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1. Introduction
This report and its recommendations have been prepared by the Brisbane
Partnerships (a partnership between Kyabra, Micah Projects, the Community Living
Association and Jabiru) and the Family Inclusion Network SEQ. We welcome the
opportunity to work with the Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability
Services, in their review of out-of-home care for children, with this contribution on
the views of birth parents.
We share common goals with the Department, in particular, support for the
Carmody Commission of Inquiry recommendations that, where appropriate,
“parents should receive the support and guidance they need to keep their
children safe” and the corresponding drive to reduce the overall number of
children in Out-of-Home care (Queensland Government, 2013). We further
support the principle that children in care maintain connection with their family
and culture.
An important and logical extension of these principles is that, when children are
placed in care, wherever possible, they should be reunited with their family in
the shortest possible time.
We welcome the Department’s commitment to engaging with all those involved in
the child safety system (Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability
Services Strategic Plan 2017 – 2021). The Strategic Plan defines an approach which
listens to the voices of customers/citizens. The Stronger Families vision and goals
describe a protection system which is customer centric, respectful of family,
community and culture and empowers young people and their families. We strongly
support the inclusion of parents’ voices and perspectives to promote children’s sense
of belonging and connectedness.
Practitioners and research specialists agree: “Hearing parents’ opinions helps child
protection policy makers and practitioners to understand their impact on families
and develop strategies for practice improvement. It is a vital mechanism for
continuous improvement and ongoing quality assurance” (Tilbury, C. 2017).
This is a summary of parents’ views as we have heard them, plus the views of other
parents from across Australia in various research projects over the past seven years.
(FIN, 2010-2011, FIN 2011-12, FIN Jan 2013, FIN Parent Café 2016, Hinton, T. 2013,
Ivec, M. 2013, Lindley, B & Martin, R. 2002, Qld Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Child Protection Peak Ltd June 2016, Ross,N, Cocks, J, Johston, L. & Stoker,L. 2017;
Social Action Research Centre, 2013, Tilbury, C 2017, Department of Justice and
Attorney General, 2016).
The surveys of parents on which this analysis relies, may be questioned for various
reasons. The sample size is generally small. Parents who participate may have a
particular grievance. Or alternatively, as they are generally identified via a range of
NGOs that provide family support, it might be assumed that they are already
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engaged and parents who don’t have the same support or resources to engage are
not represented (Ross, N. et al 2017). It is also true that parents are scared of
speaking out for fear of upsetting the authorities and possible retribution or, as
parents told us in the Brisbane Partnerships/FIN survey, parents found it very painful
and traumatic reliving their experience of their child being taken away. They feel
ashamed.
However, despite these limitations, there are remarkable similarities in the views of
all parents we have surveyed plus the research and surveys of those listed above.
Their views are outlined below as well as recommendations relating to reforms by
the Department in out-of-home care.
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2. Parent’s experience of having children in out-ofhome care is influenced by their whole experience
of the Child Protection System
From first contact with child protection, parents report they did not understand the
system and how to interact within it. They experienced feelings of powerlessness, an
inability to influence events and that their views were not taken into account or
valued. Parents spoke about shame immobilising them. This has inevitably
influenced their experience after their children have been taken into care. The
impact of the whole process must be taken into account when considering how best
to reunite children with their birth families.
In various pieces of research (Ross et al, 2017, and Hinton, 2013) parents have
expressed:
à The difficulty of finding help and the resources they needed to

support their family before they have been “notified”. Parents
talked about reaching out for help but not finding the right service
fit for their families or that their children were removed when they
asked for help. Distrust of the system acts as a barrier for parents
who struggle to find support and even greater resistance for parents
who were in care themselves. Other barriers to maintaining family
stability included: lack of housing, support and protection from
domestic violence, not being able to access useful parenting
supports, lack of access to mental health and drug and alcohol
services that allow them to continue to carry out their parenting
role. These issues were reiterated in the QATSIPP Knowledge Circles
(2017) where participants wanted: “making it easier for clients to
connect with programs and services”; “receiving services earlier
before investigation”, “greater emergency assistance and flexible
funding, with sensible open perimeters”.
à At the assessment stage. They experience their powerlessness and

