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ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STANDING COMMITTEE
On 21 November 2007, the Legislative Council resolved to appoint a Standing
Committee on Finance and Public Administration with a membership of seven
Members. The Council’s resolution came into operation on 1 April 2008 and the
Committee’s inaugural meeting was convened on 7 April 2008.
In accordance with the establishing resolution, the following Members were
appointed to the Committee:
•

Mr Greg Barber - Australian Greens,

•

Ms Candy Broad - Australian Labor Party,

•

Mr Peter Hall – Nationals,

•

Mr Matthew Guy - Liberal Party,

•

Mr Peter Kavanagh - Democratic Labor Party,

•

Mr Gordon Rich-Phillips - Liberal Party, and

•

Mr Matthew Viney - Australian Labor Party.

At its inaugural meeting the Committee elected Mr Rich-Phillips as Chairman and
Mr Viney as Deputy Chairman. On 13 April 2010, Mr Brian Tee replaced Ms Candy
Broad as a member on the Committee.
The establishing resolution provides the Committee with a wide range of powers.
Some key features of the Standing Committee include:
•

The Standing Committee exists until the Parliament is either prorogued
or dissolved.

•

Members of the Committee may be substituted by another Member
from the same political party.

•

The Committee has the power to inquire into any matter or thing
relevant to its functions, which is either referred to it by resolution of
the Legislative Council, or determined by the Committee.

•

The power to appoint sub-committees to inquire into matters.

2

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

REPORT
1.

Inquiry Background

1.

On 28 October 2008, the Committee resolved to inquire into and
report on Victorian departmental and agency performance and
operations

for

the

previous

financial

year.

The

Committee

subsequently agreed to modify its terms of reference to the extent
that any investigations would not be limited to a particular financial
year.
2.

On 2 February 2010, the Committee resolved to invite the
Department of Human Services (DHS) to give evidence in relation
to the Government’s child protection program. Of particular interest
to the Committee were issues raised by Ombudsman Victoria’s
November

2009

report,

Own

motion

investigation

into

the

Department of Human Services Child Protection Program and the
Department’s subsequent response to this report. DHS appeared
before the Committee on 26 March 2010.
3.

Following the March hearing, Ombudsman Victoria released a
further report, Own motion investigation into Child Protection – out
of home care. In addition, the Victorian Child Death Review
Committee released its 2010 annual report of inquiries into the
deaths of children known to Child Protection. In view of these
further reports and matters outstanding from the initial DHS
hearing, the Committee conducted further public hearings with DHS
and Ombudsman Victoria on 6 September 2010.

4.

This report outlines the issues discussed at the hearings and
incorporates

transcripts

of

evidence

questions taken on notice.
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2.

The Department of Human Services’ Child Protection
Program

5.

The Department of Human Services is the agency responsible for
delivering Victoria’s Child Protection Program. The Program receives
and responds to reports from people expressing significant concern
for the wellbeing of a child or a belief that a child is in need of
protection. The Program is run through eight different regions.

6.

Ombudsman Victoria released its Own motion investigation into the
Department of Human Services Child Protection Program report in
November 2009. The report found that Victoria is considered a
leader in terms of its policy framework and the majority of child
protection

staff

are

highly

committed

to

achieving

positive

outcomes for children. However, it also found the system is
struggling to meet its operational responsibilities. Amongst other
things, it reported:
•

evidence that many reports of child abuse and neglect do not
receive a timely response;

•

a large proportion of children subject to DHS investigation are
not allocated to a child protection worker; and

•

there have been instances where DHS has not complied with
statutory requirements and internal practice standards, including
instances where children were placed in the care of convicted
sex

offenders

because

criminal

records

checks

were

not

conducted.
7.

The report also raised concerns about DHS’ information technology
system, workforce issues amongst child protection staff including
low retention rates, and the accountability and transparency of the
child protection system.

8.

Ombudsman Victoria released its Own motion investigation into
Child Protection – out of home care report in May 2010. This report
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focused on the Child Protection Program’s out of home care system,
which includes residential care units, kinship care and foster care
placements. Amongst other things, it reported:
•

instances where children have been subject to abuse and
neglect while in out of home care;

•

a conflict between DHS’ role in regulating community service
organisations and its reliance on those same organisations to
meet its statutory responsibilities;

•

problems with the availability of out of home care, leading to
undesirable placement options for some children; and

•

evidence that children in out of home care experience poorer
outcomes in many areas of their lives, particularly education.

9.

Ombudsman Victoria made a total of 63 recommendations in the
two reports. DHS accepted all of the recommendations directed to
it, with the exception of one recommendation that the Government
transfer the function of registering community service organisations
to an independent office.

3.

Public hearings

3.1

First hearing – 26 March 2010

10.

On 26 March 2010, the Committee received evidence from the
following DHS representatives:
•

Ms Gill Callister, Secretary

•

Ms Pam White, Acting Executive Director, Child, Youth and
Families

•

Ms Mary McKinnon, Director, Child Protection, Placement and
Family Services.

11.

DHS provided an opening presentation, a copy of which is provided
in Appendix 1 (page 13) of this report.
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12.

The following issues were discussed during the hearing:
•

DHS’ compliance with its statutory obligation to produce Best
Interests Case Plans for children;

•

initiatives to recruit and retain child protection staff, including
progress with filling new positions;

•

Victoria’s new focus on early intervention and prevention;

•

implementation of Ombudsman Victoria’s recommendations;

•

the number of unallocated child protection cases;

•

DHS’ structure and decision making arrangements, including
the typical level of experience held by various categories of
staff;

•

the

impact

of

the

2009

separation

of

DHS

from

the

Department of Health;
•

DHS’ review of its data reporting practices and its investigation
into Ombudsman Victoria’s reports of data manipulation;

•

DHS’ arrangements for reporting issues of concern to the
minister;

•

arrangements for reporting incidents involving children in the
Child Protection Program, and the numbers and types of
incidents;

•

the cost of DHS’ CRIS information technology system; and

•

DHS’ audit of criminal records checks for persons caring for
children in the Child Protection Program.

13.

DHS took the following questions on notice at the public hearing (a
copy of the transcript is provided in Appendix 2, page 21):
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•

the number of Best Interest Case Plans the Secretary of DHS
was required to prepare in each of the financial years since the
introduction of the Children, Youth and Families Act 2005, and
the number of Plans not prepared within the statutory six week
timeframe;

•

the number of Best Interest Case Plans that have been
completed for the 3,241 children placed on new orders in
2008-09;

•

the number of outstanding Best Interests Case Plans, by
region, as at 30 June 2009 and 26 March 2010;

•

the typical level of experience of level 4 and level 5 officers or
team and unit leaders;

•

whether regions report on their compliance with the Best
Interests Case Plan requirement within a similar timeframe
and, if available, the state wide figure for breaches of the
statutory six week timeframe;

•

the average time it currently takes to prepare a Best Interests
Case Plan;

•

the timeline in which the minister was notified of the incident
referred to in the case study on page 30 of Ombudsman
Victoria’s Annual Report 09’;

•

the timeline in which the Minister was notified of the incident
referred to in the case study on page 31 of Ombudsman
Victoria’s Annual Report 09, the reasons for the apparent
breakdown in reporting that led to the Minister suggesting she
only became aware of the case when the Ombudsman released
his annual report, the outcome of the case and how long it
took for the matter to be rectified;

•

the definition of category 2 and category 3 incidents;

•

the number of reported incidents in each category in 2008-09
and the number of reported incidents by type of issue;
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•

the number of unallocated cases as at 1 January and 30 June
for the three years prior to 19 June 2009; and

•

the number of cases in which the Department was not able to
identify whether a criminal record check had been undertaken
for kinship placements, and the number of rechecks required.

14.

The Committee also requested copies of any reports produced as a
result of Ombudsman Victoria’s recommendations.

15.

DHS provided responses to some, but not all, of the questions on
notice in a letter from the Secretary dated 30 June 2010. DHS
declined to answer a number of questions relating to Best Interest
Case Plans on the ground it would require a significant diversion of
child protection staff to conduct retrospective manual audit of
relevant case files. DHS also advised that no reports arising from
Ombudsman Victoria’s recommendations had been completed as
yet but that the Secretary would provide relevant reports, subject
to any legal obligations, once they were completed. A copy of DHS’
response to questions taken on notice is provided in Appendix 3
(page 65).

3.2

Second hearing – 6 September 2010
Ombudsman Victoria

16.

On the 6 September 2010, the Committee received evidence from
the following Ombudsman Victoria representatives:

17.

•

Mr John Taylor, Acting Ombudsman

•

Ms Therese Quin, Acting Director of Investigations.

The following issues were discussed at the hearing:
•

reports of manipulation of performance data by DHS staff;

•

DHS’ response to Ombudsman Victoria’s recommendations and
arrangements for monitoring their implementation;
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•

DHS’ response to the needs of children with a disability;

•

the potential for a community visitors-style scheme for children
in the Child Protection Program;

•

the potential for a less adversarial approach to child protection
legal proceedings;

•

the potential for broadening the qualifications required of child
protection workers;

•

the number of unallocated child protection cases;

•

DHS’ compliance with its statutory obligation to produce Best
Interests Case Plans for children, and when this obligation is
satisfied;

•

whether DHS faces a conflict of interest as both a regulator and
customer of community service organisations;

•

the impact of poor placements, and failure to comply with Best
Interests Case Plan obligations, on children;

•

DHS’ CRIS information technology system;

•

the number of Ombudsman Victoria staff allocated to child
protection issues;

18.

•

arrangements for publication of DHS performance data; and

•

assistance available to kinship carers.

A copy of the transcript from the hearing is provided in Appendix 4
(page 73). No questions were taken on notice.
Department of Human Services

19.

Ms Gill Callister, the Secretary of DHS, represented DHS at the
hearing on 6 September 2010.

20.

The following issues were discussed at this hearing:
•

the number of reported incidents for children in out of home
care;

9

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

•

the outcome of the review of the CRIS information technology
system’s ‘fitness for purpose’;

•

the potential for a community visitors-style scheme for children
in the Child Protection Program;

•

changes to screening and assessment arrangements for kinship
carers;

•

the use of contingency placements in the out of home care
system;

•

arrangements for publication of DHS ‘quality of care’ data;

•

the

outcome

of

the

investigation

into

reports

of

data

manipulation by DHS staff;
•

the effectiveness of staff recruitment initiatives;

•

appropriate qualifications for child protection workers;

•

DHS’ compliance with its statutory obligation to produce Best
Interests Case Plans for children, and when this obligation is
satisfied;

•

the number of unallocated child protection cases; and

•

arrangements for police reporting to DHS regarding offenders on
the sex offenders register.

21.

DHS took the following questions on notice (a copy of the transcript
is provided in Appendix 4, page 91):
•

the number of reported category 2 and 3 incidents for children
in out of home care in 2008-09;

•

the number of children who were subject to incident reports in
2008-09, by category of incident;

•

the difference between staffing levels at November 2009 and
6 September 2010;

•

the funding allocated to DHS’ recent recruitment program;
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•

the number of staff recruited from overseas under the recent
recruitment program, and the number of those staff who have
since ceased employment with DHS;

•

details regarding how the CRIS system reports on compliance
with the Best Interests Case Plan requirement; and

•

an updated figure on the turnover rate for ‘front line’ child
protection workers.

22.

The Committee also requested a copy of the report on whether the
CRIS information technology system is ‘fit for purpose’ and on the
investigation into reports of data manipulation by DHS staff.

23.

On 29 September 2010, the Committee received a letter from the
Secretary of DHS clarifying matters in the 6 September transcript
and the Department’s letter to the Committee dated 30 June 2010.
A copy of this clarification letter is provided in Appendix 5 (page
115).

24.

At the time of completing this report, DHS had not provided a
written response to questions taken on notice at the 6 September
hearing. It is expected this response will be received shortly, at
which time it will be published on the Committee’s website.

Committee Room
4 October 2010
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APPENDIX 1 – DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN
SERVICES’S PRESENTATION – 26 MARCH 2010

Child protection

Gill Callister
Secretary

Standing Committee on Finance and Public Administration
26 March 2010

Department of Human Services

Contents
The new Department of Human Services
Program context
Victoria’s reforms
Characteristics and challenges

13

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’s Child Protection Program

Department of Human Services
key information
A service organisation:
• Better services for Victorians
•
•
•
•

Dedicated to vulnerable people
10,500 staff
$3.4 billion annual budget
613 service partners

Key areas of responsibility take in:
• Disability services
• Housing and homelessness
• Services for children, youth and families that range from
child protection to concessions and hardship assistance.

Victorian children and families
Children in out of
home care

5,283
5,283

Children on care and
protection orders

6100
6100

Children who had child
abuse or neglect
substantiated

6,129
6,129

Children reported to
child protection
Families involved with
family services*
Victorian children 0-16

33,640
33,640
26,452
26,452families
families
1,
1,143,246
143,246

Sources: AIHW, Child protection Australia 2008-09,
*DHS, Family Services IRIS data annual report 2008-09
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In most cases, children in out of home care are
also on care and protection orders
Care and protection orders apply when the
court determines there is a need for ongoing
involvement with the family
Substantiations of abuse relate to physical,
sexual and emotional abuse, as well as neglect
The total number of reports received in
2008-09 was 42,851.
A large proportion of these
families have histories of
involvement in mental health,
substance abuse, disability and
family violence services
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Victoria’s reforms
• The reforms were introduced in recognition
that too many families were not getting the
help that they needed early enough
• Too many children were being brought to the
attention of child protection
• Therefore the focus of the reforms has been
upon prevention and the provision of early
intervention services and supports to
vulnerable families
• The reforms were enshrined in the Children,
Youth and Families Act 2005

Notification rate
140

Rate per 1000 children

120

NSW

100

Vic
Qld

80

WA
SA
60

Tas
ACT

40

NT

20

0
2000-01

2001-02

2002-03

2003-04

2004-05

Reporting period
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2005-06

2006-07

2007-08
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Victoria’s reforms
• The reforms outlined in the Act came into effect in
2007
• Key elements of the Act include:
• The creation of Child FIRST as a central,
community-based referral point to a range family
services and other supports
• Increased information sharing and integration
between child protection and other services
• The establishment of registration and quality
assurance of services and carers providing support
to children and families
• The Act has a particular focus on promoting
children’s safety, stability and development

Family services – earlier intervention
• Victoria boasts a well developed family
services network which is locally available.
• Family services are provided by community
service organisations, many of which have
long and rich histories of providing services to
vulnerable Victorians.
• Over 26,000 families were involved with
family services in 2008-09
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Child FIRST Sites

What is Child FIRST?
• Provided by a local community service
organisation
• Available to professionals and families
• A local front door
• With a safety net provision
• Child and Family Service Alliances in
each site
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Child protection
• The Ombudsman’s investigation confirmed
Victoria’s sound policy and reform platform.
• Victoria’s reforms are ambitious and wideranging
• The reforms are only part way implemented
and require ongoing effort
• The Ombudsman highlighted a number of
areas where the department needs to focus
its attention
• All recommendations are in the process of
being implemented

Ombudsman report themes
• The Ombudsman raised concerns with the child
protection program relating to:
• Workforce
• Compliance with statutory obligations
• Oversight of the program
• Child protection and the legal system
• The department accepted all 42 recommendations
and implementation is well underway
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New investment
• The $77 million committed in September 2009 will
contribute significantly to the implementation of the
Ombudsman’s recommendations:
• 101 new front line workers
• a partnership with the Community Services Organisations to
enable better case management of 750 kinship care cases
• a new Best Interests training program
• two new principal practitioners
• $4.7 million to boost capacity in all 24 Child FIRST sites
• Specialist intervention team

• Early Childhood Development workers located in each
Child FIRST site

Directions for out-of-home care
Demand

Reform direction 1: Support children to remain at home with their families

Capacity

Reform direction 2: A better choice of care placement

Reform direction 3: Promote wellbeing
Reform direction 4: Prepare young people who are leaving care to make the
transition into adult life

Quality

Reform direction 5: Improve the education of children in care
Reform direction 6: Develop effective and culturally appropriate responses for
the high numbers of Aboriginal children in our care
Reform direction 7: A child-focused system and processes
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Good practice

Source: www.cyf.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/384197/good-practice-snapshot-2009.pdf
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APPENDIX 2 – TRANSCRIPT OF EVIDENCE
26 MARCH 2010
CORRECTED VERSION
STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Inquiry into Departmental and Agency Performance and Operations
Department of Human Services Child Protection Program
Melbourne—26 March 2010
Members
Mr G. Barber
Ms C. Broad
Mr M. Guy
Mr P. Hall

Mr P. Kavanagh
Mr G. Rich-Phillips
Mr M. Viney

Chair: Mr G. Rich-Phillips
Deputy Chair: Mr M. Viney
Substituted members
Ms C. Hartland for Mr G. Barber
Ms J. Huppert for Mr M. Viney
Mr E. O’Donohue for Mr M. Guy
Mr B. Tee for Ms C. Broad
Staff
Secretary: Mr R. Willis
Research Assistant: Mr S. Marshall

