage in our society be treated with positive discrimination.  This principle can be articulated as a preferential option for those who are powerless or who have less power or control in relation to  their life situation.

The Promotion of Adequate Access to Resources in Accord with Need

All Australians have a right to access a level of resources that enables him/her to live in accordance with their intrinsic human dignity.

Children have special needs.  These include needs related to affection, physical, emotional and psychological well-being, education etc.  Due to their age and stage of development, children are often unable to articulate their needs.  This inability to articulate is often  exaggerated in the wake of trauma, abuse or neglect.  This principle demands that mechanisms be put in place to accurately articulate the rights of children and uphold these rights and to assess the needs of children and to ensure they have access to services which will adequately meet those assessed needs.

The shared responsibility for ensuring these principles are implemented lies with families, the community and government.  None of these groups in society can abrogate their responsibility to children.  

(taken from The Heart of our Nation: Towards A National Commitment to Caring for Children and Young People, (Australian Catholic Social Welfare Commission, 1997).
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