exclusion at the earliest stage of their contact with Child Safety
(Ross et all, 2017):
• “Only seeing the bad things” at assessment
• Feeling judged and stigmatized when children are taken away,
leading to social isolation
• Lack of understanding of what they needed to do to get their
children back
• Limited knowledge about laws and policies and difficulties of
accessing this, not knowing their rights
• Assessments being undertaken based on historic factors, such
as other children being in care, or parents having OOHC
experiences themselves. They want current assessments
based on their present circumstances. Parents stated clearly
“we can, and do change”.
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•

And always “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” - if you
react emotionally (you’re judged as mentally unstable) or not
emotional enough (judged as cold and uncaring).

à Family Group Meetings and Case Planning: This experience was

often described as disempowering, not being listened to; having to
agree with a case plan without understanding it all or being able to
afford to do it all; no help with implementing the plan. They wanted
“Child Safety to listen to us and act as they said they would. For
Child Safety to make promises and not break them. For Child Safety
not to be so judgmental”. “During a family group meeting a number
of issues were discussed which were all addressed yet the children
were taken 2 days before Christmas while my support agency was
on the Christmas break so I had no support.”
à In Court: They experienced powerlessness, didn’t know their legal

rights, no legal support, “had no-one to advocate for me”, hearsay
evidence being used, the adversarial nature of the court system –
confusing, disempowering, intimidating, no knowledge of how to
appeal a decision. The Hunter Region survey established parents
found it difficult, if not impossible, to participate in the legal and
administrative processes that occurred after their children had been
removed. “The processes were often restrictive, exclusive and
featured complicated practices, protocols and language” “(In the)
Children’s Court, you’re guilty and then you’ve got to prove yourself
innocent” (Ross, et al p.23). The Queensland Department of Justice
evaluation of child protection reforms (Department of Justice and
Attorney General, 2016) reported high degrees of variation between
court experiences for parents, that they have limited access to legal
aid and if a matter proceeds to hearing, there is often inadequate
legal aid funding to provide legal representation. Parents were
intimidated by the environment, the complexity of court documents
and reported experiencing difficulties accessing documents to
support their cases. Data from the Department of Justice’s file
review, indicated that parents experience socio-economic barriers
and are likely to have experienced mental health issues, domestic
and family violence or drug or alcohol dependency issues
(Department of Justice and Attorney General, 2016).
Parents’ ability to respond to child protection concerns are influenced by internal
and external resources, such as personal resilience, having someone to support and
believe in their capacity as a parent, being assisted to access services to help them
address concerns in a timely way. These factors are going to become even more
important for parents as new permanency measures are considered.
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3. Parents’ experiences when their children are
taken into care
Below is a summary of responses to our survey, supplemented and supported by the
recent survey in the Hunter Region (Ross et al, 2017). It is organised according to four
of the five outcome domains for children in the out-of-home care system:

3.1 Safe and Nurtured
Our survey of parents, indicated that only one parent who had a good relationship
with the foster carer, seemed confident that her children were safe and nurtured.
Others said:
“There are people in my son’s life and I do not know who they are and what they
are doing with my son… The Department really needs to realise that parents
should be informed of every detail…how can they possibly think that we don’t
have a right to know?!!! These are our children!” Another was concerned about
bruises and wanted “more time (with them) to make the boys feel safer and
more secure”.

3.2 Achieving
The parents wanted to know a lot more about their children’s achievements – at
school, in sport and other areas of their life. They wanted to be involved, to share in
celebrations and successes. They said they wanted to see school reports, to be
invited to school meetings, like parent’s meetings, be included in Mother’s Day
celebrations at day care, see their children’s arts and crafts.
Some didn’t even know which school their child was attending. Others said they were
concerned that their child had had to move school, away from their friends and
known learning environments, and even in some cases away from siblings.