Witnesses
Department of Human Services:
Ms G. Callister, Secretary;
Ms P. White, Acting Executive Director, Child, Youth and Families, and
Ms M. McKinnon, Director, Child Protection, Placement and Family Services.
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The CHAIR—I declare open the Legislative Council Standing Committee on Finance and
Public Administration public hearing. Today's hearing is in relation to the inquiry into
departmental and agency performance and operations, specifically the Department of Human
Services Child Protection Program. I welcome Ms Gill Callister, the secretary, Department of
Human Services; Ms Pam White, the acting executive director, Child, Youth and Families,
and Ms Mary McKinnon, director, Child Protection, Placement and Family Services. For the
information of witnesses and the committee, I point out we have a number of substitutions on
the committee this morning. Mr Tee is substituting for Ms Broad; Ms Huppert will be
substituting for Mr Viney; Ms Hartland is substituting for Mr Barber, and Mr O'Donohue is
substituting for Mr Guy. We also have two apologies for Mr Hall and Mr Kavanagh. All
evidence taken at this hearing is protected by parliamentary privilege provided by the
Constitution Act 1975 and further subject to the provisions of the Legislative Council
standing orders. Any comments made outside the precincts of the hearing are not protected by
parliamentary privilege. All evidence is being recorded by Hansard, and witnesses will be
provided with a proof version of the transcript in the next couple of days. I would now invite
you to make any opening statement you wish before the committee proceeds to questions.
Thank you.
Ms CALLISTER—Thank you, Mr Chair. We have a presentation which I
understand you all have copies of.
The CHAIR—Thank you.
Overheads shown.
Ms CALLISTER—I will take you through that presentation, and thank you for the
committee's interest in this area of our work. I will talk a little bit about the new Department
of Human Services as a context; a bit of a description of how the Child Protection Program
operates; the reforms under way in Victoria and some of our current challenges. We do have a
new Department of Human Services that was established back in August of last year. I
suppose the key features of the new department are essentially about its focus on vulnerable
and disadvantaged groups in the Victorian community. The other key focus in the department
is about front-line service delivery and as the new secretary I have been very focused on how
we orient the department to be far more focused on our performance and our service delivery.
The key program areas of responsibility in the department, as you can see, there are disability
services, both accommodation and client services, housing and homelessness services,
services for children, youth, families, that range from child protection, youth justice, family
support through to concessions and hardship assistance.
We are in an ideal position to really look at we focus on service delivery to the most
disadvantaged and vulnerable Victorians. In the new department going forward we have a
very strong emphasis on workforce because we are heavily dependent on large workforces to
deliver those services to people in the community and on front-line focus for service
performance and improvement.
Child protection: I want to give you some context about the child protection system works.
This pyramid is by way of giving you an understanding of how we start at the bottom with the
total number of Victorian children nought to 16 which is a bit over a million children. That is
the general population that the child protection system may receive reports from on any given
day. Then we have quite a well developed secondary service system in Victoria, and I will
talk about that further on in the presentation, which is our family services system which is
about providing earlier intervention and support to families who are experiencing a range of
problems or trouble. Then we have the children reported to child protection. The numbers of
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children—as you can see there are 33,640 in the 2008-09 year. The actual number of reports
was closer to 43,000 and that relates to some children being re-reported in that year.
When children are reported to child protection they come into what we call an intake room,
and most of those reports are by phone. What happens in intake rooms is that those reports are
screened or a more familiar word may be triaged. What that involves is taking information
from the reporter about the family, the child and the circumstances. That involves then
gathering more information about that. Much information is gathered in relation to those
reports. Often a maternal and child health nurse will be contacted, a school, a doctor, other
relevant people, and a picture is established of what might be the best way to deal with this
report. Many of those reports are families that need some assistance but they do not need a
threshold for the statutory intervention of a Child Protection Program.
In the majority of those cases the reporter would be referred to another service, and I will talk
about the Child FIRST service further on which is what we have established in Victoria to
ensure that children do not fall between the gaps of being notified to child protection but not
receiving the help that they may need. If it is established on the information that child
protection needs to investigate the case, what that means is that that family then receives a
direct visit from child protection. That is a face-to-face contact generally in a family home
where an assessment begins. It is not on the pyramid there but over 11,000 investigations
occurred in the 2008-09 year.
At the conclusion of that investigation the decision needs to be made about whether we
substantiate child abuse or neglect. Now, substantiation means that we either believe that that
child has experienced abuse or neglect, or it means that we think they are at significant risk of
abuse or neglect. An example where we might investigate and substantiate but then refer a
family on might be where there has been a family violence incident. We do an investigation,
we find that the mother has in fact left the home with her children; that she is wanting to
protect her children herself and that she is taking appropriate protective action. The best thing
we might do in that circumstance is help support that mother to protect her own children;
ensure that she has accommodation, ensure she has support services in place and ensure that
she is able to do her best for her children. We may substantiate that case and we may stay
involved for a period of time to support that mother and child, but we would then close that
case once we thought that that family had the appropriate support to get on with their own
lives and that mother can manage her family safely.
There are other families where we substantiate child abuse or neglect where we maintain a
longer period of involvement. The decision is really about how can we best assist this family
to keep this child safe. In a small number of cases that means removing children from their
families, and you can see up there in the 2008-09 year we had 5,283 children in the out of
home care system. They are not children who will have all been removed that year, that is a
stock of children that has been established over time. Some of those children will have been
in care for a long period; some of them will have just come into care. Many of the children
who come into care will also go home. It is a very fluctuating population. The majority of
those children in out of home care will be on care and protection orders. Certainly for any
long-term placements away from their family, the Children's Court is involved in the
decision-making about where children live and obviously the making of child protection
orders.
There is also a substantial number of children on other orders, such as supervision orders,
who are still in the care of their families but where the court has made an order that the
department will supervise the family for a longer period of time. They tend to be families with
more entrenched problems that will take a longer period of time to improve. Often families
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who are prepared to accept support services intervention want to care for their children safely
but face a whole range of challenges, often mental health problems, sometimes disability and
a range of other things. I suppose I am trying to give you a picture of how in a child
protection system it is not cut and dried about how we make decisions. There are complex
balances to be achieved between over-intervening in family life while protecting children and
ensuring their safety, and supporting families to care for their children's safety.
With that in mind I am going to move a bit to some of the reforms that have been established
in Victoria and that are part-way through their implementation phase. It became clear a
number of years ago that many families were being reported to the Child Protection Service.
Many of those did not meet a threshold for statutory intervention. They were families that
needed help. They were families with problems. But very often, once it was decided that they
did not need to be dealt with through a child protection lens, there was not necessarily an
organised system to refer them into. Too many children were coming to the attention of child
protection but then not necessarily being connected to what they needed. Perspective from a
child protection point of view is a bottom of the cliff perspective. We felt that not nearly
enough of that perspective was from the top of the cliff. How do we establish a system that
when you can see families heading for trouble, rather than waiting until children are so unsafe
that you need a statutory response, how do we create a system that builds an earlier
intervention and prevention system, because we know that wholesale removal of children
does not work. We have seen through the stolen generations, through the forgotten
Australians, through the British child migrants that wholesale removal policies do not
necessarily make anything any better for the children or families and that people carry that for
their entire lives.
We look to build a system that had far more at the top of the cliff, to intervene earlier for
families, and at the same time for the children coming into out of home care that there was
much earlier attention to the need for their stability, that we could not have a revolving door
of children going in and out of care with constant attempts to send them home. We tried to
achieve a balanced perspective in those reforms. Some comparison with other jurisdictions
across Australia, what this graph shows you is the reporting rates by jurisdiction some 2000
and 2001 up to 2007-08. What you see there is that every jurisdiction in Australia has had
significant growth in its child protection reports. We are all trying to deal with this problem.
We are all trying to deal with the problem of families experiencing a range of problems that
are often expressed as a report to Child Protection Services but that need a complex set of
responses.
Victoria has experienced the lowest growth of any jurisdictions. Our view is that that is at
least partly due to the success of building a stronger early intervention and prevention system.
Our system has been under considerable pressure in the last couple of years so our growth has
continued but it has not been as extensive as some of those other jurisdictions. We now have a
number of those jurisdictions, specifically Western Australia, Queensland and Tasmania,
looking at the Victorian model as a blueprint for how they might build in a more holistic
range of support to deal with some of these problems.
The specific reforms: the reforms that are outlined in the new legislation, the Children, Youth
and Families Act, came into effect in 2007 so they are approximately 2½ years old now. The
legislation brought about a number of things: it created something called Child FIRST which
is a new community based referral point for family services and other universal services for
families. It is quite foundational to the Victorian reforms, and I will talk further about it
shortly. The new act created better integration between child protection and other services.
Child protection on its own cannot solve very many of these problems. It needs a coordinated,
holistic response that deals with a whole lot of the things that are impacting on families lives
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and impacting on their ability to care for their children safely. It established registration and
quality assurance standards for agencies involved in providing support to children and
families, something that had not previously existed. It allowed for new types of reports. For
example, in Victoria it allowed for reports of unborn children. It allows for the reports of
unborn children purely for the purposes of supporting mothers earlier, during pregnancy, and
planning for after the birth. It is fairly traumatic for child protection to come into a maternity
ward a few hours after a baby is born and start interviewing a woman who has just given birth
and start making decisions about her child, particularly when it has been known for a number
of months that she will face challenges when that baby is born. Unborn reports allow us to
start talking with her and engaging with her and thinking about the planning for what might
occur following the birth of her baby. This is particularly helpful with people who have a
number of other problems, such as mental illness, substance abuse and so forth.
It also allowed for the introduction of therapeutic treatment orders for children 10 to 14 years
who engage in sexually abusive behaviour. These are children who, for a range of reasons, are
demonstrating behaviours which we now know on the evidence may well lead to the
development of much more serious sexual perpetrator behaviour as older teenagers or adults.
The evidence says that the earlier there is a therapeutic treatment model for those children, the
more likely they are to not proceed to develop those dangerous behaviours. But in the number
of cases, families or even the child themselves can be in denial about the severity of that, and
the police are often not in any position to do anything from a criminal stream due to a range
of legal issues. We introduce the capacity to take those matters before the court and say, 'We
need to see this child as someone with serious concerns but also with the opportunity for a
therapeutic response that might stop further dangerous behaviour.'
We also introduced new stability planning provisions to ensure that children do not drift in
out of home care. There was much analysis done that showed that we had children come into
the out of home care system and often sit there for a long period of time while a lot of work
went into working with their parents. What we know is that children's developmental clocks
tick very quickly. The amount of development that goes on between nought and three years,
particularly in terms of the development of children's brains and the developmental stages that
they go through happens very rapidly. We know that the rehabilitation clock for some types of
problems in parents ticks quite slowly and it can be a long process for people to recover from
issues. We have refocused the legislative provisions in the act on stability to take more
account of the child's developmental needs, rather than waiting as long for parents to be able
to improve. There is still a focus on trying to have parents resume the care of their children,
but a much more focused effort on the time that that should take. These matters are ultimately
matters for the Children's Court but they focus the department's planning efforts in a much
more sustained way.
In Victoria we are very fortunate to have a well-developed family services network. It has
historically been one of the great attributes of the Victorian system that we have a network of
agencies that have evolved over time and developed a great deal of capability in providing
earlier support to Victorian families. Over 26,000 families were involved with family services
in 2008-09 which is a significant increase on previous years as we have built more into that
system. I talked about Child FIRST being a foundation of the Victorian reforms and I want to
describe Child FIRST in more detail because it is critical to the system that we have been
evolving. This is a map showing you where Child FIRST sites are in Victoria. Essentially
there are 24 Child FIRST catchments. The state is divided into catchment areas which are a
cluster of local government areas mostly which group agencies together for the purposes of
those sites.
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What happens in Child FIRST? Child FIRST is a front door at a local level. Part of our
hypothesis is that not as many children will have to be reported to child protection if there is a
more obvious point of help and assistance for doctors, nurses, police, teachers to connect
vulnerable families to earlier before things have got to the stage of child abuse. But the
problem that we had was despite that network of agencies, they all operated independently.
People had to navigate their way around four, five or six agencies, put themselves on several
waiting lists, and it is simply easier to ring a child protection line and make a matter known.
What we have done with Child FIRST is create a local front door so it is run by a local
community agency—a different one in most of those 24 areas—and it can be accessed by any
professional. A school teacher concerned about a child and a family that seems to be
struggling—perhaps mum and dad have separated; mum is not working, she has gone on to
Centrelink benefits; children are not coming to school with lunch as often, those sorts of
scenarios—this is a front door for that level of contact.
Before Child FIRST, many of those sorts of referrals may have gone straight to child
protection and not met a threshold for child protection intervention. Now they have a different
front door for that earlier intervention. If they come to child protection, if they are referred
and we do not consider that they need a statutory response but what they need is a family
services response, we also can refer them into Child FIRST. It operates as a two-way front
door. The safety net is that we put a community based child protection worker there so that
that worker can consult. If people believe that cases need to go the other way and families
need to be referred into child protection then that worker is there to give advice and
consultation. They are also there to do joint work with community services where we believe
that children and families need the benefit of both services together. Within each of these
locations, while all of that referring and working together is happening, there is also a joinedup governance. There is an alliance of local service providers—family services, maternal and
child health, early childhood, schools, police, mental health—slightly different constellations
in each area that work together to monitor how well the system is running; look at where there
might be gaps appearing; look at local needs and issues; whether we have more drug and
alcohol problems appearing in a particular area; whether we need to engage the mental health
services effectively; whether different social problems are appearing that might need the
service system to respond more accurately.
That Child FIRST, having not been in existence a number of years ago at all, is now rolled out
across Victoria and is well into its implementation. Obviously the ombudsman released his
report in November of last year and that did a number of things: it certainly raised concerns
about a number of areas of child protection operation that we are now paying a great deal of
attention to. It also though confirmed that that policy direction and that policy platform that
Victoria has adopted is a sound platform to go forward with and that it is more in the
implementation and the paying attention to some of the nuts and bolts of operational issues
that we need to really focus our attention. Notwithstanding that the growth in reports to child
protection in Victoria have grown at a much slower rate than in other jurisdictions, the system
has been placed under considerable pressure. We have had a further 5,000 reports per year in
the last three or four years, and the number of open cases on any one day has gone from 8,000
in 2005-06, to nearly 12,000 on any one day. On any one day we are dealing with 12,000
open cases at some point in the child protection system. Some of those will be in the intake
room that I described to you; some of them will be in an investigation phase; some of them
will be children already on court orders in out of home care; some of them will be children
living at home on court orders being monitored by child protection where one of the tasks is
extensive coordination of agencies.
The other thing about that 12,000 cases is it changes literally every day. You can come to
work as a child protection worker with a plan for how you are going to work for the day and
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which of your families you will be visiting, and there may have been a domestic violence
incident overnight; a child may have run away from home; a parent may have taken a drug
overdose, and a plan that may have been going quite well will be completely up in the air and
you will need to respond. There is a very strong element of child protection work that is about
instant responses on a day-by-day basis. It is a very changing and dynamic client group.
The other thing we know is that family complexity over the last 10 to 20 years has
significantly increased and changed. The numbers of families that have coexisting mental
health, drug and alcohol, family violence, unemployment, poor education problems, has
increased and is very much a feature of the families that come into child protection systems.
We know while we have been able to provide earlier intervention for many families, and
divert families to a system that provides a great deal of support and some very good
outcomes, what that means is that the cases that come into the system are much more about
the most serious risk, the most complex cases, and another pressure in our system is that many
of those cases are staying longer. Once you are in the system, once you are in out of home
care, once you are in a family that is being monitored, the child protection system is more
likely to be involved for a longer period of time. We have a number of more serious cases that
are in the system for longer.
The ombudsman raised, as I am sure that you are aware, a number of issues around the child
protection workforce, although he also acknowledged how committed and hard-working that
workforce is; around our compliance with a number of our statutory obligations; around the
oversight and monitoring of the Child Protection Program, and about child protection and the
legal system. He made 42 recommendations which the department accepted all of, and the
implementation of those is well under way. But I cannot stress enough the importance of
workforce as a primary issue. This is not an industry that has been revolutionised by
technology. It is not an industry that has been transformed by pharmaceuticals like some areas
of health have. This is still an industry that is very reliant on a qualified and competent
workforce to work with families and children around very complex issues and that needs to be
able to make finely balanced, difficult judgments on a daily basis.
From our perspective a lot of the improvement will come from an investment in the
workforce and the stabilisation and retention of that workforce. We see that as an absolutely
key priority to improving much of the rest of the system. Our immediate focus has been on
stabilising the workforce which has included an intensive statewide and international
recruitment campaign; reducing the number of unallocated cases which is tied to having staff;
freeing up the capacity of our team leaders to provide more supervision to our front-line
workers which we were pleased that the ombudsman acknowledged the critical role of
supervision in child protection work is a quality mechanism. He also highlighted the valuable
role played by our principal practitioner in Victoria, and we have appointed two new principal
practitioners to provide additional decision-making and oversight of the complex cases. We
have appointed six new senior managers in our regions—five in rural Victoria and one in the
southern region—to oversight regional performance and manage service delivery pressures.
We have put a new focus in the new departmental structure on service delivery and
performance and on workforce. Rather than dealing with this as a one-off issue we are
building a far more robust way of monitoring performance and of developing the workforce
into the future.
We are pretty pleased that since September 2009 we have had a 192 new staff commencing
the program. That has been a mixture of filling existing vacancies that we have and new
positions that were announced by the government. We have put a lot of our initial effort into
Gippsland which was where the ombudsman put a lot of focus, and highlighted some of the
very significant problems that we had in the Gippsland region. We have seen 32 new
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practitioners commence in Gippsland which are a mix of both local Victorian and overseas
recruits. We have also prioritised in those recommendations addressing the issues that were
raised about criminal records checks and the CRIS system which is our electronic case
management system which the ombudsman made a number of comments on, and also the
issues that were raised about data integrity.
There was a new investment that was made by the government late last year, and we also
prioritising the implementation of that because we see that as key to the foundations of how
we improve the system. Those initiatives: 101 new front-line workers which we are currently
recruiting to, as I described; a partnership with community service organisations, that is an
additional 94 extra staff in the community service sector to manage settled cases of kinship
care; a new Best Interests training program for our staff; two new principal practitioners, as I
described; additional capacity in our 24 Child FIRST sites, in recognition of the fact that we
have had growth in reports and that we need to maintain and strengthen that early intervention
and prevention system and, of course, we have a specialist intervention team who have been
working extensively in the Gippsland region as a bit of a flying squad, if you like, to assist
that region to be able to manage their workload. We have had some success in that the
numbers of unallocated cases in the Gippsland region have halved.
We are hoping that in the next quarter of implementation, these initiatives will help us get on
top of some of the problems that have been identified. We also have a new initiative of early
childhood development workers located in each Child FIRST site in recognition of the fact
that very young children in kindergartens, in child care being seen by maternal and child
health nurses, we want to strengthen the connection between those universal and early
childhood services, and the family services in the Child FIRST site.
I know it is not a matter of extensive examination today but I did want to briefly refer to the
area of out of home care. That is a strategy that was released last year, along with $135
million over four years. There is considerable that has gone in, in the last 12 to 18 months
looking at how we reform the out of home care system and recognising that we have a
number of models of out of home care that need reform, updating, modernising and changing
to provide for the needs of the children for out of home care.
Finally, we did bring a copy of a document for the committee about good practice. I am not
going to cite any particular cases out of that, although the ombudsman does refer to some. I
wanted to make the point here that the issue of community value of child protection work I
believe is quite a critical one. On any given day there are more than a thousand child
protection staff out there working with about 12,000 families in one form or another, and
looking out for the 12,000 children that have come to the attention of the system in one way
or other. It is extremely complex work. It involves very fine judgments; it involves working in
a very coordinated way with a range of players. Yet it appears to be somewhat undervalued
and perhaps not well understood by the community. I cannot help but reflect on the fact that
when something, for example, happens in a school where a teacher is found with child
pornography or where a teacher has a sexual relationship with a student and is charged by the
police, that while we all think that is an appalling thing we do not call for the overhaul of the
education system. We do not think the whole education system is broken. We continue to
value the education system.
It is not necessarily the same with the child protection system where single tragic events—and
they are often tragic, it is a tragic thing when a child dies, and child protection workers feel
that as acutely as anyone else. They know that a lot of their work is life and death judgments,
and long-term decisions that will affect people's lives. But I think that it is very important that
there is a broader and deeper community understanding of the complexity and the value of
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this work in much the same way as we value the work of teachers in our education system and
the work of health professionals in our health system. Thank you for the opportunity to
present.
The CHAIR—Thank you, Ms Callister. I am going to invite Mr O'Donohue to open
the questions.

