Media Release - Background Paper No.5 - The Issues

This Non-Government Report makes recommendations to further Australia’s compliance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Australia has made some advances, and there are examples of governments and communities developing programs and projects that provide support for children. But the lack of an effective national commitment to the Convention inhibits the development of a national collaborative process to evaluate, share information, learn lessons and promote best practice. At the very least a national Commissioner for Children and a national plan of action for children are required.

Compliance with the Convention is not guaranteed by local legislation. The Australian Government has not introduced any mechanism to allow its citizens and children to monitor its or the states' implementation of its human rights obligations.

· The Key issues raised in the Non- Government Report are:

· systemic disadvantage and discrimination suffered by Indigenous children; 

· mandatory and inhumane detention of children in immigration centres;

· lack of access and coordination in service provision in key areas such as mental health, child care and education; 

· lack of protection for the increasing numbers of children identified as abused or neglected, or homeless, and

· lack of genuine and effective participation by children and young people in decision making processes.

The gaps and priorities for action are clear - the substandard living conditions of Indigenous children remains Australia’s greatest shame. The Australian community continues to  repeat the mistakes of previous generations, and to make new ones. Despite Australia’s wealth, Indigenous children are not receiving effective health care or education, and they are many times over-represented in the child protection, out-of-home care and juvenile justice systems. 

We have failed to justify why Indigenous children, when compared with their non-Indigenous peers, do not have the benefits of the excellence of education, health and welfare that the non-Indigenous community takes for granted. 

The Federal Government has failed to explain why it persists in a policy of arbitrary immigration detention of children in adult prisons for long periods of time in damaging circumstances. This and the survival of mandatory detention in Western Australia indicate that Australia fails to value freedom for those who come within its protection.

A consistent theme in the submissions to, and from the consultations for this report, was concern about ad hoc service delivery for children and their communities. We fail to achieve systemic change and greater equity and equality of opportunity through better coordination. 
Increasing numbers of children are identified as abused or neglected, or homeless. Being identified does not solve their problems or meet their needs. There is a shortfall in the protection of the most vulnerable children in a country which is wealthy in world terms. 14% of school aged and young children have significant mental health problems. Many become the victims of violence and find themselves homeless. They do not receive the help that they need to ensure healthy development.

While there have been developments in relation to children’s participation, there remain many tokenistic or manipulative processes in important areas of children’s and young people’s involvement in society. Children and young people are not yet treated with respect by the education, health care, justice and social security systems. 

The deliberations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child will provide an important reminder to all governments in Australia that children have survival, protection, development and participatory rights.