3.3 Healthy
In our recent survey, they said:
à They want to see doctor’s reports.
à One suggested a “communication book and a food diary”.
à Another: “verbal conversations would be the easiest way to share
information”
They want to know everything about their child’s health - “if he has been in hospital
or is sick”, “the reason for bruises on my child”, “knowing that teeth are getting
checkups”, “knowing eating habits and routines”; making sure they eat healthy food;
see if they are eating fruit and vegies. “Being informed of everything as I am still the
parent!”

Parents’ Voices: Out-of-Home Care Reforms in Queensland

Page 7

One parent reported using freedom of information as a mechanism to find out about
their children’s health and wellbeing. Parents expressed that they would like to
provide information about children’s health and medications and be advised when
health or other types of crises occurred for their children (FIN Parent Café, 2016).
Foster carers can provide current and relevant information for parents but this
requires the establishment of a trusting relationship facilitated by skilled Child Safety
officers who value and prioritise this work.

3.4 Resilient
Parents expressed concerns that their children were not receiving appropriate
therapeutic support required whilst in care.
Parents who have reunified with their children wanted access to better support, post
care for the whole family as parents reported significant changes to family dynamics
and children’s behaviours, but were reticent to ask for help for fear of losing their
children again.

3.5 Connected
The most detailed responses from parents in our survey were in relation to
maintaining connection with their child:
Seven out of the ten parents we surveyed, did not feel connected with their child
although they very much wanted to be.
Supervised contact visits were described as difficult –
“too short”,
“not regular enough”,
“not in a good environment”,
“supervisor taking over”,
“not having the proper family see the child, especially siblings”,
“seeing siblings…not encouraged or supported”
“Not kept up to date and regularly informed about my child”
”Want unlimited time with child on special occasions – Christmas,
Easter, birthdays…if there are no serious safety concerns”.

If children are to be safely returned to their parents, the building of the birth family
relationships is critical. The parents expressed this view in many different ways.
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In response to a question about what makes them feel connected, they said:
“Cuddling them, having food with them, painting and craft with them”
“When we have contact with him we would like time to be able to
concentrate on our son, and not have the Department arrange for other
services to be present during contact”
“More contact, knowing more on how they are health wise and knowing
their behaviour.”
“I would like to see them more, like to take them to the park. Currently
seeing them at the Child Safety office.”
“I would like …to be kept informed and updated about everything
regarding my child. I would also like to have more contact with my
child.”
Wanted most:
“the child is available during important family occasions to participate”.
“The Department should be encouraging him to spend time with me,
not alienating him from me. Foster carers also need to encourage
contact with biological parents.”
In the Hunter Region study, these issues were explored further (Ross, et al, pp 4043). There is a lack of time during contact arrangements to maintain and build
relationships. They said it did not give them time to practice parenting skills. Parents
describe difficulties and developmental issues that children experience as a result of
disrupted attachments. Parents experienced contact visits and phone calls as a series
of appointments or events, insufficient to build the parent-child relationship.
“Almost all parents expressed deep concern about the well-being of their
children and very much wanted to continue to have, or develop, warm and
loving relationships with them” (Ibid p. 42).
Parents talked about the importance of good quality contact visits, allowing time for
parents and children to re-establish family connections in family friendly
environments, the valued role of good Child Safety support officers and the
difference made by workers who treated their family with dignity.
Carers also have an important role to play. They need to know if the child they are
caring for, has siblings and to be able to link with others carers to find times that
suited all the children and the family for contact visits. They need to know important
things like a sibling’s birthday.