Mr O'DONOHUE—Thank you, Ms Callister, for your presentation. You mentioned
in your presentation the issue of statutory obligations. If I could take you to section 167 of the
Children, Youth and Families Act which states that:
The secretary must ensure that a case plan is prepared in respect of a child within six
weeks after the making of a court—
and it lists various orders where a case plan must be prepared. Can you advise the committee,
since the introduction of the act, how many case plans have been ordered in each subsequent
financial year?
Ms CALLISTER—I am sorry, I could not hear the last bit of the question.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Can you advise me and the committee how many case plans
have been ordered to be prepared in each of the financial years since the introduction of the
act?
Ms CALLISTER—I would have to take that question on notice. I would not have
the number of those at hand. A case plan is ordered whenever a court order is made, so
following the making of every court order there is a requirement to have a case plan. A court
order is not just a new court order, it can be the extension of an existing order.
Mr O'DONOHUE—That court order makes you, as the secretary, responsible. I am
surprised you do not know how many times you have been ordered to prepare a Best Interests
case plan.
Ms CALLISTER—I have some data about the number of new court orders in a year,
but I would need to take it on notice to check the absolute, whether that covers every order in
a year.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Can you give a figure for perhaps the most recent financial
year?
Ms McKINNON—Number of children placed on new orders in the previous year
2008-09 was 3,241.
Mr O'DONOHUE—That is 3,241?
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, and the number of children on orders was 6,100.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Of those 3,241 orders that were made, how many Best Interests
case plans were not prepared within this statutory time limit of six weeks?
Ms CALLISTER—We would have to take that on notice. I think one of the things
the ombudsman pointed out was that we did not have robust enough systems to audit those
sorts of things. We are well aware that we have a number of cases where we have not
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complied with that requirement. We are establishing a new audit and compliance team in the
department that will monitor those things far more actively.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If I could take you page 79 of the ombudsman's report and case
study 23, the fourth paragraph says:
The department provided my office with a copy of the audit outcomes from the region—
It does not specify which region.
The audit revealed that 11 per cent of children in the region did not have a Best Interests
case plan in place. The department advised my office that it would ensure full
compliance with the legislative requirement by the end of April 2009. The region also
reported that it would implement a reporting system to advise staff when a Best Interests
Case Plan was due for completion.
Ms Callister, you are telling us this morning that you are still in the process of updating your
databases, and you advised the ombudsman that you would have that in place almost 12
months ago.
Ms CALLISTER—I think that relates to a case that arose in that particular region,
and the commitment about full compliance with the legislative requirement was particularly
about that region and the work that they had undertook in auditing their own range of cases.
Mr O'DONOHUE—That assurance about compliance with statutory requirements
was for one region only.
Ms McKINNON—In that instance.
Ms CALLISTER—In that instance it was.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Did you provide any assurances to the ombudsman about when
statutory compliance for all regions would be met?
Ms CALLISTER—I was not in the department when that case arose in April 2009.
Subsequent to the ombudsman's report coming out, we have assured the ombudsman that we
are establishing an audit and compliance team in the department that will monitor all of these
obligations in a far more proactive way. We have made that as one of our commitments in the
42 recommendations.
Mr O'DONOHUE—When did the department first see a draft of the ombudsman's
report?
Ms CALLISTER—Prior to the final report?
Mr O'DONOHUE—Yes. When?
Ms CALLISTER—I do not recall the exact date. It was a short while prior to the
final report.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If the department had been advising the ombudsman that they
would meet, and you are saying, legislative requirements for only one region by April 2009,
you obviously have had an ongoing dialogue with the ombudsman since at least early 2009.
Would that be fair to say?
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Ms CALLISTER—I have not had any ongoing dialogue with the ombudsman since
early 2009. I have had contact with the ombudsman since I was appointed secretary in August
2009.
Mr O'DONOHUE—I appreciate, Ms Callister, you are relatively new to this
appointment but I would have thought that compliance with statutory obligations would be
one of the primary considerations for you as a secretary. Do you agree with that?
Ms CALLISTER—I do agree, absolutely. Compliance with statutory obligations is
an absolute focus of the work that we are currently engaged in to respond to the ombudsman's
concerns. It is absolutely one of our priorities. As I said the daily contact with children and
families, the allocation of cases, the retention of workforce is a critical priority to ensuring
that children are safe and that the work gets done properly. While these things remain very
important and we have work going on with them, the stabilisation of workforce is key to a
quality child protection system moving forward.
Mr O'DONOHUE—You are saying that your statutory obligations are secondary to
workforce issues and others you have outlined? I am trying to understand—
Ms CALLISTER—I am not saying they are secondary, Mr O'Donohue, I am saying
that they require staff out there to implement them. I completely accept my statutory
obligations without question, but I need a workforce out there to implement them. This is
about children and families having plans and that involves staff to work with them.
Mr O'DONOHUE—This is about children and families having plans, and it is your
statutory obligation to provide all children with a plan within six weeks of a court order, and
you have been in this position now for over six months and you are telling me that you cannot
even tell the committee how many court orders have not been complied with; how many
times you have been ordered by a court to provide a Best Interests case plan.
Ms CALLISTER—Each of those 3,241 new orders would require a new Best
Interests case plan.
Mr O'DONOHUE—How many of those have been completed?
Ms CALLISTER—I would have to take that on notice.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Is the evidence in paragraph 4 of page 79 of the report, that the
audit revealed that 11 per cent of children in the region did not have a Best Interests case plan,
is that indicative for the broader system? Is that indicative for most regions?
Ms CALLISTER—I am unable to say.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Would some regions be more than 11 per cent?
Ms CALLISTER—I am unable to say that.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Would some regions be more than 30 per cent? Can you give
any indicative figure for the number of Best Interests case plans that have not been provided
in compliance with your statutory obligations as secretary for the department?
Ms CALLISTER—I cannot give you that figure at the moment.
Mr O'DONOHUE—That is not good enough. I take your point that the workforce is
critical and a stable system is critical, but if you cannot provide simple, fundamental data,
how can the workforce then implement the work that it needs to do?
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Ms CALLISTER—As I said the key—
Mr TEE—The witness is saying—
The CHAIR—Mr Tee, Ms Callister is capable of answering the question.
Ms Callister.
Ms CALLISTER—The ombudsman clearly identified that we have not had adequate
systems in place to audit and monitor compliance with those statutory obligations. We accept
that. There is considerable work under way to implement that. As I said, a stable workforce
that is able to work with children and families is absolutely critical. Allocating cases is
absolutely critical. Making a Best Interests plan involves having a relationship with the
family; being able to talk to them; being able to work with them around what plan is best for
this child; being able to work with the child around that plan. That is not a tick a box exercise.
That is not something that I can send a group of temporary staff out easily to do. That is not
going to ultimately benefit the children and the families that are requiring really an ongoing
relationship with someone who can see them through some difficult things.
Much of that plan involves the future of children. It is not, as I said, a tick a box exercise.
While I accept the criticism—and I accepted it from the ombudsman, and we are
endeavouring to do something about it—it requires a workforce that can implement that.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Just to take that a bit further, when do you anticipate that you
will be able to provide the committee and the community with some satisfaction that your
statutory obligations are being met?
Ms CALLISTER—As I said, we talked about where we have work under way on
every single one of the recommendations and we have prioritised some ahead of others. We
have a plan. We provide regular updates to the ombudsman and we are working on each of
those recommendations. Some of them have a more set timeline than others.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Where do your statutory obligations fall within the hierarchy of
priorities?
Ms CALLISTER—They are very important.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If I can take you briefly to the issue of staff. You have said that
is a primary focus. It has been reported in media reports earlier this year that the minister
wanted half the 101 new staff positions filled by the end of March this year. Are you track to
achieving that?
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, we are.
Mr O'DONOHUE—How many of the 101 are employed now?
Ms CALLISTER—There are 61 of the new positions that are filled, 61 of 101 are
filled, but as I said, we have filled upwards of 190 positions since September last year. As you
would appreciate we already had existing vacancies. We also have regular attrition. It is not a
secret that we have difficulties retaining staff. We are not alone. Every Child Protection
Program that we have looked at around Australia and in the western world has significant
problems retaining staff. It is difficult work. It is not particularly strongly valued, as I
described earlier. People work under considerable pressure. Even for the best child protection
workers, people generally want a break. It is not something you can do very long periods of
time except for exceptional people. Some of the American jurisdictions have turnover of
upwards of 50 per cent per year. We are focusing very much on how we stabilise that
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retention. We also employ a very large number of women who go into their child-bearing and
family-raising ages. We have a high percentage of staff that go on maternity leave, and we
support that because they are often very valuable staff as they return to the workforce. That is
another feature of this workforce in particular.
Mr O'DONOHUE—One final question. You said you will take on notice the details
as to your statutory obligations and fulfilment of those statutory obligations. I would
appreciate it if you could provide that information at your earliest convenience, preferably by
region with regard to how many Best Interests case plans are outstanding as at today's date,
and how many outstanding Best Interests case plans there were as at 30 June last year, and if
that could be provided by region too. Thank you, Ms Callister. Are you able to provide that on
notice?
Ms CALLISTER—Yes.
The CHAIR—Mr Tee.
Mr TEE—Thank you for that. I want to start with the graph that was shown for the
reporting period. Can I start by saying thank you for being here today. I acknowledge that this
is a very complex area and it is a very difficult area for all the reasons that you have gone
through, but it is a very important area because you are dealing with some of those most
vulnerable people in our community. I do understand the complexity and the difficulty. Thank
you for the work that you and your team do. I want to start focusing on that table and in
particular I think the ombudsman's observation that Victoria is considered a leader in terms of
its policy, its framework. If I can summarise the success of Victoria and, as I understand it,
what you are saying is that in Victoria we have a number of diversions in place, we have a
number of practices in place which means that we intervene early and we send families off to
the support services that we need, rather than waiting, as you said, until they have fallen off
the cliff. Would that be a fair summary as to why Victoria is a leader in this area? Would that
in part explain why our notification rate is one of the best in the country?
Ms CALLISTER—I might ask Pam White to speak to that as well.
Ms WHITE—I feel I can speak to this because I was in this particular position about
six or seven years ago. We began the reforms and we did a whole lot of work looking at who
was coming into the system and why they were coming into the system. We noticed when we
did that work that there were a lot of children who were renotified—two, three, four, five
times. When we looked at those particular cases it became really evident to us that they did
not meet the child protection threshold, which is what Gill has said, but there was a significant
number of people worried about them. We began the thing called the innovation pilots which
we had thought if we had some money for that we would be able to reduce those
renotifications and we started off small. Where we ended up today is Child FIRST. I
remember going down to the Barwon region, that was one of the first ones we trialled this
particular approach in, and the group talked to me really proudly about a woman that had four
children removed and she was coming up for her fifth child, and with this new money they
had all determined they were going to make sure this did not happen this time. It took the
efforts of the maternal and child health nurse, the local government authority, child protection
and a whole raft of people.
The first thing they did was come in and make sure the place was tidy. They put it all in order
for her. Over time they were able to reduce that support because she got on top of her
problems. The last thing they did was they had her teeth fixed because she was on a very low
income and she had exhausted all the goodwill of the local dentists in the area. They were
able to deal with that and she had her teeth fixed. When I spoke to them about a year and a
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half later, the woman had some children returned and it gave us some real hope that this was a
worthwhile investment. The other thing I observed was we saw Queensland and Western
Australia go down quite a different route at that time where they set up separate child
protection agencies I think with the view that if we really hone those skills, things will be
better. Now coming back into the job briefly I have been to a meeting and I notice all those
jurisdictions are now putting things back together again and doing exactly the same things
that we began seven or eight years ago. We do, of course, have to make sure the child
protection system we have is working well but I think the introduction of much more
emphasis on trying to prevent the abuse getting worse and worse is really serving us well and
I think, more importantly, is probably serving families better too, quite frankly. That was my
observation when I went down to Barwon.
Mr TEE—Again coming back to the graph that is on the screen, if you look at that
there are two distinct approaches, as it were. If you look at the group that Victoria is in
compared to the others, there seems to be a clear pattern. You are either in one group of
states, the terrible ones, or ours which are performing at a much better level. Is that the
difference? Is that what is making it work, the fact that we do not wait until there is a
notification, we get in early and we bring together the various support services that are out
there?
Ms WHITE—I believe so. That is why I think we are seeing a number of those states
now—New South Wales had a review and they are adopting a similar approach; people from
Queensland have also been down and visited the Child FIRST sites, as have Western
Australia. We have had two patterns going on in Australia, when you test things out, and
other states are thinking this is probably a better approach to this very complex area.
Mr TEE—The other issue I wanted to touch on was the questions around the 100
new employees that funding has been provided for. I think you indicated that we were
60 per cent of the way there, in answer to a question from Mr O'Donohue. Again coming back
to the statement that Ms Callister made in relation to the industry being undervalued, how
difficult has it been getting those applicants in, in what has been a remarkably short period of
time, if you think about the numbers and the vacancies that you have had, and what initiatives
have you taken to try and fill those positions in the rapid time that you have
Ms WHITE—Everyone would agree about the pressure on recruiting and retaining
staff and, as was said before, it seems to be an international phenomenon which we are
running around trying to look for solutions. No-one seems to have any solutions for us. We
have been working very hard. We have taken a number of approaches and the short-term
approach we took initially was to recruit overseas. We have quite a few people coming from
the UK and we are now recruiting also from New Zealand. That has brought in really
experienced practitioners. Bringing new graduates in, they take a long time to get their feet
under the table, so to speak. We have brought in very experienced practitioners. I think the
dilemma though with bringing in new staff is they are not like most jobs where you are
recruited and the next day you are at the desk and you are doing your job. The staff we bring
in go through a 12-week induction period. They do a lot of work about understanding their
obligations, they do a lot of work, working with sexual offenders. They also spend time out in
regions. It is a 12-week period. Then when they go out to their region they do not take on a
whole lot of cases immediately. There is a process of bringing them up to be able to carry a
full case load. A full case load in Victoria is about 12, depending on the complexity.
By the time they become fully operational, six months goes by. We have begun this work but
it is still going to take a few months before all these people are completely operational and
they, of course, get better and better the longer they are there. The other thing we have done—
and we have been doing this over the last 18 months—was talking to the institutions about
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additional relevant courses that we can have a ready supply from. We have to deal with the
long-term supply side. There was a course which opened up at Gippsland about 18 months
ago and we are about to see our first lot of graduates coming out of there. That is really good
because Gippsland is very hard to recruit to, and I think it is better if we can recruit people
who live in Gippsland and they have their roots there. I think retention will really serve us
well. We are working now up in Shepparton with the institution up there, but it is another area
that is very difficult to recruit to. We are hoping to see the same thing open up in Shepparton.
Also this year we have had a record intake of students. Last year we had 192 student
placements with us, because again we feel that people sometimes come into child protection
wanting to do good but it can be quite challenging to work with families with children when
you are trying to do the best you can for children and families sometimes cannot quite get
there and there are removal issues. It is very emotionally challenging. We feel if we get
students they actually see this go on. They get to see the work, they spend a year with us, a
period, and we feel that again is probably a good group if we can increase even above that
because a number of those students who go on to work with us is about 35 per cent and also
the induction that goes on, they can pick up cases a bit earlier.
We have done the short-term work which has been very good, particularly for Gippsland; we
are doing the longer-term work which is around the institutions and with students, and the
other thing we are working very hard on is retention because we can see retention is an issue.
Things we are doing around retention, each region has a plan about retention and it is a lot to
do with buddies and support and professional development, and also critical points where you
have discussions with people. We have had a lot of research back, about a nine-month period,
if the supervisor has a particular interview with new staff it seems to make a difference. We
have done a lot of work on trying to also work out how to increase our retention, but it does
seem to be an international trend and we are going to have to find quite creative strategies to
deal with that.
Mr TEE—The ombudsman's report, there were 42 recommendations, I think. The
government has agreed to all of those recommendations. Can you give us a sense as to how
you are going in terms of implementing those recommendations, how we are tracking?
Ms CALLISTER—Mary?
Ms McKINNON—Yes. We are tracking very well. If we go to the first
recommendation which was about establishing arrangements for the independent scrutiny of
the department's decision-making, what we have done there is we have appointed the six new
regional staff as Gill referred to in her presentation. They have appointed and they have all
commenced. The process of establishing a Child Protection Practice, Standards and
Compliance Committee has commenced which will be an independent committee that
oversees the compliance of the Child Protection Program. As Gill mentioned there is an
auditing team being set up in the department to have a particular focus, and the new
department also has a division for service development and performance. That has been
established. The minister also has provided the Child Safety Commissioner with a charter
letter which invites him to bring to her any issues about the program, and for recommendation
1 we are making good progress.
Recommendation 2 was to commission a review a fit for purpose for the Client Relationship
Information System which is the IT system that the service relies on. The department
recognises that there has been difficulties with this system in the past and we have made many
changes to the system since its introduction, and in relation to this particular matter a steering
committee has been established. We hired a business analyst who spent five to six weeks in
region coming to understand the pressures and how people use the system. We have engaged
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an independent company to conduct a fit for purpose review and that should be completed by
the end of April. Again we are on track with that one.
Recommendation 3 which is to review the suite of performance measures to ensure a focus on
comprehensive investigations of reports is encouraged. The department is undertaking a
governance review at present and that will report soon. Following this governance review
about how the department is governed, the Child Protection Program will take that
information and, on advice from the governance review, see whether the performance