Parents’ Voices: Out-of-Home Care Reforms in Queensland

Page 9

As the Hunter Region report recommends, there is a need for “refocusing on family
relationships – not just family contact”. “Parents asked for a move away from a
formulaic and rigid approach, towards a child and family–centred approach”. Instead
of “family contact” there could be a refocus on “family relationships”, a process that
honours and respects the ongoing parenting role and the importance of multiple
positive relationships, including parents and their children, parents and service
providers and parents and OOHC staff.” This aim is congruent with the OOHC
outcomes framework aspirations where children have quality relationships with
family, friends and significant people in their lives.
In our survey, we asked parents about their hopes and dreams for the future
They want to be part of the solution. They want their child home. This was the way
they would definitely know their child was safe and nurtured, achieving, healthy,
connected with family and culture. But they also recognised they would need some
continued help from support services – some of it involved re-establishing relations
with their children. In some cases they wanted disability support, help with child’s
tantrums, education for the kids with mum. For others the support they needed was
very practical - “a house, food, clothes”.
Hunter Valley parents also asked for more support once the child is returned – “you
do guilt-parent because you’ve missed so much of their lives.” “Parents worried
about things going well and tried to prepare, and talked about feeling distressed,
upset and exhausted after time with their children.”
“Hopefully I will have my three boys back. I’ve got housing, got a support worker, got
a mental health support person, done everything!”
What will assist reunification?
A key concern in all the research involving parents whose children have been taken
into care, was the poor relationships they experienced with government workers and
the lack of relationship or poor relationship they experienced with the child’s carer.
All of this they felt led to the gradual erosion of their relationship with their child.
In the Hunter Region study:
“Parents had lots of ideas about how they wanted to be involved…at school, in
sporting activities, at concerts and special events. They wanted to be included in
decisions, like choice of schools and preschools. They wanted children to be
raised in the religion of their family background and to be by their sides during
medical procedures and hospital stays. When this occurred, they were often
very grateful and described going to great lengths to maintain tenuous
relationships with carers and agencies to ensure it continued” (Ross et al, p. 13).
In a Tasmanian study, parents reported similar issues:
“Parents with children in the out-of-home care system reported a range of
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difficulties in maintaining positive relationships with their children. These
included constant changes to access arrangements, including cancellations of
access visits; covering the cost of visits; the way in which visits are managed and
supervised; and relationships with their children’s carers. Particularly invisible
are the needs of those parents whose children are on long term Orders and their
struggles to maintain relationships with their children while dealing with their
own grief. Overshadowing these experiences are the concerns parents have
about what is happening to their children in the out-of-home care system and
how far their children’s needs — both practical and therapeutic – are being met”
(Hinton, 2013,p.13).
Parents were able to translate their experiences into suggestions about how to
improve the service system and service delivery.
There was a clear consensus about what these changes should be. They
included: better engagement and partnership working with parents… and
mechanisms to ensure that the voices of parents and their experiences are
heard and used in developing and designing policy and services (Ibid).
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4. Conclusions
In all surveys of parents involved in the Child Protection Systems there are
remarkably similar responses to the issues families with children in the child
protection system face in all of the surveys reviewed.
à They want to be part of a “partnership”, part of the “care team”

along with the foster parents, the CSOs, the support agencies to
make sure their child is safe, achieving, healthy, connected.
à They want this from the very beginning. They want more

involvement in important decisions about their children. “They have
a lot of knowledge about their children that they want to share with
carers and other agencies involved…This included information about
current services, such as speech therapy and potentially very
important medical history information, such as how a child
responded to particular medications” (Ross p.36)
à Parents said they wanted to be part of their child’s world. And this

could happen when the parent and carer developed a relationship.
In our survey of parents only one foster carer had appeared to
develop a good relationship with the birth parent “The carers have
listened – the carers tell me how things are going with the
boys…open communications, shares photos”. However the
relationship of the same mother with another carer of a younger
son was not happening. Obviously the skills of individual carers can
play a critical role in assisting parents in their relationship with their
child in care.
à The Tasmanian Report (Hinton, 2013) that surveyed 47 parents as

well as government workers and workers in NGOs said everyone
found it difficult to work in partnership. Where partnering did occur,
it was based on individual personalities and their ability to build
collaborative relationships. It was not a systemic response. They
were frustrated by the apparent low priority given by child
protection to encouraging team work between the carer, birth
parents and the departmental officers.
Parent engagement is essential where there is a government commitment to
reducing the numbers of children in care and keeping families together and children
safe at home.
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5. Recommendations
These recommendations are put forward as doubly urgent given the likely passage of
the Child Protection Amendment Bill to legislate for two year permanency planning.
If the aim of the reforms is primarily to reduce the number of children in Child
Protection, then every effort must be made to reunify children safely with their
parents.
Recommendation 5.1
We recommend that a key principle in the Department of Communities, Child
Safety and Disability Services’ “Strengthening Families Protecting Children
Framework for Practice” be strongly supported and implemented i.e. that the
collaborative assessment and planning framework is used in partnership with
children, families and their extended networks… from the first point of contact
with a family right through until case closure” (p.1).
We further recommend the continued reinforcement and constant monitoring
of this key principle in future audits, evaluations of practice and case reviews.

In particular we note and strongly support the Practice Framework’s emphasis on
building a constructive relationship with the family from the very beginning and the
importance of parents needing to feel respected and included in decision making (pp
18-25).
We further recommend that it be openly acknowledged that the ‘care team’ for the
child should consist of the carer, the government worker and the parent.
Recommendation 5.2
We recommend that it is acknowledged, that parents can and do change and
that, if the time a child needs to spend in care is to be minimised and/or not
taken permanently into care, the family will need support to implement the case
plan with specialised reunification resources provided by community based
services immediately after a child is removed.

This support might include access to housing, employment, specialist support for
domestic violence, therapeutic support as well as assistance with parenting.
It must be accepted that parents who have had a child permanently removed,
frequently and in many cases inevitably do go on to have another child to fill the gap
in their lives, and any previously committed reunification resources will act as an
investment in early intervention.
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Recommendation 5.3
We recommend that the Department establish and appropriately fund a
Reunification Program that assists parents to implement the various
requirements that will be placed on them in order to have their child returned.

This program should include four elements:

a) Intensive family support put into place immediately after the child is taken
into care, to assist with reunification goals.
b) A state-wide specialised information and advice service for parents
established in the non-government sector.
c) The funding of a non-government organisation in each region who will be
responsible for establishing a system of formal advocates to stand alongside
and support the parent in specific and important meetings - family group
meeting, court appearances etc. The advocates would be professionals,
including practising solicitors, and generic advocates, some, but not all of
whom, would have specialist knowledge of child protection issues.
d) The funding of the same non-government organisations to support a circle of
peer support workers who would work alongside and with the parent and
the formal advocates to assist with reunification. They may be members of
self-help groups, or relatives and friends, with previous experience of the
child protection system and who can establish a trusting relationship with
the parent. (For more detail on this model see Lindley, B & Martin, R. (2002)
Protocol on Advice and Advocacy for Parents (Child Protection), Centre for
Family Research, University of Cambridge)

Recommendation 5.4
We recommend that the Department of Child Safety, develop and implement a
trauma informed policy and practice, for working with families to understand
and respond to the emotional impacts and consequences of children being
removed and reunified – for both child and parent.

This should include an understanding of the impact of inter-generational trauma.
Removal of children from biological parents is traumatic for everyone involved.
Trauma informed practice is important both in situations where the child is reunified
as well as situations where the placement remains permanent (Centre for Advanced
Studies in Child Welfare, University of Minnesota (2013).
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Recommendation 5.5
We recommend that, while a child is in care, continued family relationships must
be valued and respected and that contact visits must be carried out in a way that
these relationships are enhanced.