measures need to be altered, so we will take our guidance from that review.
Recommendation 4 which is in relation to reviewing standards in relation to response times,
that again will come out of the governance review, as well as the audit, which on
recommendation 36 the ombudsman recommended that we conduct a review of current data
reporting practices. That audit has commenced by an independent audit firm. We will await
the results of that independent audit to provide an input into do we need to change the current
standards in relation to response times.
Recommendation 5 which is about assigning responsibility for monitoring regional
performance to a senior executive in the department. As I mentioned before the new
departmental structure has established a division focused on service delivery and
performance, and six regions have a new executive officer that has been appointed and
commenced. That is well on track as well.
Recommendation 6 which is to develop a strategy for enhancing greater understanding
between staff and Child FIRST workers where in the process of setting up a working group
with our highly valued stakeholders to do that together because as Gill referred to in her
presentation, this is a partnership approach and any success in Victoria is a success that is
shared by everybody in the sector and we work these things through together in partnership.
Recommendation 7 which is about facilitating regular meetings with the Victorian Forensic
Paediatric Medical Service, we have written to them and we are following up with them. We
have had one meeting with the director and we will set up a regular schedule of meetings on
that.
Recommendation 8 which is to conduct a review of the department's handling of reports
concerning domestic violence issues, we have developed a project around this. The principal
practitioner will be involved with others in the development of a specialist practice guide, to
guide both departmental staff, and staff in the other support services. We participate in the
interdepartmental committee and the advisory committee on family violence, as well as
participating in a statewide review of deaths arising from family violence with the coroner.
Further to that, each region is developing partnership agreements and plans between family
violence service providers, child protection and family services. This is work that will be
guided by our principal practitioner.
Mr TEE—That is great, and I suspect as you are going through what you are saying
is that essentially for all of the recommendations you are on track in terms of their
implementation. Is that a fair summary?
Ms McKINNON—It is. In order to be achievable we have had to prioritise and we
have a plan for every aspect and milestones and timelines that we are working towards the
delivery, and we monitor that very closely.
Mr TEE—Case study 23 that you have been referred to—and I think it is unfair to
ambush you by referring to particular paragraphs in a very lengthy report, so I will not do
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that, but the question that arises is to the extent that there have been any recommendations out
of that case study, the committee can be confident that the department is progressing those
recommendations.
Ms McKINNON—Yes, we are progressing all the recommendations very actively.
Mr TEE—Thank you. The other issue I wanted to touch on was the number of case
plans, that issue that came through. As I understand, the starting point for that with the 3,000
or so new court orders, that figure is the number that you have at any one time?
Ms McKINNON—No, they were the new orders that had been awarded in 2008-09,
and as Gill referred to, there can be extensions of orders, variations to orders, breaches of
orders and new orders made.
Mr TEE—That is 3,000, a large number in a particular year which means you are
looking at a couple of hundred each week. It is not like you get 3,000 of them in January, they
are spread throughout the year in a general sense?
Ms McKINNON—Yes. I think Gill's point before is one that we should remember: it
is not just an activity that someone sits at a desk and writes some stuff, not a matter of saying,
'I'll do 10 Best Interests case plans today.' It is a process—
Mr TEE—On any particular those numbers are changing?
Ms McKINNON—Yes.
Mr TEE—On any particular day you get court cases that are providing those orders.
Ms McKINNON—Yes, and you get changes in cases where you had an order but
you might be going back for a breach, that sort of thing.
Mr TEE—It would be surprising then if the department knew today what the exact
number of plans were that were being completed. In fact, I would be absolutely shocked if
you knew on a day-to-day basis what that number was, which was really the question that was
being asked of you.
Ms McKINNON—Yes.
Mr TEE—Thank you. Ms Hartland.
Ms HARTLAND—Thank you for the presentation. I do have a good understanding
of child protection and how difficult it is. But in reading the ombudsman's report, what I am
really concerned about is the numbers of unallocated cases. On page 25 of the report—and
these are figures that stand at 19 June 2009—I would like to know what differences they
made to the numbers of reports that are unallocated.
Ms WHITE—I want to say two things here: one is that whenever there is any
publicity around child protection we get a spike in notifications. What happened when the
ombudsman released his annual report and then he released his own motion report, we had a
spike of between eight and 12 per cent. Unfortunately what happened was we got an increased
number in. The number he quotes in his report is about the same as it is today, for a couple of
reasons: one is we had a spike. Again the unfortunate thing is that means that is extra work at
the front end, so there are more telephone calls. I think Gill went through what happens when
you get a call coming in, a lot of triage work goes on. There are more visits that go on, so
more people got in cars, went out and checked. It does not necessarily translate to more
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children going to court, they were supervision orders or anything like that. In some respects
that is the unfortunate thing. There is a lot of work that goes on early on but it does not
necessarily translate into children who go further through the system. We knew that was
coming and it came on the back of—even though we had done a lot of work around
recruitment, as I said to you, it is six months before we get those people on board and they are
carrying full case loads. We are a bit jammed between notifications going up and more work
going on there. We have more staff coming in but they are not carrying cases until six weeks.
We now see in Gippsland, when we started earlier, that their unallocated rate has dropped by
50 per cent. That has been a good outcome for Gippsland, but they are not a big volume
region. The unallocated rate climbed briefly and it is now starting to drop. What we are
confident about is now we have the 192 staff starting to come through the system and more
each week. We will see that unallocated rate start to drop fairly consistently.
Ms HARTLAND—The department must have known though, before the
ombudsman's report came out, that there was quite a problem with case load and unallocated
cases. Why has it taken an ombudsman's report for the department to be doing something
about it?
Ms WHITE—Gippsland was the real outlier for us initially, and there was a lot of
work going on in Gippsland. We had a team go down there and we saw staff coming in there
quite early. Then we have had spikes in our big regions as well. It was a problem which grew
slowly, and it grew quickly in a couple of regions.
Ms HARTLAND—Because I previously worked within a mental health team and I
had a number of colleagues who worked in this area, in the western region there has been an
ongoing problem for a very long time. I am not quite sure how you can say that it spiked. As I
understand it this has been a problem for several years.
Ms WHITE—Not to the extent it has been. It has progressively grown.
Ms McKINNON—There is a link between the unallocated rate and the number of
staff that we have on the ground and in particular in the north and west region. In any region
from time to time if we are carrying a lot of vacancies the unallocated rate goes up. The
unallocated rate is not always related to the flow of clients and work into the system. If you
have internal conditions, such as a sudden growth in vacancies, your unallocated rate goes up.
For example, we had one region that lost 14 staff in one month, 10 of them had babies. In the
month that they leave, even though you can do some planning and bringing people on, in a
rural region in particular, which this was, that has an enormous impact on a workforce of, say,
60. The initiatives that Pam has been talking about to create a solid pipeline of people to work
in the system has been going on for some years. Until the growing problem the unallocated
rate was directly related to the vacancy rate that we had, and the system has been growing
slowly but steadily. Then the new investments enabled us to bring on some additional staff to
deal with that additional demand.
Ms HARTLAND—As I understand it, the current recruiting drive that has come out
is responding to the ombudsman's report. Am I correct in thinking that?
Ms WHITE—No, we also had another recruitment drive in 2008. A lot of the work
that I mentioned has not only started in the last few months. The Gippsland example I gave
you, we have great difficulty in Gippsland, so the initiative down there with the Gippsland
Institute, developing a course and now, for the first time, producing 20 graduates in June this
year really started about two years ago. Work has been going on over the last few years. We
are seeing some of it happen now, but it did not happen from six months ago.
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Ms HARTLAND—One more question. Currently, what is the average workload for
a child protection worker and what should it be?
Ms WHITE—13 is the average. We have some people carrying less than that
because we have people who are new staff coming on. They do not come on and get 13. We
also have some people who would carry more complex cases, so they will carry less cases.
Some people are probably carrying a bit more because they are lighter cases, or else they are
very experienced workers and they are able to manage it a bit more, but on average it is 13.
Ms HARTLAND—It never goes above that, because one of the things that was
talked about in the ombudsman's report was especially again in Gippsland, child protection
workers having an extraordinary case load.
Ms WHITE—I think he mentioned the team leaders, and what happened in
Gippsland was when they lost a lot of staff they tried to protect the front-line staff and they
were allocating less complex and monitoring cases to team leaders. They were cases that did
not require intensive supervision. They required a much lighter touch. That was the way they
were managed which we did not like and now we have put a new practice instruction in place
where that cannot go on and where team leaders will certainly manage or monitor—
Ms CALLISTER—No more than 10.
Ms WHITE—Yes, no more than 10. If it gets above 10 there is a contingency plan
that is put in place in regions where that happens. I think those people carrying those higher
cases was a feature of when that occurred.
The CHAIR—Thank you, Ms Hartland. Ms Callister, can I ask you about the
departmental structure that was shown on page 111 of the ombudsman's report. The
ombudsman noted that this report was prepared at the time of the shift or the separation of the
Department of Health and the Department of Human Services. Is that structure that is shown
on page 111 consistent with the current structure within the Department of Human Services
for the child protection area?
Ms CALLISTER—Where it says executive director operations that has been
changed and there is a new division called the Division of Service Delivery and Performance.
That is a division that is to oversight the service delivery of the department. That is the
division where we are building a whole lot of those new functions around auditing,
monitoring, compliance with a range of standards across the department's operational
capabilities. That is the person to whom the regional directors report in the new structure but
it is a different function with a different set of priorities and capabilities. The regional
directors fulfil the department's operational responsibilities in that they run the regional
service delivery and employ the staff. The executive director service delivery and
performance will be accountable for ensuring a line of accountability from the regional
directors about how service delivery is complied with.
The program in central office, the Child Protection Program, sets the policy and the program
guidelines and responsibilities. There is then a clear line of accountability for the delivery and
performance of those. The governance review that Mary McKinnon referred to a short while
ago has been the piece of work that we have done over the last 12 weeks or so with some
external advice and assistance to try and clarify and ensure that we have clear lines of
accountability between the setting of the program policy and standards, and the delivery in an
operational sense.
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The CHAIR—Can I take you back to where you started your presentation which was
the intake room, the way in which the department handles contacts on child protection
matters.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes.
The CHAIR—I would like you to put that in some context of the reporting line as
outlined by the ombudsman, indeed is updated with your earlier comments. The ombudsman
obviously noted that the statutory responsibility for child protection matters sits with you as
secretary. Obviously a lot of that is delegated.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes.
The CHAIR—What I am keen to understand is how those delegations work. In the
first instance when a report is made to the department, somebody ringing up and saying,
'We've seen a child we believe is at risk,' at what level is that process handled, that intake
room process handled at the department?
Ms CALLISTER—Okay. The intake function will have a manager responsible for it
at that unit manager CPW5 level. The comment that you made about the secretary's functions
in the act being delegated is absolutely the correct one, but they are delegated to different
levels, depending on the type of function. There is one or two that only sit with the secretary
and that are not delegated at all and they are, as you would expect, very unusually used
powers, such as the compelling of a health service to share information. Beyond that there are
many functions that are delegated down to a CPW2, child protection worker, and then the first
line of management, if you like, is a team leader, and then a CPW5 unit manager. Each of
those intake areas has a CPW5 unit manager that is responsible for it. It will have a team
leader or number of team leaders depending on the size of the intake function. For example, in
the north and west region, which is the biggest region in Victoria, which receives a very large
number of reports every year, there will be several teams sitting under a unit manager. In the
southern region, similarly, it is the second largest region and it receives about 10,000 of the
reports per year. There is a unit manager level person and then there are 10 leaders.
There is a range of delegations about decision-making but the first level of decision-making
sits with a team leader. Child protection workers will make recommendations to a team leader
who will endorse or change or make a variety of decisions. There are some decisions that
need to have consultation with a unit manager, and there are some decisions that have to go
further up. As you would appreciate, there are decisions being made not just every day but
every hour and things change quite rapidly. A decision to take a particular course of action on
a case, if new information is received a few hours later that may completely alter that
decision. Child protection workers have to be fairly agile in taking on board that new
information and putting a new recommendation to a team leader or a unit manager. The
responsibility for those decisions is then spread essentially between those two levels
depending on the significance. There are certain types of decisions that require a unit manager
or a CPW5 to review and need to be put to that level for review. I do not know if that helps.
The CHAIR—Yes, it is helpful, thank you. Does that mean therefore that all reports
received by the department are ultimately assessed at the team leader level, every individual
contact?
Ms CALLISTER—Yes.
The CHAIR—In terms of the oversight of those team leaders assessments, is there a
regular process by which a unit manager would do that, or are they only by exception where a
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team leader would seek a unit manager's input? How do you know that the team leader is
making the correct calls?
Ms CALLISTER—As I said, there are certain decisions that a team leader must
discuss with a unit manager. The other important thing about this is that unit managers
provide regular supervision to team leaders. Supervision is not only a function of what is
provided by a team leader to their direct child protection front-line of staff in their team.
There is, similarly, supervision standards and requirements between a unit manager and a
team leader. Team leaders would have regular supervision with a unit manager, and the unit
manager would cover a range of things—complex cases that are being managed; case
planning decisions which rest with unit managers as a rule around the direction of a case plan;
the management of their team and complying with the requirements to supervise their staff. In
many cases there are audit processes that go on to monitor team leaders decision-making. The
supervision process is a core quality tool that operates all the way through the child protection
line.
The CHAIR—The ombudsman commented on the experience levels of the CPW2
staff. I think he indicated that roughly a third of them are under the age of 30 and typically
they have in the order of one to two years experience. What are the similar criteria around
level 4 and level 5 staff, how much experience would they typically have at those levels?
Ms CALLISTER—Well, Mary may wish to add something but it is fair to say that if
you look at the team leader group and above, a team leader and unit manager, you quickly get
groups of staff with much more experience. It is accurate to say that if you stay in child
protection beyond two and a half years, you will stay for quite a considerable time. It is a bit
of a tipping point. The team leaders and unit managers that we have, if you look at their
average length of experience—and I am sorry I do not have it at my fingertips, but we do
have that—it is considerably higher. Our turnover difficulties are very much in our front-line
staff of CPW2s and 3s.
Ms McKINNON—To confirm that, after the two and a half years, people seem to
develop a passion for working in this business. Most of the child protection managers, if you
go up that scale, have more than eight years experience. A lot of the unit managers are well
above five. Because of the turnover in the front line that is our quality control mechanism that
we have in the business. We have a lot of experience in our senior ranks to guide younger
people. As it is a profession that relies on professional judgment you accumulate experience
and extra training as you go along and that is something we value very highly in our
profession. The other thing that we do with people, you asked before about the oversight of
the team leaders, because it is about professional judgment we try to build people's skills and
abilities up through peer reflection groups, people coming together and discussing with a
principal practitioner what they have been doing and the challenges they have been facing, to
try and build up across the organisation the general level of professional expertise, and that
discussion.
What we really need in child protection is a very healthy, robust discussion between the
people who are making the decisions because nobody has perfect knowledge. When you get
phone calls and you get information dribbling in about a family, you are in a very dynamic
situation. What we try to encourage is professionals who challenge each other with respect
because that is the way we try and get the right decision for a family and for the service as we
go along. It is not so much peering over someone's shoulder, because they are all trained
professionals, but encouraging professional development, peer review, and if you are unsure,
to ask a question of someone with more expertise in the system, such as the principal
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practitioner or someone further up your line, because if you look above you there are a lot of
experienced people.
The CHAIR—You indicated the unit manager would typically have five years
experience.
Ms McKINNON—In many circumstances, and I do not have those figures in my
hand but we do collect that information because it is quite important to us how much
experience we have in the system.
The CHAIR—Perhaps you might confirm that on notice. How much experience
would a typical team leader have?
Ms McKINNON—Well, typically less than 2½ years because—
The CHAIR—But less than five.
Ms McKINNON—I think that is probably best if we take that on notice because that
is information that we do collect and we are very conscious of the need to maintain
experience in the program, which is also why when we have done our recruitments to the
United Kingdom and New Zealand we are looking for experienced people that we can bring
them in that those levels and not in a situation where we progress people too quickly before
they gain the necessary experience.
The CHAIR—I am keen to understand the pressure points that exist in the
notification system. Can you give us an indication of approximately how many front-line staff
each team leader is responsible for? Is it relatively consistent across the regions?
Ms McKINNON—Yes, six.
Ms CALLISTER—Five or six.
The CHAIR—Is it at the team leader level where the pressure points are or is the
team leader receiving reports fed up from their six subordinates? Is that where the pressure in
the system is?
Ms CALLISTER—What a team leader will get is a group of cases to allocate out to
their staff, they will work with each of their staff around their case load and they will give
them direction and supervision and support on how to manage each of those cases. They will
be available constantly to their staff. When we talk about supervision, supervision has a
formal aspect and an informal aspect. The formal aspect has some clear standards that are set
which is about uninterrupted time reflecting on going through a list of cases, talking about
progress et cetera. The reality of child protection work is that on a daily basis a worker will
probably talk to their team leader, maybe 50, 60 times, about a range of things. They are
constantly accessible to their staff coming and going to talk about a range of issues that are
arising and changing on cases. They will allocate cases to start based on their capacity, their
experience, the mix of cases they have at any one time, a whole range of factors.
The CHAIR—Having raised the allocation mechanism, to get it completely clarified
for the committee, an incoming call to the department will go directly to—
Ms CALLISTER—An intake room.
The CHAIR—Which would be answered by a CPW1?
Ms CALLISTER—CPW2 or 3, yes.
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The CHAIR—They would make an assessment, an initial—
Ms CALLISTER—They will take the initial information. They will conduct the call.
They will take the information, they will ask questions and they will take notes about that.
Then they will have a discussion with the intake team leader about the nature of the call.
The CHAIR—The call-taker will make a recommendation to the team leader based
on their—

Ms CALLISTER—Yes, they will but they will probably conduct quite a bit of
follow-up screening, gathering of information before they make that recommendation. Most
initial reports throw up a range of questions that require intake workers to go and follow up
and gather more information. People often have conflicting views of whether an issue is
serious; whether it is being managed; whether a family is being subjected to a malicious
report and in fact is coping quite well; whether there are services involved with a family that
the notifier or the reporter was not aware of when they made the call. There is a whole range
of things that evolve as you develop a picture of a report. An intake worker might gather the
initial information and then go and have a discussion with the team leader, make some followup calls, gather information, have a further discussion and make a recommendation. That
might be accepted or it might be not accepted. They might be asked to go and gather more
information or a different recommendation might be made.
The CHAIR—The team leader having made a decision will then assign a case back
to one of the level 2 staff?
Ms CALLISTER—What a team leader will do in intake is make a decision about
whether or not the case proceeds further into the child protection system or whether it is
referred to the Child FIRST system. They will make that threshold decision. If a case moves
through to what I described to the committee as the investigation stage, then it will move to a
new team. We need to have a group of staff on hand all the time to take new reports so they
need to be available to take new calls and conduct the process that I described and then we
need to have a group of staff who can respond to those things and conduct investigations in
the field, meaning go and visit children and families. They would move it to a new team.
The CHAIR—That investigation would also be undertaken at a similar level to level
2-3 staff under a team leader?
Ms CALLISTER—That is right.
The CHAIR—We will move to Ms Huppert.
Ms HUPPERT—I have listened with great interest and you have described
obviously what is a very complex system with a great deal of detail. I want to move back to
the broader picture because the ombudsman has noted that Victoria is considered a leader in
terms of policy framework. I want to go back to looking at the Children, Youth and Families
Act and how the act, which clearly has many statutory obligations that are delegated out
through people in the department, has led to how it operates in terms of child focus, moving
on a higher level looking at implementation of the legislation and how that plays out on the
ground.
Ms CALLISTER—As we have been describing I think one of the things that we
have done in Victoria is say, 'Do we keep looking at this problem from the bottom of the cliff
or do we look at it through a different lens,' and how do we balance the need to have a service
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that does have quite extreme powers to intervene in family life and to exercise those powers
for the safety and well being of children, but at the same time not have a policy that is about
the wholesale removal of children and that does in fact balance the needs of families. How do
we have a system that is responsive to what has changed in family life over the last decade or
two. We have tried to put in place a reform program that balances that range of things, that
deals with early intervention and prevention in a far more systematic way and build a system
that is not just built around—the health analogy would be keeping on building more
emergency rooms when perhaps what we need is more GPs and health centres. How do we
have a balanced system that supports families and does not see every child and family
problem through the lens of an emergency service of resort for the most severe cases. That
early intervention and prevention system, the building on the track record in Victoria of the
family services system, is a cornerstone; then being able to respond more effectively to
serious issues.
I think I described the therapeutic treatment orders, the unborn reports, the stability planning,
so for much more severe problems that are clearly within the remit of child protection, police
and a range of other tertiary services, shall we call them, is about how we respond to those
new and emerging problems in an appropriate fashion. The reform is about an end-to-end
approach that tries to balance what we have, how we can deal with a complex set of problems
in a granulated way, if you like, and not with just one response.
Ms HUPPERT—At the commencement of your presentation you talked briefly
about the new departmental structure. I wonder if you could expand on the impact that having
a separate Department of Human Services separate from the Department of Health has had in
implementing this policy framework.
Ms CALLISTER—I think, as I said at the beginning, that the new department offers
an opportunity to really consolidate the approach that we have to some of the most vulnerable
people in Victoria. Obviously the children in the child protection system are the most
vulnerable of the vulnerable in many ways. What is also clear is that many of those children
also become apparent in homelessness systems; in families under housing stress; in families
where there is disability; in families where there is a whole range of other disadvantage and
problems. One of the key features of child protection is that on its own it cannot solve all of
those problems, it has to work in a very integrated and coordinated way across a range of
services. The department, in having a much stronger focus on service delivery to some of the
most vulnerable Victorians, has an opportunity to really have a front-line focus, so very much
a focus on how we improve that service delivery and improve outcomes for the people that
come in contact with the department, and a much stronger focus on workforce. Like I said
before, we are very dependent in all of the services that we provide on a strong workforce, on
a committed workforce, on people that are prepared to do this work, both in child protection
and in our other programs. We have developed a very outward facing, front-line facing
culture and a structure that sits behind that. In addition, that brings a much stronger focus to
how we are going to sustain workforce into the long term.
Ms HUPPERT—This is across the divisions within the department.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes.
Ms HUPPERT—One of the things you raised in your answer was working together
with the other groups, and I guess that is part of the Child FIRST program and the alliances
you talked about. That has a fairly significant injection of funds recently. Can you talk about
how that has managed to improve the work you have been doing in that area.
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Ms CALLISTER—Well, as I said at the beginning, while we have not had as much
growth in our reports to child protection as some other jurisdictions have, we have
nevertheless had sustained growth. What we need to do to keep the focus on being able to
support families earlier and keep children safe earlier, where that is an appropriate thing to do,
we need to keep on growing that early intervention and prevention service that it does not get
clogged up, that it can continue to provide the service interventions that it provides. Providing
that additional investment at that end of the system, as well as the additional child protection
workers to allocate cases that are already in the system or that do need to penetrate the
system, is a key part of continuing a balanced response. It is important, in our view, not to see
this system as one bit or another. It very much has to be seen in its complexity, that people get
the right help they need at the right time.
Ms HUPPERT—Thank you.
The CHAIR—Mr O'Donohue.
Mr O'DONOHUE—With regard to the recommendations—and Ms McKinnon you
spoke about the recommendations—there are a number of reports which the department is
undertaking as a result of those recommendations. Are you able to provide the committee
with a copy of the reports once they are completed?
Ms CALLISTER—Well, we can take that question on notice. The reports are pieces
of work that we are doing that we have undertaken to provide to the ombudsman.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Yes.