This should involve:
a) appropriate contact places that encourage rather than inhibit parent-child
interaction;
b) parent attendance and participation in normal family events such as sporting
activities;
c) foster carers being provided with information about siblings including
birthdays and other important information and to be able to coordinate
family contact arrangements involving all siblings;
d) parents being kept informed about the achievements of their child and given
opportunities to participate in school and extra-curricular activities;
e) appropriately trained and sufficient numbers of contact ‘supervisors’ who
are able to facilitate rather than inhibit positive family interactions;
f)

recognition that poverty and poor access to resources might require support
for parents with transport to be able to participate.

Recommendation 5.6
We recommend that foster carers are provided with appropriate training to
build their capacity to relate, communicate and liaise with parents.

Recommendation 5.7
We support proposals for professional and appropriately paid foster carers who
can provide specialist foster care responses for high needs young people. We
further recommend that professional foster carers are available to work in an
on-going way in partnership with parents who may have an intellectual disability
or with a parent in prison.

Recommendation 5.8
We recommend that parents are kept informed about the achievements, health
and wellbeing of their children and that KICBOX be considered as one way for
parents to share in information about their child.
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Recommendation 5.9
We recommend that, in cases involving domestic violence where a child is
removed but subsequently reunified with one of the parents, information about
the location of the family must not be passed on to the perpetrator of the
violence.

Recommendation 5.10
We recommend that, if the children in care are identified as needing therapeutic
supports, then they have access to the same therapeutic supports when they are
reunified with their family in addition to any support the family may need to
build family resilience.

Recommendation 5.11
We recommend and support FIN SEQ’s long standing recommendation that the
Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, establish and
resource a Parent Advisory Committee, so that the voices of parents who have
been in contact with the child protection system and their experiences, are
heard and used in developing and designing policy and services.

The members of the Committee would receive prior training in advocacy (eg through
the Parent Leadership Training Institute program conducted by FIN SEQ) and would
be provided with on-going support through a regional non-government sector
organisation experienced in working with peer advocates (see Recommendation 3c
above).
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Appendix 1
Appendix 1 to this report is an extract from an international review of parent and
family engagement (Ivec 2013 pp 103-110) and summarises a number of proven or
promising practices in other jurisdictions to engage parents while their child is in
foster care.
Source Ivec, Mary (2013): A necessary engagement: An international review of
parent and family engagement in child protection, Social Action and Research Centre,
Anglicare Tasmania
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Appendix 2
Appendix 2 to this report is a document: “Rights of Parents Affected by the Child
Welfare System” guided by Rise magazine in New York City, the Centre for the Study
of Social Policy in Washing, DC, that National Coalition for Parent Advocacy in Child
Protective services in Claremont, California and Parents Anonymous.

“1.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$not$lose$my$child$because$I’m$poor.$
$
2.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$services$that$will$support$me$in$raising$my$child$at$home.$
$
3.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$speak$for$myself$and$be$heard$at$every$step$of$the$child$
protective$services$process.$
$
4.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$be$informed$of$my$rights.$
$
5.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$a$meaningful$and$fair$hearing$before$my$parental$rights$are$
limited$in$any$way.$
$
6.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$quality$legal$representation.$
$
7.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$support$from$someone$who$has$been$in$my$shoes.$
$
8.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$have$my$child$quickly$placed$with$someone$I$trust.$
$
9.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$frequent$meaningful$contact$with$my$child.$
$
10.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$make$decisions$about$my$child’s$life$in$care.$
$
11.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$privacy.$
$
12.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$fair$treatment$regardless$of$my$race,$culture,$gender$or$
religion.$
$
13.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$services$that$will$support$me$in$reunifying$me$with$my$
child.$
$
14.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$offer$my$child$a$lifelong$relationship.$
$
15.$I$HAVE$THE$RIGHT$TO$meaningful$participation$in$developing$the$child$welfare$$
policies$and$practices$that$affect$my$family$and$community.$
$
$
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