Ms CALLISTER—They will obviously be provided also to the minister. That is a
matter that we would need to get some advice on.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Sure. Given that the ombudsman's report is a public document
and this is a matter of significant public interest it would be helpful if the committee could
have copies of those reports once they are completed.
Ms CALLISTER—Providing information to the ombudsman though it is a matter
then for the ombudsman to decide what he makes public. He has been very clear with us
about that, that information he requires from us is information to his office, and it his decision
what he makes public.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If you could take that on notice anyway. If I could take you to
recommendation 36, because my understanding from the previous questioning is that all
recommendations are being implemented or are in the process of being implemented.
Recommendation 36 says:
Review its current data reporting practices and provide my office with a copy of the
review within three months.
I trust that has been completed?
Ms CALLISTER—That us under way as part of the governance review and we have
given that advice to the ombudsman's office. We provide the ombudsman with regular
updates on progress. Where we want to vary an original commitment we have that discussion
with the ombudsman and explain why we might want to do that and get his opinion about
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whether that is acceptable or not. Currently we have had agreement from the ombudsman's
office about where our progress is on all of these recommendations.
Mr O'DONOHUE—The ombudsman wanted that recommendation completed by
February. When do you now anticipate it will be fulfilled?
Ms CALLISTER—It is partly to do with the audit that we are doing in relation to the
data integrity issues that the ombudsman raised in his report. We are undertaking a very
thorough investigation of those allegations, because they are quite concerning to us, through
an independent audit firm. The data reporting practices, we want to understand first whether
there is any compromise to our data integrity and, if so, how and where that is as part of
reviewing what our data reporting practices need to look like. We need to understand, if there
are problems in the current system, exactly what they might be. We have had that discussion
with the ombudsman. I would anticipate that the end of May is the time line that we are
working to.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Thank you. In another question I think it was put to you that my
question regarding the Best Interests case plan was asking for a snapshot now. I am happy for
you to provide any snapshot as to the status of the Best Interests case plans. My understanding
of your answers was that you are unable to do that for any snapshot of time, whether that is
the end of the last financial year, the previous financial year, 1 January this year, today, last
week. I want to clarify that.
Ms CALLISTER—Clarify? Sorry, I do not quite follow the question.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Clarify whether you can give the committee any data as to the
number of Best Interests case plans that are outstanding, whether that is at 30 June last year or
30 June the previous year, 1 January this year, today, yesterday, I do not mind which.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes. As I said I have taken that as a question on notice and we
will endeavour to provide the committee with the information that you have asked for.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Okay. I take you to page 77 of the ombudsman's report,
paragraph 404. In the middle of that paragraph it says—quoting a senior staff member from
the department—'I'd say probably about 50 per cent are done.' That is the Best Interests case
plan. Is that figure possibly realistic across the system?
Ms CALLISTER—I think the question that people were being asked was whether
they were done within the time frame. As you pointed out in the act, the requirement is to do
them within six weeks of the making of a final court order. The issue that was raised by the
ombudsman was about the compliance with that six-week time frame. The emphasis in child
protection on having a case planning approach is well embedded. What this clearly
highlights—and previous information that we already have highlights—is that we have not
been meeting the legislative time frame in relation to those. There is case plan activity and
preparation work going on all the time. The holding of a Best Interests case planning meeting
and the finalisation of that case plan report within six weeks is where we clearly need to
improve. What is important to know is that one of the things that happens is—as I said earlier,
it is not a tick the box exercise, so quite a bit of discussion goes on as part of the casework
with children and families about what the direction of a case plan is. For example, for children
in out of home care one of the threshold questions that has to be addressed in a case plan is,
are we aiming for reunification or not, or are we in fact going to make a case plan that says,
'We're not proposing this child be reunified.' Now, that is an incredibly difficult decision
saying to families that we do not believe their children can ever come home. It is one of the
most significant decisions that we make in child protection. It requires a lot of judgment about
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the circumstances of the family and the child. Most families can improve for short periods,
the question is can they sustain it and is it going to be in the child's best interests.
There is a whole range of agencies and services that have a view about that. Often they are
disputed. A lot of work goes on in the lead-up to what is called a case plan meeting which
would generally be a meeting that had a whole range of people at it. The department chairs it.
There is the family; the child often participates if they are of an age and wish to; there will be
other professionals in the room. There will be discussion about the proposed case plan
direction and then subsequent to the interactions that happen in the meeting there will be
possibly further work before a final case plan is established. It is quite an intensive process,
quite a lot of work goes into it. As I said, I do not shy away from the criticism about not
meeting the time frames on it, but what I am fairly confident about is that a lot of the activity
is under way. Is it done in the right time frame? No, we need to improve a lot of that. Is the
work under way? In the majority of cases, yes, and that is where we need a stable workforce
to be doing that, because you have to have relationships with people to have some of these
really hard discussions, and they have to have a level of trust in their child protection worker
to agree to start undertaking some of the things that we require of them.
We often require very violent, very difficult men, who have never really had a strong
relationship with anyone, to go off to a counsellor and go through an anger management
program. That is not something that comes naturally to them. That is not something they
particularly want to do. It takes work and effort to see whether people will undertake those
services, for example, that might lead to whether their children are going to be able to come
home or not.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Thank you for that answer. The children that are subject to a
court order, would it be fair to say they are often the children with the most challenging
situations, the most challenging backgrounds, the most challenging problems to solve?
Ms CALLISTER—It is not quite accurate to say that; it is accurate in part. I would
contextualise my answer by saying there is a huge range of court orders. There are
supervision orders where children are still at home; there are long-term custody and
guardianship orders where children are usually away from their families, either in a kinship
placement or a foster care placement or some other form of placement. Many of the children
we have on orders are babies or very small children. Some of those can be challenging. It is
probably truer to say that they come from families where their parents have some of the most
difficult and challenging behaviours. For some of the adolescents who are on orders—
particularly if they come onto orders as adolescents, as opposed to have been in the system for
a longer period of time—yes, some of those young people have some of the most challenging
and difficult behaviours. Some of them may have come up through family life that has left
them without the engagement with education. Often they are kids that have attended school
periodically, not gone regularly to school; often had pretty disruptive family arrangements;
parents coming and going; different partners of either parent; often a lot of mobility,
particularly if the family has been under lots of housing stress, so they might have moved a
lot. They are often kids that have not had friends for long periods of time. The movement
between parents, the movement of areas, the lack of stable engagement in school has often
meant they do not have good peer relationships which can often mean that they are very
susceptible to developing quite sudden but superficial peer relationships where they will do
anything that more influential, older kids suggest they do. It is a huge range.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Is it fair to say—and I would seek your advice on this—that
most of the children that are the subject of a court order have had some dealings, or their
family have had some dealings, with the child protection system?
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Ms CALLISTER—Well, by nature of being on a court order they have to be
engaged with the child protection system.
Mr O'DONOHUE—I suppose what I am trying to establish is, have these children
that are the subject of court orders had engagement with the system in one form or another,
often for probably a significant period, and therefore it is not reasonable that these Best
Interests case plans not only are not implemented in a statutory time frame but you cannot
even tell me how many are not implemented in the statutory time frame? Your evidence
before was I think in the last financial year there were 6,100 court orders made—
Ms CALLISTER—That was the number of children on court orders in that year.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Can you tell me how many court orders were made last year?
Ms CALLISTER—The new court orders was the number we gave you earlier.
Ms McKINNON—Three thousand two hundred and forty-one.
Ms CALLISTER—Children placed on new orders up to June 2009—2008-09.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Of those children that have been placed on new court orders in
the last financial year, using the only available evidence in the ombudsman's report,
somewhere between 11 per cent and 50 per cent, at least anecdotally, have not had their
statutory obligations complied with. That is somewhere between roughly 320 and 1,500
children that have not had their statutory obligations complied with, where the department is
not meeting its statutory obligation and you, as secretary, are not meeting your statutory
obligations. If we do not have the basic information, how can the implementation of the
system be assured? If basic statutory obligations are not being met, how can we be assured
that data manipulation, unallocated cases, all these other issues that the department has, will
be satisfied. It is your obligation as the secretary to ensure compliance with statutory
obligations. Potentially we are talking about 1,500 children last year that was subject of new
court orders that had the law broken, was not statutory compliance.
Ms CALLISTER—I think I have agreed with you that that is an issue that we
absolutely are trying to address. What I would say though is that does not mean there is not
work happening with those children and families. That does not mean children are not being
seen or monitored; that does not mean that children's safety is not being considered, and it
does not mean that there is not progress being made. It does, however, mean that we have not
complied with that obligation within that six-week time frame in a number of cases, and I am
not sure if I can add any more to the answer.
Mr O'DONOHUE—When do you notify the minister of a statutory breach? Each
time a court order is not made, a six-week time frame passes, is the minister notified? At what
level does escalation to the minister occur?
Ms CALLISTER—I have tried to make clear that we have not had a robust enough
system for monitoring a whole range of our obligations at a statewide level. There is much
that goes on at a team level and a regional level and part of developing our service delivery
and performance focus is about putting in place much more consistent auditing and
monitoring mechanisms that we have a better understanding of what is happening on a
statewide basis. It has been very much a regional responsibility, very much a responsibility
within teams in regions and within our operational regions that those things are monitored and
dealt with. That is part of the governance review that I explained earlier about how we have
stronger accountability. It is about the service delivery and performance division that we are
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putting in place to create that capability to do on a statewide basis. We are in the middle of a
transition. We have a big work program and we are absolutely committed to delivering it.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Your evidence, Ms Callister, is that because the data is not
available, in effect the minister does not know and the government does not know.
Ms CALLISTER—Well, the data is not available regularly on a statewide basis. We
have not had a system to collect that data on that regular statewide basis.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Regularly or at all?
Ms CALLISTER—We have done audits from time to time. You referred to the audit
that was done in a particular region which was initiated by that region when they discovered
through a particular case—they in fact discovered that case themselves through part of their
normal quality checking mechanisms but it also happened to be a case that involved a
complaint to the ombudsman later. The region initiated that audit and review. Regions have
done that work relatively regularly, put in place audit processes. We have not collected that
on a statewide basis.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Would the minister be made aware of the results of those
audits?
Ms CALLISTER—I could not answer whether that would always happen. They are
part of ordinary operational work when regions do them. They are expected to monitor their
progress on a range of things.
Mr O'DONOHUE—I do not mean to labour the point but if the regions do regular
audits, wouldn't it be a matter of putting those regular audits together and getting a statewide
analysis?
Ms CALLISTER—Regions have done them periodically. What we need is a regular
program that collects information off our system and enables people to monitor things more
regularly. When they have done those audits, they have done them as a point in time. We need
a more consistent process. That is what we are working on.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Regions have not done concurrent point in time audits. Is that
what you are saying?
Ms CALLISTER—Not necessarily, no.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Possibly?
Ms CALLISTER—Sorry, are you asking me if every region has done them all at the
same time?
Mr O'DONOHUE—All within a similar time frame, in the same quarter or the same
half of the financial year?
Ms CALLISTER—I do not know.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If you could take that on notice. What I am trying to get to the
bottom of is what data the department has. My understanding of your evidence is it is possible
that you have the data that I have been seeking, it is a matter of putting it together. It may not
be factually accurate for a single day but it may be factually accurate for a quarter or a sixmonthly period or a financial year, that an audit has been done in one region in January,
another region in February, a different region in March, you put those together and you have a
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statewide figure. That is, in effect, I think a possibility if my understanding of your evidence
is correct, and if that is the case it would be appreciated if you could provide that to the
committee.
Ms CALLISTER—As I said, I will take that on notice.
The CHAIR—Thank you, Mr O'Donohue. Mr Tee.
Mr TEE—This is a question arising out of recommendation 36, but I suppose it is a
question that applies to the other recommendations more generally. What has occurred is
there has not been a case where the department has simply been given the report and has gone
away in some isolated fashion and worked through those recommendations. The impression I
get—and I want to check if this is the case—is that you are having an ongoing dialogue with
the ombudsman, that you are working through the recommendations with the ombudsman on
a regular basis and as part of that there might be changes in terms of the material that is
requested by the ombudsman and that you provide as you develop or flesh out what is
contained in the recommendations. Would that be a fair assessment of how you are
progressing the implementation of the report more generally? It is not a question of—coming
back to Mr O'Donohue—somehow, because you did not deliver something by February this
year, you failed to implement the recommendations. This is a growing, ongoing engagement.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, that is a fair interpretation. We have regular dialogue with
the ombudsman and we provide regular reports to the ombudsman, and where we want to
discuss an issue in more detail we have more interaction and discussion with the ombudsman.
It is fair to say that some of these things, as we have started to implement them, they have
raised other issues or they have taken us in a direction that we think would be useful, but we
are doing all of that in a fully accountable fashion.
Ms HARTLAND—I want to follow up with a question that Mr O'Donohue has been
pursuing that, I understand, you will provide this information on notice. I am a bit surprised
that it has taken until this time to see that there is a problem with how you audit and that it is
not easily accessible. Could you talk to why it has taken this to think about the issues of
auditing.
Ms CALLISTER—I think it is about the level of systematic approach to some of the
things. There is some data and some information that is regularly collected and provided to
enable people to monitor how they are delivering their service, or how they are delivering the
service out in regions. The issue of case planning has been regularly one that has been about
quality practice. Our senior practitioner has done a lot of work with the case planning group,
the unit managers around the quality of case plans and how we improve them. There has
certainly been a recognition that some of them have not met the time line and that has been
taken up probably more through a quality approach than through an auditing approach.
Ms McKINNON—Also the new act was a very ambitious and a deliberately so
ambitious reform effort that we have been engaged in that was many years in the making and
we are 2½ years in now. We have been implementing, teaching, training, sharing, learning as
we go along how to operate in these new ways, and striving for that time line is something
that the ombudsman has brought to our attention that we are going to focus our efforts on, and
we are focusing our efforts on. There are many operational issues to take one's attention. We
have talked a fair bit about the effort we have been putting into recruitment and retention and
filling vacancies, working with academic institutions. We have put a lot of effort into our
Beginning Practice Program which is our induction program. We have accepted all the
recommendations and we will blend it into our quality approach. We have been going on a
quality assurance type path which is about professional development, looking at the quality of
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outcomes, are we doing the right thing. Some of these aspects are about quality compliance
which is the checking and the auditing.
We accepted from the ombudsman that we need to bring some of those activities up and the
restructuring of the department will raise some of those quality compliance activities but it is
not at the expense of doing the right thing. Have we done it right within the six weeks? It is an
important consideration and we should definitely check a pertinent number of things. But the
bigger question is are we doing the right things, which are quality assurance questions, and
we are engaging with people, we are doing case plans. We are not doing them within the six
weeks at this stage and we will endeavour to get on top of that. But we are always balancing,
'Have you done the things right, the steps right, and are you doing the right thing?' In a
resource constrained environment all managers, and the ombudsman acknowledged, that all
organisations have to make this balance between capacity and demand. We are always
juggling that. We welcome the ombudsman's input into areas that we need to improve.

Ms HARTLAND—Can you tell me then—if you are saying it is not at this stage
achievable within the six weeks—what is the average time that it is taking?
Ms McKINNON—As Gill said we need to take that question on notice because we
do not have that here with us today.
The CHAIR—Ms Callister, I would like to take you to the issue of incident reporting
and analysis. The ombudsman made some comments on this on pages 115-116 of his report. I
would like to start with the category 1 incidents. There is a definition of category 1 incidents
at paragraph 620 of the report which is:
... defined as having the most serious outcomes, such as a client death or serious injury
to a client or staff member, allegations of sexual or physical assault to a client or a staff
member, any event that has the potential to involve the minister or be subject to a high
level of public or legal scrutiny.
Within that definition I would like to ask you what does it mean 'potential to involve the
minister'? How is that interpreted and what cases would that cover?
Ms CALLISTER—I might ask Pam in a moment to comment on that but if there is a
very public incident that occurs, a minister may be asked to comment on it quite quickly.
Some very serious matters, such as a death, a minister may well be asked to comment on it
very quickly. There are also some matters that are less serious than a death or some of the
things there, but also may raise a profile so people who have a complaint about the Child
Protection Program that they are prosecuting through a media outlet, for example, it may not
be a matter of life and death, or sexual assault or some of those things there but it may be
allegations or criticisms of the way they have been dealt with and, again, a minister may be
asked to comment and may be asked to have a view about what the person's allegations are. A
minister may be involved in some fashion and it is important that they are alerted to the issue.
Ms WHITE—I think that is exactly right. I am trying to think of an example
any more than Gill has already given that it may require a response from the minister and
therefore it is right and proper that we at least alert them, but in an operational sense it might
look lower level. I am trying to think of an example and I cannot think of one off the top of
my head because usually the ones that are serious are the ones that also a minister might get a
question on. That is the reason it is there because it is conceivable that it might be, to the
operational staff, something we always see, but at another level if it is going to prompt a

51

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’s Child Protection Program

question it is right and proper that we make sure the minister is prepared and advised of that
and in a position to respond if necessary.
The CHAIR—It is essentially to allow the minister to make media responses where
you perceive that—
Ms WHITE—Largely, yes. I mean, it is not seeking anything else. We are not
seeking any other direction or anything like that.
Ms CALLISTER—If there is a complaint or a criticism of the program to some
external body which may not be media, it may be an ombudsman or some other scrutiny body
that a minister may need to respond to. The other thing is that people sometimes who are
unhappy with an aspect of how they have been dealt with in the program will not always
convey the facts of the matter or the truth of the matter to external bodies in advocating their
particular case. It is important that we have the department's perspective on what transpires so
that a minister is informed.
The CHAIR—What is the protocol for advising the minister of a category 1
incident? How is it done? Is it verbally by the secretary to the minister's office? Is it done as
soon as it is known to the department that there is a category 1 incident? What is the time
frame?
Ms CALLISTER—There is an incident report form and it is used to fill out basic
information and sometimes other information, if it is available, will be attached to that. An
incident is classified, whether it is a category 1 or not, and that is put on the form. That form
is usually emailed to various people. Category 1 is decided out in a region where the
operational issue arises, and then there is a clear line of people that have to be advised of that,
including me. The region responsible will also generally advise the central program. If it is a
very serious issue they will advise them quickly by phone as well, but there is a category 1
incident reporting form that is used as the substantive information.
The CHAIR—Is it your responsibility as secretary to advise the minister?
Ms CALLISTER—No, the minister is advised as well as me. It does not all come
through me to the minister. It is my responsibility to ensure the minister is advised but I do
not facilitate that.
The CHAIR—That would be the direct report from the region.
Ms CALLISTER—The regional director would advise the executive director in head
office, which is Pam, myself and the minister's office.
The CHAIR—That would be as soon as the regional director becomes aware of the
incident?
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, within 24 hours, but the majority of category 1s are well
within 24 hours; some are within a very short time of them preparing.
The CHAIR—I would like to ask you about a couple of case studies, and Ms White
referred to them in passing in her comments earlier. These are the case studies the
ombudsman commented on in his annual report which led to this own motion report. The first
one was the page 30 case study in relation to the department's failure to conduct certain
criminal record checks. Can you advise the committee when the minister was advised of that
particular matter?
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Ms CALLISTER—I do not have that material with me. I know the case you are
talking about and the ombudsman put it in his annual report. The annual report was tabled
shortly after I came in as secretary. I was not involved in the management of that issue
leading up to the ombudsman's investigation, so I know about the case but I do not have with
me the details of when the minister was advised about that case.
The CHAIR—That was one where the minister indicated to parliament that she had
sought a report on that. Are you able to take on notice as to the history and notification of that
case. Are you able to advise the committee on notice when the minister was advised of that
particular case?
Ms CALLISTER—I would have to consult the minister about that.
The CHAIR—The second one I wanted to raise was the next case study in the
ombudsman's annual report which was the two children that were living with a convicted
child sex offender. I am sure you are aware of the case. Again when was the minister notified
of that case given she had indicated in the house that she was not aware until it became a
public matter through this report? Does that represent a failure of the notification process
through the department? Again she indicated that she had requested a full briefing from the
department as to that notification. If you can advise the committee as to the time line in which
the minister was advised of that case and why there was the apparent breakdown in reporting
it that led to her suggesting she only became aware once the ombudsman released his annual
report.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, we will have to take that on notice.
The CHAIR—The other aspect was in relation to the actual outcome of that case as
to when the children were subsequently located because the ombudsman did not, in his case
study, provide the outcome but he indicated the department was unable to locate the children.
If you can advise the committee how long it took for that matter to be rectified.
Ms CALLISTER—I think for the purposes of accuracy we will need to take that on
notice. I am aware of the case but I need to be clear about the time lines.
The CHAIR—Thank you. The report provided the definition of category 1 incidents.
Can you also take on notice and provide the committee the definition of category 2 and 3
incidents that we can draw the distinction between them, and also the number of reported
incidents in each category 2008-09 and also by the type of issue, if it was death or sexual
abuse or suicide of the subject child, so we have an idea of the breakdown across the
categories, please, assuming you cannot provide it now.
Ms CALLISTER—We will take that on notice.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Ms Callister, if I can take you to paragraph 14 of the
ombudsman's report. It states:
My investigation has located statistical evidence, case examples and sworn statements
which demonstrate that many allegations of child abuse and neglect do not receive a
timely response.
Then the ombudsman continues in paragraph 16:
I have received sworn statements from witnesses that the immediate response indicator
is at times manipulated to achieve targets. Senior departmental staff said this
performance measure was often recorded as met, despite the child not being sighted.
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That is obviously a most concerning issue, the issue of data manipulation. Can you give some
commentary on whether you have got to the bottom of this issue, whether you have found
systemic manipulation or what the status is at the moment.
Ms CALLISTER—Yes, sure. This goes to recommendation 36. I should start by
saying the ombudsman did record this as well in point 16 that if that is the case it in no way is
condoned or supported by the department. To go back to the process that I described earlier,
once a decision is made that a case needs to come into the department for further
investigation—so it moves from the intake phase to the investigation phase—there is one of
two decisions that has to be made: either that it is urgent and it needs to be responded to
within 48 hours, or that it fits the criteria for being responded to within 14 days. That is the
key performance indicator that the ombudsman is referring to here. In response to that
recommendation 36, we currently have an independent audit firm working region by region to
audit cases, looking to see whether this can be borne out. I did write to the ombudsman to
seek any further information that he could provide me on this matter. That was not possible. I
understand the ombudsman conducts his interviews in such a way as he did not, for example,
wish to provide me with any particular names or indications of where I might look more
closely. Originally the intention had been to have a statewide sample of cases. I decided that
that was not a strong enough response. We may be looking for a needle in a haystack here, so
we are working region by region. What in effect that means is that the audit firm have to work
through a number of case files to match the dates at which decisions were made and then the
dates at which families were visited and children sighted to ensure that even where it has not
met the actual performance indicator that the process has been followed.
What the ombudsman alleges here is that the requirement is—within that 48-hour or 14-day
period—that there is an attempt made to sight the child. What that means in practice is an
attempt to visit the family and an attempt to sight the child. The circumstances where that
might not be successful are that a family are absent; they have moved; that we cannot locate
them; or where a family refuse to let us see the child or enter the house. In that instance we
have to make a decision about whether there is enough evidence to seek a warrant from the
court for the police to force entry for us to be able to do that. What the ombudsman alleges is
that people had been recording that the child was sighted based on a phone call. That is
manipulation, that is not acceptable and we have an audit firm working through the files
region by region to look at whether there is any evidence that that has occurred. That process
is still under way. This is one of the recommendations where we have sought an extension of
time from the ombudsman and we anticipate having a final report to him in May.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Thank you. If I could ask a different question with regard to the
IT system, the CRIS system. The ombudsman states at paragraph 34 that the original cost of
that system was budgeted at $29 million and that cost has blown out to $95 million and
further expenditure is anticipated. Can you advise us whether a final figure for that CRIS
system is known, and whether the issues we have been discussing previously around
reporting, in meeting statutory obligations, is tied in with this CRIS system, and the failure of
this CRIS system to be up and running and effective as anticipated?
Ms McKINNON—I will make a few contextual comments about the CRIS system
because it is a system that is bigger than just child protection. It is a system that disability
services use, youth justice use, and early childhood intervention services use as well. The
costs that the ombudsman is quoting are the costs for the entire system, not just for the child
protection aspects of it. It is difficult to disaggregate the costs because it is a system using
different functionality across the system, like search, identification and the creation of client
detail. In an IT system you use basically the same type of template in each program. We do
not have a disaggregation of the costs but I would, by way of context, say it covers a very
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broad range of services, including the non-government services. There is a companion piece
of IT which is called CRISSP, not CRIS which is also built off the same platform for NGOs
in relation to child protection that are doing placements. There is an interaction there between
those two.
It is not possible to give you a final cost today because one of the recommendations the
ombudsman has made is that we conduct a fit for purpose review which is currently under
way. We are working with the independent company that is doing that review and we are
awaiting their advice about what is the best way forward with this system. We acknowledge
that the systems had some difficulties and I think the technical term might be it is a bit
'clunky' and that during the course of the report, child protection workers indicated they
preferred the old system which was CASIS. CASIS was a system that had similar
implementation problems. People have forgotten that with the progress of time. It was a
system we had for more than 10 years. In effect it was a really big Word document on line.
We were advised when we started the CRIS redevelopment it was going to become redundant
because it was built on an IT platform called Ingres OpenROAD which the IT industry were
phasing themselves out of. There are no big firms now that build any new IT products for the
market on that. In effect we had to get out of the system we were in. We had no choice. We
were lurching towards IT redundancy. We had massive big Word documents that were not
any easier to find anything in either, because it was like a big where you turn the page, you
had to scroll through the pages.
CRIS represented for us, it was a bit like going from having a book, skipping BETA
videotapes, skipping CD-ROMs and going to Blu-Ray all in one step. We went from
something that was built 20 years ago to Web enabled technology that keeps the information
in a more dynamic system, not in a book turn the page way. That has brought its own
complications and difficulties. It is up and running, we do use it. We have made a lot of
modifications to it since we brought it in. We have made over 50 modifications to try and
improve reliability and search ability on the system, and we have made over 70 modifications
to reduce complexity and usability for the staff. Now, the question the ombudsman raises in
his report is, 'Is this iterative approach the best way to go or not? I recommend you have a fit
for purpose review,' which we accepted, so we have an independent industry expert firm in
and they will provide us with that advice. Once we have that advice the department can make
a decision as to, can we continue to refine this tool for the field or is there another decision
that needs to be made.
I would like to be clear that whatever we decide, when you have a large IT system you cannot
turn it off today and turn something on tomorrow. We will have to move into a process of
moving from one thing to the other, if there is the next version. We continue to make
modifications to it as we go along, as we did with CASIS, because the business changes and
the business needs change. Some of the things arising out of the ombudsman's report we are
making changes to the system to accommodate. Certainly one of the things that would assist
us would be to be able to generate lists of things for audit purposes to check some of the
quality compliance side of things, but all of that we will be bringing together after we get the
fit for purpose outcome that will advise us and provide us with that external advice about
what is the best way to go.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Has anyone been held responsible for the $66 million cost
blow-out?
Ms CALLISTER—I am not sure what you mean.
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Mr O'DONOHUE—What I mean is the anticipated costs of the project, of the
system, was $29 million. It is $95 million and growing. Who has been held responsible for the
waste of $66 million of taxpayers money?

Ms CALLISTER—I am not sure that the original estimate of $29 million was really
a very accurate one, based on this. As Mary pointed out, the system is for all of disability
services. That is thousands and thousands of clients, and hundreds of community residential
units across Victoria. It is for all of our youth justice clients, it is for non-government
community sector organisations in both disability, early intervention and child out of home
care, and it is for the child protection system. We moved, as Mary said, from a pretty
straightforward system to a Web enabled platform. We found that that brought with it quite a
lot of complications for service delivery. There has been no shortage of effort go into it, but
like all big, complex IT systems it has been a very complicated project and, yes, it has cost a
lot of money.
Ms WHITE—Can I say one thing: when we embarked on this we had not seen
foreseen change to the Disability Services Act, the Child Protection Act or the Youth Justice
Act. I think we are comparing an apple with a pear because all three acts changed, and being
in the seat when it first started we were not in the space and we were going to review the
Children and Young Persons Act, and a lot of the changes that have happened have been as a
consequence of the change to that act. Of course we had the age change in the youth justice
area. That was something else that was not on the landscape. The change to the Disability
Services Act, likewise. It is a bit hard to disentangle moving from A to B and then bringing in
C, D and E. That is essentially what happened to us.
Ms CALLISTER—The system has to be modified with all of those changes.
Mr O'DONOHUE—With respect, a competent project manager, a competent person
signing off on the initial project would contemplate legislative change, would contemplate
changes in systems. A functional IT system should accommodate that. The department or the
body or the minister signing off on the project should have contemplated that and built that
into the scoping of the project that was required. No system is static. Government agencies do
not operate in a vacuum. They do not operate in a static fashion as you have described. The
changes you have described are part of a continuum, a continuum of change. Anyone who
was competent that was doing the scoping for this project—they went out into the
marketplace and said, 'Deliver us this system'—should have built into that system some
flexibility and functionality to adopt and adapt to these changes. That is what Web based
systems are all about. I do not accept that is a satisfactory answer. I repeat my question,
someone should be identified—whether it is the minister or the previous secretary—I do not
know who, but someone signed off on this project and it has cost taxpayers at the moment $66
million more than was anticipated and we still do not know what the final costs are, a further
review is being undertaken. In fact, it sounds like one of the options that may be considered is
the system is ditched altogether.
Ms WHITE—I do not think we are contemplating that, but I do go back to the fact
that what we had built was a system you could modify, and the dilemma with CASIS is you
could not modify it. If, for instance, we had have left CASIS going on, any changes to the old
Children and Young Persons Act would take months—months— to get the simplest change.
The system we had built for ourselves means that we can get changes made without throwing
the whole system out, and that is where we were with the old Ingres OpenROAD. I think the
26 or whatever million it was, was about a stable system, and what we have built was a
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system that could be modified and all of those costs would be attributable to the significant
changes in three acts that it supports.
Mr O'DONOHUE—$22 million an act; a significant cost.
Ms WHITE—It was not just going from A to B. There was a lot of changes.
Mr O'DONOHUE—I understand that. I am saying a competent IT system and
someone commissioning that IT system who was competent would envisage those changes;
not specific change but the capacity to change. If the evidence of the department is that, 'Costs
have gone from 29 million to 95 and growing, that happens because we have new acts, that's
the way it is,' that does not demonstrate to me—and I do not think it demonstrates to the
committee or the public—a good return on taxpayer investment.

Ms McKINNON—To be clear, I also said that Pam White was building on the
comments I made which said that it had a difficult introduction where we had made over 120
modifications since its introduction to try and make what was a clunky system—and still
remains a bit of a clunky system—to be more usable for the field. Some of the costs are
related to making those modifications, and the reason we could not give you an answer for the
complete cost is, yes, because we are having a review.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Which reflects the failure of tendering where you are building a
road, an IT system, you always have contractors who underquote and build variations into a
contract subsequently. That appears what has happened this time and that reflects poor
management in my opinion. I have one more question. If I could go to the issue of unallocated
cases. Ms Callister, your previous evidence, if I am correct, was that the unallocated cases for
19 June, as detailed in the report, have been halved since that time.
Ms CALLISTER—In Gippsland.
Mr O'DONOHUE—In Gippsland, yes. I note the evidence too that after publicity
about child protection issues the number of cases grows by 10 to 12 per cent.
Ms CALLISTER—Eight to 12.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Eight to 12 per cent. Are you able to give the committee the
number of unallocated cases going back before 19 June 2009, whether that is 30 June 2008, 1
January 2009, perhaps in six-monthly blocks? I am interested to know whether the figure, as
reported on 19 June, of 2,197 unallocated cases is a historical reflection of trend or whether
that is an unusual spike. Are you able to either give that evidence now or provide it on notice?
Ms CALLISTER—We would have to provide that on notice. I do not have the
absolute number for 2008 with me. What I would say about unallocated cases—and I have
tried to give the committee the impression or the understanding accurately—is that it is a very
dynamic environment. It is quite volatile. As Pam said, the number of reports spike at
different times, and based on different things. The number of the workforce is very mobile.
We are very clear about the retention issues we have in the workforce, added to by things
such as maternity leave and other factors. Then there are other local things that affect it. We
monitor unallocated cases very regularly and they move around a lot based on that factor.
They are intimately connected to workforce but they are also affected by front-end demand
which comes out of a range of other factors, sometimes beyond our control. For detailed
information I would have to take that question on notice.
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Mr O'DONOHUE—I appreciate that, and I appreciate there are many factors that
are beyond your control, as far as demand and the like. For the committee to have a proper
understanding of the historical trend, perhaps if I could formally request the number of
unallocated cases on a six-monthly basis, say, 30 June to 1 January for the preceding three
years before 19 June 2009 that the ombudsman's report details. I would appreciate that. If I
may, a further question. I asked Ms Callister before about the role of the minister in being
advised of statutory breaches and we have explored that issue with the Best Interests case
plans. I do not think a clear answer was given. When the escalation is made to the minister—
not just with statutory breaches. I have asked questions in relation to the cost blow-out with
the IT system. There are obviously unallocated cases. When do these issues escalate to a
notification to the minister? Mr Rich-Phillips asked about specific questions, specific issues
and incidents. I am interested in more generic or general issues, issues in the department. We
have been discussing many of them this morning. When does the minister get advised? What
is the threshold for the minister's involvement in these issues?
Ms CALLISTER—That tends to vary. I would say we have not advised the minister
of every individual case where the six-week Best Interests case plan time line is not met, for
example.
Mr O'DONOHUE—With respect, not able to advise anyone, you do not have that
material.
Ms CALLISTER—What I would say is we would not provide a minister with each
individual example where that occurred. The department runs the system. The department is
operationally responsible for the day-to-day running of the child protection system and it is
accountable through me to the minister for the overall running of the system. But that does
not mean that the minister is advised of every single incident in relation to 12,000 cases on
any given day that may or may not be problematic issues. We are expected to have systems in
place to respond to and manage those things and we endeavour to do so. In relation to
unallocated cases which, as you clearly pointed out—and as we are well aware—is a systemic
issue and has been significantly linked to our workforce pressures and our increased demand
pressures now for some time, the minister is very engaged in that issue. I think the minister
has been clear about that. You ask about a Best Interests case plan, we would not advise a
minister every individual time.
Mr O'DONOHUE—No, but I suppose what I am trying to get at is, as you referred
to them, systemic failures in the system. In questioning this morning we have identified at
least three: data manipulation, cost blow-out for projects, the department not meeting its
statutory obligations, and potentially 1,500 breaches of statutory obligations alone with regard
to Best Interests case plans. I do not expect the minister is notified every time one of those
1,500 breaches is made, but when is the minister notified of clear and systemic failure? It
would appear the ombudsman has identified many problems here, but to me a proactive
minister who is across the department would have identified many of these issues a long time
ago and resolved them before it took the ombudsman to bring them to her attention.
Ms CALLISTER—I think the point about data manipulation—to pick up one of
your comments in the middle—we have not yet identified if there is a systemic problem.
Certainly the ombudsman reports that at least one manager talked about that occurring on an
occasion, or possibly more than one occasion. But what we are trying to establish is whether
there is any systemic failure. That is not something that the department was aware of or it
would have been dealt with. We are in the process of trying to understand if that is a one-off
event in one place or whether that is a practice in one place, therefore systemic there, or
whether it is systemic. We would very much hope that it is not. We did not need the
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ombudsman to tell us that we had problems with unallocated cases and workforce. As Pam
said, there was considerable effort under way to try and redress these problems already, but
the ombudsman has highlighted them as significant and we accept that entirely. The minister
is well aware of all of these recommendations and is demanding a fairly high level of
accountability, as you would expect from the department, about meeting our responses to
these.
Mr O'DONOHUE—I accept that, but that still does not answer the question. With a
systemic failure in the department, no matter what it is - and as I say I think we have covered
some today. We may dispute whether one has been proven or not, and data manipulation may
be one where further evidence is required, but the threshold question has not been answered.
Where there is a systemic failure when does the minister get involved? When do you notify
the minister? When does the minister take ownership of the issue and resolve it?
Ms CALLISTER—I would respond again by saying that I as secretary am
responsible for the operation and the running of the department, and where we identify
systemic failures we absolutely should advise the minister and do advise the minister. I think
the nature of your question is whether things are problematic or have been identified as
systemic. Certainly the issues in this report are issues that the minister is fully briefed about
and is demanding a lot of accountability from us about.
Mr O'DONOHUE—If again I can go the specific example of the Best Interests case
plans. The government introduces new legislation; the government commissions a new IT
system, and the government, through legislation, gives the secretary of the department a
statutory obligation. It is possible on the evidence in the ombudsman's report that there are
1,500 breaches of one of those obligations in the last 12 months or in the last financial year.
That to me is a systemic failure. When, in that situation, was the minister advised of this
systemic failure and have you taken legal advice about the possible legal ramifications of
these statutory breaches?
Ms CALLISTER—No, I have not taken legal advice about them. We are very
conscious that there are statutory obligations that we have to meet. When you talk about the
introduction of the new legislation—and one of the things that was introduced was the Best
Interests principle and a different version of planning, so Best Interests planning was
introduced. A considerable effort, as I think Mary tried to describe, went into how we
implemented Best Interests planning. There has been a huge amount of training for staff in
how we implement Best Interests planning which to some extent is jeopardised by our high
turnover rates, so we have to retrain people. It has been a different mind set to develop Best
Interests planning from the original version of case planning, and it involves a broader
consideration of children's needs and more detailed attention to certain things. There has been
a very extensive training program that we are continuing now to roll out and improve on. The
emphasis in the first instance was not to tell people, 'Now go out and do Best Interests plans.'
It was, 'This is what we want you to do. This is what should make an improvement for
children and families in a Best Interests plan.' This is a different approach. We do not want
people to say, 'Oh, that's just a new name for the old process.' We want people to think about
this process differently, that we have an opportunity to achieve better outcomes for children
and families through this.
So implementing a big reform process is absolutely about changing practice and changing
culture, and to do that we have to support the workforce which, as I said, is jeopardised in part
by our high turnover rates. But we need to support the workforce to be able to develop their
capabilities to be able to do this work. People have embraced that because it is more akin to
their training as social workers and psychologists and welfare professionals, which is largely
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the workforce that we employ, but it is about a very intensive implementation process. As I
have said, meeting the time frame for that we have not achieved the statutory obligation in
100 per cent of cases. We absolutely have a commitment to improve on that.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Can I take it from your evidence that the minister accepts these
statutory breaches because in effect it is new legislation and it is hard to implement?
Ms CALLISTER—I do not think you can take that from my evidence. I think what I
was trying to do was give an understanding of the operational environment in which we have
been operating over the period of time that the ombudsman is looking at. I am trying to
convey very much that the minister has a high sense of urgency and is demanding a very high
level of accountability from the department for implementing all of these recommendations
and for meeting all of its obligations.
Mr O'DONOHUE—For how long has the minister had this sense of urgency?
Ms CALLISTER—Since the day I was appointed as secretary I can tell you that.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Whilst I accept the ombudsman has made recommendations
and all those recommendations have been implemented, if I go back to the original question,
the legislation that was introduced was contemplated by the government, drafted by the
government, introduced by the government. A competent government, a competent minister
would foresee problems associated with the implementation, would identify those problems,
allocate resources accordingly, ensure implementation occurs. This legislation has now been
in place for over 2½ years. It has been in contemplation I would imagine for probably four or
five years. I do not accept the fact that it is still in the implementation phase, given the amount
of time since the contemplation of the legislation and the ability that government has that it
should deliver on its legislative program. It is one thing to enact legislation; the key challenge
is to deliver it. It appears that what you are telling me today is that the government has failed
to deliver. What you do not answer is what has the role of the minister been.
Ms CALLISTER—I am not sure what more I can add other than the minister is
demanding very high levels of accountability from the department for fully implementing the
legislation and meeting all the recommendations that the ombudsman refers to. The
legislation, as you say, was contemplated and developed for a period of time. The world does
not stand still though. We did not anticipate going from 8,000 cases open on any given day to
12,000 as rapidly as we did. The other thing I would say is we were very aware that you can
plan a big reform or a big series of reforms but every bit of reform implementation literature
and change management literature that you will read talks about the need to not underestimate
the process of implementation, and big reform projects that involve literally tens of thousands
of people across multiple service systems, not to mention all the thousands of clients and
families that we work with take a reasonable amount of time. You can implement legislation,
you also have to change people's practice. You have to change the culture in many places of
how things operate, but you are trying to do that at both the severe end where you are working
in a court environment and you are also trying to do it in an early intervention end. That is a
very big reform project. I have not been able to find a piece of literature that does not say,
'Don't underestimate the amount of effort that you'll have to put it into that.' You cannot
proclaim a piece of legislation and hope that everybody will step up and change the way they
are working. We have been working on a big reform project—or the department has—to
implement those reforms.
Mr O'DONOHUE—Thank you.
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The CHAIR—I have one other matter that I wanted to ask Ms Callister about, and
that was the issue of the audit of criminal record checks that the minister ordered last year
with respect to child placements. Can you give the committee an update on the status of that
audit or the outcome of that audit.
Ms CALLISTER—I will ask Mary to respond.
Ms McKINNON—Yes, I will take that question. We audited the compliance with the
criminal records check policy and that was completed quite quickly some time ago. It was
completed around the time this report came out because the need for the audit arose out of the
annual report. That was completed speedily, that was completed last year and no
inappropriate placements were found to have been made and no children were removed as a
result of the audit that we undertook.
The CHAIR—Did the audit identify instances where the appropriate criminal record checks
were not undertaken?
Ms McKINNON—For some quite practical reasons that question is quite difficult to
answer. If you would let me explain: one of the other criticisms the ombudsman makes in his
report about the criminal records check process is where we had conducted those criminal
records checks it was hard to locate the material relating to the criminal records check in the
file. This partly related to some confusion about privacy principles about the retaining of the
national criminal records check in a child protection file. When we conducted the audit we
made a management decision in the interests of erring on the side of caution that if we could
not easily locate the evidence that the criminal records check had been completed, we would
move to rechecking and do another criminal records check, rather than waste time. Some of
these files are quite extensive because of the length of time people have been involved with
the department, or the length of time placements have been undertaken. I cannot answer that
accurately because we took an err on the side of caution management approach that if we
could not find it easily in the file we redid it.
The CHAIR—I will rephrase the question then: how many could you not identify as
having been done?
Ms McKINNON—I do not have those numbers at my fingertips. I will have to take
the question on notice.
The CHAIR—Were there any cases where you could make a distinction between not
being able to find the record check and identifying that the record check had not taken place?
Ms McKINNON—Sorry, say that again?
The CHAIR—Were there any instances where you were able to make a distinction
between simply not being able to find a record of the check on the file and being able to
identify that the check had not taken place?
Ms McKINNON—No, not to my knowledge.
The CHAIR—Obviously there were cases referred to in the ombudsman's
subsequent report where he did identify a couple of cases.
Ms McKINNON—Yes, and as the ombudsman was conducting this inquiry, if any
case matters came to his attention during the course of this inquiry that required a response
from us, he made us aware of that and we dealt with it at the time. Anything that he has
referred to in his report were matters that the department took iteratively during the course of
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the investigation and took action on. When we did the audit, those matters had been dealt with
and we found no inappropriate placements had been made and people had complied with our
police check policy.
The CHAIR—If you can advise us on those, how many rechecks were required that
would be appreciated.
Ms McKINNON—yes.
Ms HUPPERT—I have one more question on workforce planning issues. I know,
Ms White, when you were talking before about some of the training that has been done—and
you referred to the new training courses that you had been negotiating an outcome with the
Gippsland Institute—they are now producing graduates. How lengthy is that course? Does
that course go for a couple of years?
Ms McKINNON—I would have to check. It is an associate diploma course and I
know they are doing it in the workplace and there might be some recognition for prior
learning.
Ms HUPPERT—I think what I am trying to get at is obviously, if it is a two-year
course and this is a new course that you have managed to negotiate, then really the
department was aware when the new legislation came in 2½ years ago that there would be a
need for additional staff to deal with the additional requirements under the legislation, and
therefore part of that planning was negotiations some two or three years ago with relevant
tertiary institutes to train the necessary staff.
Ms McKINNON—Yes.
Ms HUPPERT—I am trying to get a picture of the workforce planning that the
department would have undertaken at the time these reforms came into place.
Ms WHITE—As I said, certainly in Gippsland because we know in Gippsland it is
very difficult to recruit and retain staff and that is why we homed in on there a couple of years
ago.
Ms HUPPERT—This was part of an overall planning that at the time the reforms
were coming in there was a clear understanding that this new reform would put some
additional strain on the workforce.
Ms WHITE—Yes, and I think the fact that last year we had 192 students. That was a
plan the year before, there has been planning going on and we are seeing the fruition of some
of it now and we hope to increase the student placements.
Ms HUPPERT—There is clearly a lengthy lag time in training appropriate staff.
Ms WHITE—Yes.
Ms HUPPERT—Thank you.
The CHAIR—If there are no further questions at this point—Ms Callister,
Ms McKinnon and Ms White, we thank you for your evidence here this morning on behalf of
the department. It has been a very worthwhile session to begin this inquiry into child
protection services and the ombudsman's report. There are a number of matters that you have
taken on notice that we will follow up, and we will also have a draft version of the transcript
for you in the next couple of days for any corrections you wish to make. As the inquiry
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evolves we may reserve our right to recall you for further testimony. Thank you for your
evidence this morning, it is much appreciated.
Witnesses withdrew.
Committee adjourned.
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The CHAIR — I declare open the Legislative Council Standing Committee on Finance and Public
Administration public hearing. Today’s hearing is in relation to the inquiry into departmental and agency
performance and operations, specifically the Department of Human Services and the child protection
program. I welcome Mr John Taylor, the deputy ombudsman, Victoria, and Ms Therese Quin, the acting
director of investigations. For the information of witnesses and the committee, we have a number of
substitutions on the committee this morning. Ms Huppert is substituting for Mr Viney, Ms Hartland is
substituting for Mr Barber and Mr O’Donohue is substituting for Mr Guy. We also have an apology from
Mr Kavanagh.
All evidence taken at this hearing is protected by parliamentary privilege as provided by the Constitution
Act 1975 and is further subject to the provisions of the Legislative Council standing orders. Any comments
made outside the precincts of the hearing are not protected by parliamentary privilege. All evidence is
being recorded by Hansard, and witnesses will be provided with a proof version of the transcript in the
next couple of days. I now invite you to make an opening statement, if you wish. The committee will then
proceed to questions. Thank you.
Mr TAYLOR — Thank you, Chairman. At the moment I am Acting Ombudsman; the Ombudsman is
overseas and sends his apologies. He would have liked to have been here. Briefly, setting the scene, you would
be aware that this has been the busiest year for the Ombudsman in the history of the Ombudsman’s office. In
addition to dealing with more than 21 000 approaches, we reported to Parliament on 11 separate occasions, not
including our annual report.
Why did we do this? The Ombudsman feels it is very important to inform Parliament, and then the
Victorian community, about the work he does. Two of those reports are the subject of your inquiry today:
child protection and out-of-home care. We commenced those investigations because not only had we
received many complaints about child protection but child protection has been the focus of complaints —
and complaints that we have reported on — for more than 10 years.
If you look back five years ago, the Ombudsman reported in his annual report on a case called Baby Ben,
which was an appalling story of neglect and injury to an infant and failure by the department to take action,
yet five years later we do two major reports to Parliament covering virtually the same ground. So I am
pleased to be here to answer your questions.
The CHAIR — Thank you, Mr Taylor. Ms Quin, do you wish to add anything at this stage?
Ms QUIN — No, I do not have any comment; thank you.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Mr Taylor, thank you for those opening remarks. I want to pick up on your opening
remarks. You commented on the reporting of baby Ben in the annual report in 2005, I think it was, and now we
have these two reports before us that are the subject of our inquiries today. Why do you think so little progress
has been made from that time until now? Clearly there have been changes to departmental processes and the
like, and clearly there are significant problems and challenges ongoing.
Mr TAYLOR — I think there are several external factors. One is the introduction of the Children, Youth
and Families Act. The second factor is the significant increase in mandatory reporting in recent years. And if
you look at the child protection program report, you will see that in our view the department was struggling to
handle the increase in its workload. But in doing so, we are of the view that there were missed opportunities to
address the underlying problems. Rather, the report reflects that data was manipulated to make things look
better than they were, and also staff were not doing their job in some regions, whereas in others they were. And
if you look at the data and compare, say, Gippsland to other regions in Victoria, you would have to wonder
why, despite the numbers, things were not going as well. And much of that was to do with how those regions
were managed, both oversighted and within the regions. There are examples of children simply not being
visited or seen — and that is not just a workload issue; that is a practice issue of being able to go out and do
your job.
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Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you, Mr Taylor. If I could take you to the issue of the manipulation of data.
That was mentioned in your November report, but I suppose expansive details were not provided. Are you able
to perhaps give further details of what you uncovered in the manipulation of data in that report?
Mr TAYLOR — The report reflected that categories of incidents were identified in such a way that did not
require an urgent response, for example, because incidents are categorised in 1, 2 and 3. Secondly, cases were
allocated to supervisors, so there was a notional management of a case, but in fact when you look at the
numbers it was clearly impossible for a supervisor to address those cases individually. One of our
recommendations was that workloads be reviewed. Since that report the department has reviewed and had an
external consultant look at those, and their explanation to us is that, rather than manipulation, it was a
misunderstanding of how to manage the case loads.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Do you accept that explanation?
Mr TAYLOR — I think that is a matter you should put to the department.
Mr O’DONOHUE — If I could just continue with regard to the responses from the department to your
November report in particular last year, because when we had the department before us, I think it was in March
earlier this year, there were a number of items they still had not properly addressed from your report. Are you
satisfied now that the items that you recommended and were accepted by the department have been properly
addressed by the department?
Mr TAYLOR — Some of those are ongoing. And what we do when we report to Parliament, the
Ombudsman a year or so later goes back and revisits those reports and then reports on the outcomes, and we
have not reached that stage with this report yet. But when we report on the outcomes we simply do not accept
what is given at face value; we probe, we look, we interview officers and we look at the material that is
provided to make sure that what we are being told is not just lip-service — and we do that with every agency.
There was one recommendation that was not accepted by the department, you will see. That does raise
concerns. I mean, it is such a big issue in Victoria, the protection of children. It is a big issue in every state
and territory in Australia, but we are looking at the safety and welfare of vulnerable children in Victoria
who do not have a voice. The recommendation was that the department consider having a separate area,
perhaps a separate department, that deals with child protection and child safety. The department did not
accept that. At the end of the day, that is a matter we will go back and revisit.
The CHAIR — This is where you raised concerns about conflict of interest?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, correct; the conflict being the department in charge of the welfare of individuals and
also in charge of the outsource providers.
Mr TEE — As you say, this is a very important and complex issue. I am particularly looking at some of the
comments or recommendations in your out-of-home care report dealing with the complexity of children with a
disability who reside in out-of-home care. I suppose it goes to the degree of complexity that is involved for the
child protection agencies. I saw, too, that in one of the annual reports there were a number of case examples of
where having children with a disability makes it even more difficult for vulnerable parents to play that sort of
role. I am just wondering what your thoughts are about that particular complexity and the sorts of initiatives and
changes that are taking place and that need to take place to try and pick up on that difficulty.
Mr TAYLOR — I think you are right; it is a very complex problem. We do not have all the answers. You
are dealing with an agency that is the largest employer in Victoria, has the resources to deal with these sorts of
things and has access to experts. What concerned us, particularly in the area of disability, is that no-one takes an
interest in the child other than the department that is managing the outplacement, if you like. If things are going
fine, that is good, but what if they are not? What if that child has not been visited? That is why we
recommended that there should be some scheme like the official visitors for prisoners or like what the public
advocate has: 600 volunteers who visit people with disabilities in units and other placements.
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We thought that argument had merit because it would bring into play an external, objective assessment of
how things are going. You do not need to be a trained social worker to do that. You do not need to be an
expert to say, ‘Yes, there is milk and bread in the fridge’, that the place is clean, the child seems happy
and, regardless of whether it has disabilities or whether it is a normal child, that things are going okay. If
you do not have that sort of external, objective assessment, independent of the department, you must rely
on the department. We have seen that that has broken down, in some instances quite badly.
Mr TEE — The other question I had was relation to your annual report where on page 19 you say:
… I have observed a marked improvement by agencies in making their administrative processes more
robust and effective, and less likely to provide opportunities for corruption and maladministration.
You cite a number of examples, including improvements in the child protection system. I am wondering if
you could just identify the sorts of improvements in the child protection system that you had in mind when
you reached that conclusion.
Mr TAYLOR — Firstly, the whole purpose of an ombudsman is to improve public administration.
Sometimes that involves fault and blame. You cannot get around that. But what we are looking for is seeing
marked improvements on the recommendations we make. You would realise that the great majority of our work
is done behind the scenes. It is only on those rare occasions that we report to Parliament. The 20 000 other
examples are dealt with in private because we have had an acceptance of the outcome.
In terms of child protection we have reflected the department’s responses in the report, and in all but one
instance that I have mentioned they have accepted the recommendations and commenced work. I will give
you an example. I mentioned Gippsland. We know that as soon as the department received the draft report
and recognised the imperative of dealing with the shortcomings in Gippsland, the secretary sent a team of
experienced practitioners down there to review the cases and deal with them. That was a very positive
thing. We do see changes. It will be interesting to see what the situation is in 12 months when we go back
and review those outcomes.
Mr TEE — But essentially what you are saying is that as a result of your work and the recommendations
that there are improvements occurring in the system.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, and you see measurable improvements. A small thing like putting a toll-free call
system into every prison in Victoria has meant that this year, for the first time, prisoner complaints have not
been the no. 1 source of complaints for Victoria, because we are able to deal with small matters quickly on the
day. You will see there are many other examples.
Mr TEE — Is one example of those improvements the process for collecting data and the quality of the data
that is being collected and kept?
Mr TAYLOR — In terms of the Department of Human Services?
Mr TEE — Yes.
Mr TAYLOR — We do make criticisms of the CRIS. We recognise, and I think the department recognises,
that it was a complex and clunky system that really was not delivering what it needed. They put a lot of work
into improving that. I think we are yet to see the outcomes of that work. I know from our work with the LEAP
system and BITS and the other areas of government that we have looked at with complex technology, it does
not happen overnight. But I acknowledge the government has put a lot of money or committed a lot of money
as a result of these reports.
Ms HARTLAND — I would like to go back to the issue you were talking about in terms of community
visitors. My dealings with community visitors have been through supported residential services, SRSs, where
year after year after year they have written quite damning reports about the facilities. Government has taken
very little notice of those reports. How would you see something like the community visitor program in terms of
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visiting a child with a disability when they only seem to have the power to report but not recommend or follow
through? Would you see them as needing an extra power?
Mr TAYLOR — I do not think they need extra power if there is a commitment to listen to what the
community visitor says. I know that from our dealings with the official visitor program in prisons since we were
critical of that program some time ago and since greater resources were put into it. It is a voluntary program.
They get a small notional fee each year for the work they do, basically in their own time; it is very important.
They know from our dealings with them that if they are unhappy with what happens, they can come to the
Ombudsman. The same goes with the public advocate. It is uncommon for those matters to come to attention,
but lately they have been. Where there have been impediments put in place for the official visitors or
community visitors, they will come to us. We will treat those matters like any other complaint.
I do not think you need to legislate. I do not think it needs to be that complex. I know there are lots of
volunteers in Victoria. The fact is that the official program for the public advocate has 600 volunteers, it
would be easy to tap into that sort of system.
Ms HUPPERT — I noted in your November report in relation to the child protection program you made
some very positive statements about the fact that Victoria is considered a leader in terms of policy framework in
this area. One area you talked about — and you actually devoted a whole chapter to it — was the interaction of
child protection with the legal system. You look at alternative approaches, in particular the English and Scottish
models. I wondered if you can perhaps go into more detail about what you think we could learn from those
jurisdictions in Victoria?
Mr TAYLOR — If you look at the report, you will see that 50 per cent of a child protection worker’s time is
spent servicing court proceedings. Yet only 13.2 per cent of child welfare matters end up before the courts. The
courts recognise that although they are required to work in a legal system, they are becoming bogged down too.
In our dealings with the president of the Children’s Court, Judge Grant, he acknowledged that they would like
to see things streamlined. Other systems you have reflected on look more at conciliation and resolving issues
rather than the adversarial system we have, which ultimately looks at what I said earlier: fault and blame, who is
the winner, who is the loser, who gets the kid, who does not get the kid, who caused it, are they bad, rather than
looking at the key issue in all of this. I would like to quote from the Charter of Human Rights and
Responsibilities Act. Section 17 says:
Every child has the right, without discrimination, to such protection as is in his or her best interests and is
needed by him or her by reason of being a child.
We forget that in the adversarial system. You have a system that is looking at who is going to win the
outcome — that is, where the child goes. The Scottish system, for example, is not adversarial. So we
recommended that the Attorney-General refer this issue to the Law Reform Commission for consideration.
He has done that, and I look forward to seeing perhaps some advance in the current system.
Mr TEE — Just on that, I suppose the advantages of a mediated outcome are that it means that the parents
can get from behind their lawyers and front and centre. It is about identifying then some of the real issues rather
than the adversarial model which basically then says, as you said, the judge determines issues, which takes the
power away from the parents. Is that the advantage — —
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely; it is quicker and it is cheaper. You are not tying up lawyers and expensive
administrators, including magistrates and judges. These things can go through the appeals court as well. It is
dealt with in a less damaging way. If you look at our legal system, the only senior bureaucrat in Australia who
has been bombed was because of a family proceeding. It was over assets, family and children.
Ms HUPPERT — But there is a growing use of alternative or appropriate dispute resolution in the
Children’s Court as well as other courts.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, there is. I think the president is doing a lot of work for improvements. But while we
have the legislation as it is, the ultimate result may be a hearing.
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Ms HUPPERT — Even though the president of the court may choose to move a child protection issue into
the appropriate dispute resolution system that has been established recently.
Mr TAYLOR — That is true, but if the parties ultimately do not consent, you end up with a hearing. That is
the difficulty.
Mr HALL — Thank you, Mr Taylor, for your evidence this morning. Child protection, as you said in your
opening statement and also in your November 2009 report to the Parliament, was such a hugely significant issue
over a period of time that it prompted the office of the Ombudsman to generate its own inquiry. Can you
explain to us therefore what you, or the office of the Ombudsman, plan in terms of ongoing monitoring of this
issue and follow-up on the recommendations you have made?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes. Firstly, there are a number of recommendations in both reports that the department
has already responded to. Then, as I mentioned, there is our follow-up in relation to these reports in our
scheduled program. We will be reporting to Parliament, hopefully before Parliament rises, on a batch of reports
to Parliament that precedes these reports. But equally we will know from complaints, because we are talking of
hundreds of complaints a year, whether things are being done to address the issues we are already aware of. If
they are not, we will raise those with the department.
Also there are other matters in the wings that will assist us in determining: are the improvements having an
effect. You would be aware, for example, of publicity given recently to the sex offenders register. We are
investigating that matter. We cannot give you any more detail, but it links into what we are talking about in
these reports.
Mr HALL — First of all, you have spoken extensively about the importance of having independent, external
assessment and oversight to avoid conflict of interest in terms of investigating these matters. Who in your view
is best placed to do that? Is that the office of the Ombudsman?
Mr TAYLOR — If you look at the current external oversight, and I mentioned the official visitors for
prisons scheme, which is run by the Office of Correctional Services Review, and the community visitors run by
the public advocate, they work quite well. In other jurisdictions those types of external scrutiny, if you like, are
oversighted by the Ombudsman. The official visitor program in Tasmania is run by the Ombudsman.
We are not seeking any enhancement to our jurisdiction; rather we are saying there is an opportunity here
to better protect the interests of children. It is a matter of if the department chose to create this situation or,
as we said, in an ideal world you may actually have a child protection department run a program to
monitor the interests of children.
Mr HALL — In other jurisdictions in Australia or around the world are there any models that you have
identified as best practice or things that Victoria should look at?
Ms QUIN — In the out-of-home care report we looked at the Queensland child advocate. The Queensland
child advocate actually runs a visitor scheme; it is a separate body to the child protection program. We also
looked at an Alberta, Canada, model as well. Both of them are detailed in the report. Again that is an
independent visiting scheme where they will go and survey children — interview children and sight them in
their environment.
Mr TAYLOR — We have a child safety commissioner in Victoria, but you will see from our reports that he
has limited power. He does not have the capacity to formally investigate. We recommended in our draft report
that he be given that power. After all, his title says it all. That was resisted. However, the department has
enhanced his role to a limited extent to give him some broader power of reporting.
Mr HALL — In your November report you also spoke about issues regarding workforce matters —
recruitment and retention of staff, for example. Have you got any evidence in the period of time since
November that there have been some positive steps taken to address those workforce planning issues?

78

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

Mr TAYLOR — Yes, the department did commit itself to an advertising program and recruited a number of
overseas child protection workers. I do not know how many of those have stayed in the job. Anecdotally, I am
told, not a lot, but the department would know that.
I think, too, one of the difficulties with the jurisdiction is that traditionally child protection workers are
required to be graduates of universities. They are required to hold formal qualifications, and yet a lot of
their work is pretty basic: visiting homes and assessing environments. We did suggest that there may be
opportunities to employ less skilled people — retired teachers, retired police officers, people who have life
skills like, retired nurses — who would have the capacity to do some of that basic fieldwork where our
reviews have identified that the system has fallen down because no-one has visited.
If you look at the last financial year, there were over 42 000 mandatory reports, and our analysis was that
around 22 per cent did not get visited. That is a lot of young children where things may not be satisfactory,
and yet if you had a part-time person with reasonable life skills to do that basic assessment — basic
visit — you would save a lot of trouble and you would save kids falling through the cracks.
Mr TEE — It is tricky though, isn’t it? It is one thing to have a person turn up and make sure the house is
clean and there is bread in the cupboard; it is another thing to be able to detect the signs of child abuse when
neither the parents nor carers nor the child is necessarily going to fess up to that. There is a degree of skill and
experience required to be able to tell some of those very subtle signs that might betray an underlying issue.
Mr TAYLOR — I agree with you, and I think we all acknowledge that this is a complex area of society, but
if someone is not visited at all, then it has failed.
The CHAIR — Presumably it would be better to cover those thresholds issues of bread in the cupboard,
even if you do not initially get to the higher level of the more detailed assessment.
Mr TAYLOR — In real terms it is only a small percentage that are horror stories. When we did the
out-of-home care report we deliberately decided not to focus on the serious cases that we identified in our
investigation, and I am talking about several dozen where there were deaths or serious mistreatment; there is no
need to go into the details. We are only talking about a very small percentage, but if that threshold assessment
had been made early, some of those incidents may not have occurred. It is complex, because there are other
things that come into play like criminal records and so on, but if you do not get visited, no-one is going to know.
Mr HALL — On the same theme and the same issue, in terms of attracting and recruiting people to
undertake child protection work, is enough credit given to life experience — that is, recognised prior
learning — because it seems to me that although people may not have a formal qualification, the experience
they have gained over a period of time raising children themselves or perhaps being in a profession associated
with children, as I think you say, Mr Taylor, is a good background? In terms of gaining a formal qualification
RPL, recognised prior learning, is often used in a lot of other professions. Is it used in the child protection area
or the welfare area?
Ms QUIN — Not to my knowledge. I have worked in child protection for 12 years, and my understanding is
that you generally have to have a tertiary qualification.
Mr TAYLOR — You will see in our data that not many last beyond two years. So what is the problem
there? Is it the nature of the work, the conditions or the salary? I do not think it is that simplistic. I think it is,
again, part of this whole complex problem that we are dealing with called child protection. But I do think there
are other strategies that could be employed, rather than simply relying on tertiary-qualified practitioners,
because a lot of the work is pretty basic.
Mr HALL — What is the average age of child protection workers generally? Are they recent university
graduates and therefore quite young?
Mr TAYLOR — That is in the report. I think about 25 per cent were under 30. There is some detail there.
The majority would be under 35, I would have thought, but there are statistics in the report.
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Mr HALL — In terms of case management for those in the system, to your knowledge does the department
still struggle to assign cases to those child protection workers?
Mr TAYLOR — The department tells us that it has done a lot of work to improve on case allocation since
we identified the problems that we have already discussed. It is also doing a lot of work to improve the CRIS
system that they manage their cases on, so I would rather reserve an opinion on that until we see, 12 months
down the track, how things are going. I think, though, they will struggle.
As the casework increases — and you will see the statistics in the report, it is quite a steady upward climb
in terms of reporting to the department — unless you have strategies that are flexible to deal with that gap
as time goes on, you are going to get more and more children unallocated and more and more cases
uninvestigated.
Mr HALL — I also wanted to ask a question about the issue of data manipulation, which you spoke about
again in your introduction. You made a comment that the Gippsland region was worse than other regions. Was
that in respect to what you suspect to be data manipulation or was it in terms of at least the Gippsland region
being honest and therefore reporting that they were not able to follow up on cases?
Mr TAYLOR — When we did this investigation we not only talked to people and looked at the
department’s records, we visited some of the regional offices. It is interesting how frank people would be in the
system when they recognised the problem. They want people to know about them. Gippsland were very frank.
They were, in real terms, underresourced but there were also some management issues in terms of not only how
they were managed locally but how they were oversighted. How did these problems, in terms of large numbers
of unallocated cases, go undetected for some lengthy period of time?
Mr TEE — You indicated that some of those practices have turned around — that that was one of the
successes — —
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely.
Mr TEE — Right. I am wondering if you could just elaborate on what those changes have been?
Mr TAYLOR — As I mentioned, the department set up what I think they called a task force and sent quite a
number of experienced senior practitioners down there to go through the individual cases and sit with the
officers. Additional resources were put into Gippsland. We do not want to single Gippsland out particularly,
because if you look at some of the other unallocated cases in other regions — north-western metropolitan was
pretty bad too. Gippsland attracts its own problems because of the nature of the area, but it was not unique.
Mr HALL — I have one further question. If I could refer to the shortage of out-of-home care again, which
you mentioned in your report too. You identified that 193 children in Victoria who are now in need cannot get
it, and yet the department and the government would claim that any child in need of out-of-home care actually
finds that placement. Can you reconcile or help us as a committee as to why there is a difference of view in
respect to this matter?
Mr TAYLOR — The department’s own data has identified that as time goes by there will be more and
more children who will simply fall between the cracks because of a lack of resources, but if a child comes to its
attention generally it will react. However, it may be in less-than-optimum circumstances. You will see the report
reflects on children being kept in caravan parks with largely unskilled carers, and some of that has led to
significant problems with the children.
What we are concerned about is that unless that is addressed now there will be more and more children at
risk. We are relying on the department’s own data. Yes, in terms of responding to our concerns, it has
acknowledged that it is taking steps to address that. Time will tell. If you look at the statistics, the report
reflects that in 2008–09, 8000 children experienced an out-of-home placement. If only 10 per cent of those
were in less-than-optimum circumstances, that is a lot of children. That number would fill a high school.
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The CHAIR — Mr Taylor, I would like to seek clarification on a matter that was raised in your November
report with respect to best interest case plans. The Minister for Community Services at a subsequent hearing
with a different committee characterised your officer’s comments on the issue of best interest case plans in this
way:
… the Ombudsman had been critical in his annual report and the own-motion investigation into child
protection of the department not adhering to internal departmental processes concerning best interest
planning.
She later went on to say:
There is also custom and practice, which the Ombudsman refers to, which involves the meeting with
families. The Ombudsman outlines a number of criticisms about that process.
What I would like to understand — your report does not refer to just internal processes, it actually refers to
the statutory obligations under the Children, Youth and Families Act — and I think it is paragraph 55 of
your report where you state:
My investigation also identified many instances where the department failed to comply with its statutory
obligation to complete best interest case plans for children on protection orders.
Can you just clarify for the committee and more broadly exactly what you are referring to? It is not merely
internal process failures, it is also statutory failures, isn’t it?
Mr TAYLOR — Correct. The report reflects that section 167 of the Children, Youth and Families Act states
that the secretary must ensure that a case plan is prepared in respect of children within six weeks of a court order
being made. We were not able to accurately identify how many case plans were or were not prepared, because
the CRIS system could not tell us and it certainly could not tell the department. However, anecdotally from staff
interviewed, including senior staff, as few as 50 per cent, but at best look 70 per cent, were prepared. The
department acknowledges that that was a failure. The CRIS system contributed to that problem.
The CHAIR — My follow-up question there would be that if you were unable to identify this with any
certainty, how would the department be able to identify it was meeting its own obligations?
Mr TAYLOR — I am sure you will put that to the department later this morning, but there is a simple
answer. You correlate the data from the Children’s Court to the caseload that you have got and you work out
whether there has been a plan prepared for this child and that child.
The CHAIR — And presumably that work was not being done because you were not able to access it
yourself?
Mr TAYLOR — We were not able to, and we did meet with the Children’s Court several times.
The CHAIR — On the specific issue of what is a case plan, the minister has also raised the suggestion that
preparation of a draft plan discharges the department’s obligation under the act. Was that your interpretation of
the obligations of the department?
Mr TAYLOR — Subsection (2) of section 167 says:
The Secretary must ensure that a copy of the case plan is given to the child and his or her parent within
14 days after its preparation.
I do not think that would reflect a draft. You are not going to give a child or its parent a draft. A draft that
sits on a file in my view would not meet the requirements of the legislation.
The CHAIR — So you are quite confident that the statement you made in the report that the act was not
being complied with was correct?
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Mr TAYLOR — I am absolutely confident of that.
Ms HUPPERT — Can I follow up on that, Chair? A draft could be a draft that is given to a family or a child
for review — —
Mr TAYLOR — Perhaps.
Ms HUPPERT — — prior to agreement, because obviously I understand that this process of the best
interest case plan is a process of some to and fro, so a draft could in fact be not final but a draft in a form to be
given within that time frame to allow for finalisation. So the fact that it is a draft plan does not preclude the
requirement of 14 days having been met, I understand.
Mr TAYLOR — I suppose we are hypothesising. What we recognised was that the requirements of the
legislation were not being met in many instances. We cannot give you the exact detail, because it was not
available to us.
Ms HUPPERT — I understand that. I am just trying to clarify that point.
Mr TAYLOR — I understand the point you are making.
Ms HUPPERT — I note that your recommendation 14 in that November report has been accepted.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes.
Ms HUPPERT — And I understand you have been keeping in touch, in line with your earlier comments,
with the department — —
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely.
Ms HUPPERT — — as to how they are complying with the recommendation to make sure that there is
independent scrutiny and regular auditing of the best interest case plan and other plans as well.
Mr TAYLOR — Correct.
The CHAIR — Can I ask you again on this issue of whether a draft plan meets the requirements of the
legislation, at the time you investigated that matter and had that discussion with the department did the
department raise the prospect of legal advice it had obtained supporting its position that a draft plan met the
requirements of the act?
Mr TAYLOR — I have been recently advised by the secretary that she has obtained legal advice. I do not
think we have seen that advice, though.
The CHAIR — It was not something that was in the time of the report?
Mr TAYLOR — It was not advice that was available at the time of our investigation. I understand that this
is quite recent.
The CHAIR — Thank you. Another matter I wanted to ask you about was recommendation 8 in the other
report that was not accepted — the issue of conflict of interest. The department has responded that it does not
believe there is a conflict of interest between being a regulator and a customer of community service
organisations and suppliers. Can you elaborate on the Ombudsman’s opposite view that there is a conflict there,
please?
Mr TAYLOR — Conflict of interest is one of the underlying problems in the public sector that we have
identified on numerous occasions that people do not seem to be able to come to grips with. We have done two
reports to Parliament on conflict of interest in the public sector and then conflict of interest in local government.
The legislation has been changed in the Local Government Act, and I saw that only this week it was an issue
that was raised in Parliament in terms of further amendments and further discussions about it. But the
underlying issue of conflict of interest is: whose interests are involved? Is it the department’s interests to
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manage the external providers? Is there a conflict between their duty to protect children and their duty to run a
business for the government? After all, they are outsourcing much of what was traditionally government-run
business, and the report reflects that conflicts of interest can arise when a public officer favours the protection of
the public body or the government itself over the fair treatment of the member of the public. So if you are
licensing businesses that operate on behalf of the government and one of those business is less than successful,
how are you going to manage that? Are you going to be publicly critical of what is your servant? In our last
annual report and in the report before that we reflected on nursing homes and a nursing home run by the same
department that controls the licensing of that nursing home. It is very difficult then to prosecute someone who
perhaps you have not been monitoring as well as you could be, and we have that now with Children First and
child protection. In my view it would be better to have it at arm’s length, have someone else doing it and have a
separate department responsible for that.
The CHAIR — So there is an inherent conflict where the department needs to intervene with a provider —
—
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely.
The CHAIR — — where they are already firstly regulating the provider and secondly contracting to the
provider; effectively if they need to intervene it second-guesses or undermines their original decision to license
them in the first place.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, and a very practical consideration: what do you if that provider falls over and they
are responsible for hundreds of children? What do you do in those circumstances — as you have in nursing
homes? What do you do with the beds? I think we should always be striving for what is accountable and
transparent in dealing with government business.
The CHAIR — In a general sense in the last 12 months we have seen the separation of the Department of
Health and the Department of Human Services. Given your involvement on this inquiry or these two inquiries
and your ongoing involvement with the Department of Human Services, do you believe that has improved the
operation of the Department of Human Services, to have that separation between the health element and the
human services?
Mr TAYLOR — I am sure it has made the secretary’s job a lot easier — not that I would say her job is easy
at all. It is such a complex department. I think in terms of accountability, moving health off was a very sensible
move. It meant that hospitals, for example, which have had a lot of attention both federally and state are a
separate managed entity. I think it was a good move. I cannot really comment in terms of has it improved the
Department of Human Services or not.
Mr TEE — It just means that you have one person with less to focus on, and therefore ideally he can
improve — —
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely. You have one area of government business to focus on, which I would have
thought was a big enough area in itself. After all, we did a report on hospital tendering and contracting; we have
done a report on the Alfred hospital. It is a very complex area. I think it was a good move.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Mr Taylor, it states in paragraph 50 of your May report that:
I obtained evidence that contingency arrangements sometimes involve placing children in unsuitable
physical environments such as motels and caravans, with unqualified and inexperienced carers. My
investigators were told that often it is the children with the greatest need for specialised care who find
themselves in these placements.
You said earlier in your evidence that 22 per cent of children who are reported do not actually have a
physical inspection of the premises where they reside. We have had a lot of talk this morning about the
department and your report. We have not spoken much about the actual children. Can you speak about the
implications for these vulnerable children when they are not visited or when they are placed in these
substandard circumstances, such as motels and caravans?
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Mr TAYLOR — You make a good point because we are talking about the most vulnerable sector of our
society, and all the studies that we looked at and that we were advised on would suggest that children who are
vulnerable — who are not well cared for — end up becoming longer term problems in society. I think everyone
would acknowledge that if their education is disadvantaged because of their circumstances, if they move
through several placements in their lifetime — and there are examples in our report of children who had eight
placements before they were teenagers — then you can also see problems that that child will have to bear for
the rest of their life. Prisons are full of people who have been wards of the state and who have been
disadvantaged by their circumstances, and if their lives are not managed to the optimum, then they will become
a burden to society, and to themselves, for the rest of their lives.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Mr Taylor, going back the issue of reporting from the November report last year —
and I note your comments that you will do a 12-month review and that you have had ongoing dialogue with the
department — your recommendations were to be in train or complied with within a three-month period. As I
said earlier, we had evidence from the secretary in March that some of those recommendations had not been
complied with. Are you able to advise us how many of those recommendations are still outstanding?
Mr TAYLOR — No, I cannot give you specific details but the obvious ones are the big-ticket items —
those that will require additional funding — and the government has committed a lot of extra money. In relation
to the CRIS (complete human resource information system) system, for example, which is improving the
computer system, it will take several years before the department has a fully effective, functional system that
will meet its needs. I do not expect those sorts of recommendations to be implemented in the short term.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Dealing specifically with CRIS, there has clearly been a dramatic cost escalation,
particularly from the original cost estimate.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Are you kept abreast of changes in cost with regard to that system?
Mr TAYLOR — No, we have not looked at costs so much, but we have had an interim report in terms of
the consultancy that the department undertook as a result of the report to look at improving the system. We
think they are on the right track, but with information technology there are no cheap or simple solutions.
Mr TEE — I suppose the other issue in terms of implementing the recommendations — we talked about the
recruitment of staff and the fact that there has been considerable resources financially and also attempts to
recruit people from overseas — I suppose it is just one of those recommendations that will take a long time to
implement in terms of trying to find people within the country. It is not the sort of thing you can do in three
months.
Mr TAYLOR — No.
Mr TEE — It is a much longer project, and, as with the IT recommendations, those things take more than
three months — that is the difficulty. But consistent with those, the recommendations are being implemented; is
that correct?
Mr TAYLOR — That is correct — they are. I am confident we will see improvement over time, and I am
also confident, and I can assure you, that we will report to Parliament on improvements and also if there are
delays.
Mr TEE — In terms of the recommendations and their implementation, are you having an ongoing
dialogue? It is not as if you are going to turn up in November and try to — —
Mr TAYLOR — No, we are in regular communication, but bear in mind that child protection complaints
continue. I think we have quite a good understanding of progress; I met with the secretary last week to discuss
issues, and there was the opportunity then to get a fairly good sense of, ‘Is there are real commitment to this?’
And my sense is yes, there is — but it is a big problem.
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Mr O’DONOHUE — If I could just interject there, I suppose that one of the problems is, though — as you
said earlier, Mr Taylor — that many of these issues go back a number of years and were indeed identified by the
Ombudsman in 2005, so we need to get to a point where the system is satisfactory and protecting these
vulnerable children. I just make that point that many of these issues dates back to 2005, as you said in your
earlier evidence.
Mr TAYLOR — That is true, and it is, I suppose, discouraging to see that after the baby Ben case in 2005,
$76 million was committed by government to improving child protection, and yet five years later we felt
compelled to identify and report on the current issues.
Ms HUPPERT — But we do have a whole new system of child protection. We have new legislation, new
processes — which, as you have identified in your report, are world leaders in terms of policy — so there has
actually been progress.
Mr TAYLOR — As I have said all along, we are talking about a very complex problem. But if we were not
to provide you with this sort of detail, issues would otherwise remain behind closed doors because of the
protection of privacy of children.
Ms HUPPERT — I think that is appreciated. I think that, obviously, your original report did lead to a
full-scale reform in the area of child protection.
Mr TAYLOR — And with baby Ben we did not make that a Parliamentary report — deliberately —
because we saw that there would be an opportunity for improvements and, also, the facts of that story were so
harrowing that it would have been a distraction from the real issue of improving.
Ms HARTLAND — I want to go back a step. I have got two questions. In the issue of conflict of interest, it
seems to me — previously I worked in an Office of Housing high-rise, in a program for a health centre — that
where governments support or tender out a program, if that program collapses or if that program is seen as
deficient, often government will, I suppose, paper over the cracks because they cannot actually take on the
300 case load, and I see this in other areas as well. Could you talk a little bit about that and whether you think
that is one of the problems?
Mr TAYLOR — I suppose our role is to identify the problem and make recommendations for a possible
solution. In doing so we look at what is best practice elsewhere, recognising in this that there are issues, just as
you have identified, and there are risks if the government is running an enterprise which they also license and
which they also supervise but from which they have outsourced a function that would traditionally be done by
government, as we have with private prisons, for example. We would suggest that having a separate child
protection agency would remove that risk and make for greater accountability.
Ms HARTLAND — My second question is around the issue of children who do end up in caravan parks,
motels et cetera; this is a problem across the state in terms of transitional housing, that there is simply not
enough. In my previous work my co-workers were having to put families in caravan parks because there was
literally nowhere else to send them, and that has not improved. What would you suggest to government has to
be done around those issues as well? Obviously private rental has become way out of the bounds of many
families, and so the families then collapse under that pressure.
Mr TAYLOR — No-one knows this jurisdiction better than the department. I would suggest you put that to
the department in terms of what strategies the department is going to introduce, with the Ombudsman having
identified the problem, naming it and recognising that the government has committed a lot of money to
improving child protection. I do not have the answers, but caravan parks are not the answer.
Ms HUPPERT — In the ‘Suitability of care’ section in your out-of-home care report you talk about some of
the complexities, and we have talked a number of times about complexities: large families to be kept together if
at all possible, retained with family if at all possible. I note that there has been a lot of focus on placement
prevention so that the issue of having to separate families just does not arise and this type of care that you have
talked about does not arise. I wonder if you could elaborate a little bit on the sort of work that is being done in
that area and the importance of that type of program.
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Mr TAYLOR — What we looked at was where that did not work, rather than the justification for it.
Logically and practically it is best to keep children with family or extended family, and that is the greatest
growing area of out-of-home care. Where we saw the problem with that is where appropriate checks were not
made, particularly in relation to checking on criminal records of immediate family or other people who resided
in or near the property. That is where it fell down, but in terms of principle it is a good principle; it makes sense,
and that is where the department is moving, to try to build on that.
Mr HALL — In terms of child protection you have emphasised admirably how important this issue is to the
office of the Ombudsman and the number of complaints and investigations you undertake on an annual basis. Is
the whole issue of child protection so important that you have developed staff within the office with some
expertise in this, who work almost permanently in the area of child protection investigation?
Mr TAYLOR — We are an office of 55. We have about 35 staff who work full-time dealing with
complaints. It is a great question. Thank you for the opportunity.
Mr TEE — It sounds like a budget bid.
Mr TAYLOR — We are small; we are right down the end of the food chain in that regard. Yes we do; we
build up expertise. If you look at our big-ticket items: child protection, prisons, local government, they are the
areas where we need expertise. We need people who understand. We have Ms Quin, one of our supervisors,
who well and truly knows it. We have, I would say, three or four people who are regularly dealing with
child-protection matters, as we would with prisons and as we would with local government. Then we deal with
the other 600 agencies in Victoria as best we can. But we do need to build up expertise; otherwise you are going
back over the same ground every time.
Equally, if you do not have expertise, you miss opportunities to identify systemic problems. But in that
regard, if you look at us as a role model, we have got an excellent computer system where we are able to
draw out data, real time, in terms of complaint trends and systemic problems, and we do that all the while.
Mr HALL — It occurred to me, listening to you this morning, that perhaps with additional resources, the
office of the Ombudsman or a division of the office, could well provide that external oversight and coordination
of community visitations et cetera in this area. Would I be right in saying that?
Mr TAYLOR — I certainly think that we have got the experience, and I certainly think that we have got the
staff who have the capacity to manage that sort of environment. We do not look for that extra work. I look at my
colleagues in New South Wales who have a statutory child protection role; it is a difficult environment to work
in. I do not think we would ever want to take on a child protection role per se, but in terms of oversighting
official visitors, at the end of the day that is a matter for government. We certainly have the capacity to do that
sort of work.
Mr TEE — Why are you critical of the New South Wales model?
Mr TAYLOR — Ombudsmen traditionally inform government on improving public administration. That is
our whole role. We are not investigators that lead to criminal prosecutions. Any matters that we identify that are
either criminal or serious misconduct, we refer to the appropriate authority because our outcomes are achieved
by the strength of our argument. We can only recommend; we cannot compel the implementation of our
recommendations. As soon as you get into an adversarial role you leave yourself open to judicial review, and
that is incompatible with the role of an ombudsman.
Mr HALL — I have got one final question. Part of the scrutiny of government is exercised by elected
members of the Parliament’s part of that scrutiny and we can do that on an overall basis by things like your
reports that come to the Parliament, legislation — when we look it — et cetera. At an individual basis I know
that I — and I am sure my other colleagues — get representations from individuals regarding a child protection
matter. In terms of pursuing that inquiry there is often a barrier for us to pursue it to the fullest extent because of
privacy legislation. While I understand the issue about privacy and the interests of the child being certainly
paramount — I agree with that — there is some frustration at times in trying to follow up and ensuring that the
child protection measures have been enacted as they should have been in individual cases. Are you able to
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provide any advice to us as a committee about the role that MPs could play In individual cases and whether
there are provisions or ways in which we could be more effective in terms of our job of scrutinising and
following up on individual cases?
Mr TAYLOR — I think the difficulty you all face is that you have no standing once it comes to complaints.
You have no greater standing with a minister, for example, or a department as opposed to a citizen. My only
suggestion, if you do have these impediments put in your way, is that you complain to the Ombudsman. We do
not have impediments put in our way, and we are able to then legitimately treat you as a complainant, like
anyone else, and give you what you are entitled to receive.
The CHAIR — Mr Taylor, can I take you back to the issue of the May report, where the office has
commented on alternative approaches and in particular the function of the department in publishing
performance data?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes.
The CHAIR — And you note that that does not occur at the moment. I assume that is primarily because the
department does not collect it or it does not have capacity to collect it, based on earlier answers. What type of
data would you see as being worthwhile for publication in terms of the performance of the child protection and
out-of-home care spheres that perhaps the department could be encouraged to be reporting in its annual reports?
Mr TAYLOR — The sort of basic data that gives transparency to the program of child protection would
include things like how many cases are unallocated, how many children are in the system, how many children
have had to go before court, how many plans are there. We are looking at very basic data, but when, as we
reported in one of the reports — I think it was child protection — that we did not contribute to the Productivity
Commission data because that information was simply not available, it is very difficult for governments to
consider how we are travelling compared to other states of a similar size or per 1000 head of population, for
example, if that data is not available.
The CHAIR — I would have to say from the point of view of Parliament it is difficult for us to have
confidence that the department is delivering on it obligations for the same reason.
Mr TAYLOR — Absolutely. Annual reports are meant to provide Parliament with a good understanding of
how an agency operates. If that basic data is not there, what are you meant to do — take it at face value that
everything is all right?
Mr TEE — Was that one of the recommendations? I am just having a look through.
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, there were recommendations about — —
Mr TEE — And they have been accepted?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, indeed. Again this links into the CRIS system and having the capacity to do that
readily.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Mr Taylor, you said in previous comments in response to a question from the Chair
about section 67 that you are absolutely confident that the department is not complying with the act with regard
to the best interest case plans. You also said in comments in response to questions from me that when children
slip through the cracks they are placed in harm’s way. What are the impacts of these statutory breaches by the
department with regard to the best interest case plans in your opinion?
Mr TAYLOR — The provisions of the act are there, again in the best interests of the children, so that if
there is a case plan, the purpose of the plan is to protect those interests and provide avenues for whatever is
appropriate in relation to that child, but it is not a criminal offence. There is no penalty attached to it, but the
Parliament has passed that legislation to ensure that plans are put in place. Last year we reported in a whole
section in our annual report about agencies that failed to meet their statutory requirements. This is not unique.
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Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you for that, Mr Taylor. I suppose I am more concerned, though, about what
impact this may have on the children, not so much on other things.
Mr TAYLOR — I think it goes without saying that if at best only 60 to 70 per cent of children who go
through the court system have a plan, then there are 30 or 40 per cent who do not. What does that mean?
Obviously that there are not plans, that there are not provisions put in place to address the problems of that
children — each of whom would be unique.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Yes. I suppose if you put that together at the other end, the front end, when children
come into the system, the number of children not actually being given that threshold face-to-face with the
department, there are a number of times and a number of avenues where a child can slip through the cracks?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, absolutely.
Mr O’DONOHUE — If I could just ask another question, Mr Taylor. The issue of kinship carers is
something which you commented about in some detail in the May report. At paragraph 72 it states:
It appears that the department tends to withdraw its involvement from children in kinship care once a
modicum of stability has been established. This is driven in part by the pressure on the child protection
system …
It goes on. Then at paragraph 73 it states:
A common theme which emerged from these discussions was one of kinship carers feeling powerless and
voiceless in a system that is controlled by the department, community service organisations and courts.
Your report comments on how kinship care is a growth area, but clearly there are some problems with its
implementation. Would you like to elaborate on and discuss that?
Mr TAYLOR — One of our recommendations was that the child safety commissioner be given the
resources to assist in the development of a peak body for kinship carers, to give them a voice. That was
accepted, so we will await the outcome of that. We have met with people who are prominent in that area, who
have a strong interest in developing a peak body. I think, again, that is another external, objective way of seeing
how things are going.
Ms HUPPERT — On that kinship issue, you also point out in paragraph 74 that there is a new kinship care
program model for Victoria being implemented. In your reviews with the department perhaps you could
comment on progress, or is that something that will have to wait until your 12-month update?
Mr TAYLOR — We are not able to give you any more detail at this stage.
Ms HUPPERT — But it is clearly accepted in your report — —
Mr TAYLOR — Yes, it is.
Ms HUPPERT — That there are changes that will address, as you have said here:
It is expected that this new model will address some of the ‘gaps’ in the current kinship care.
So that that feeling of powerlessness and voicelessness is being addressed by the department?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes. I think what we are suggesting is to take it to the next step, and give those people an
opportunity to get together and express concerns to the department, if they have them.
Ms HUPPERT — Which may well be occurring in this model?
Mr TAYLOR — Yes.
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The CHAIR — Mr Taylor and Ms Quin, thank you for your evidence this morning. I think it has been very
useful for the committee to have the dialogue about the reports before we speak to the department later this
morning. We will have a draft version of the transcript for correction and we may have some follow-up matters
to pursue with you in writing. We appreciate the work you have done on these reports for the Parliament. It has
been very useful to us, as has your elaboration here this morning. Thank you very much.
Mr TAYLOR — Thanks for the opportunity.
Witnesses withdrew.

89

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

90

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

CORRECTED VERSION

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Inquiry into departmental and agency performance and operations
Melbourne — 6 September 2010

Members
Mr G. Barber
Ms C. Broad
Mr M. Guy
Mr P. Hall

Mr P. Kavanagh
Mr G. Rich-Phillips
Mr M. Viney

Chair: Mr G. Rich-Phillips
Deputy Chair: Mr M. Viney
Substituted members
Ms J. Huppert for Mr M. Viney
Ms C. Hartland for Mr G. Barber
Mr E. O’Donohue for Mr M. Guy
Staff
Secretary: Mr R. Willis
Research Assistant: Mr S. Marshall

Witness
Ms G. Callister, Secretary, Department of Human Services.

91

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

The CHAIR — I declare open the Legislative Council Standing Committee on Finance and Public
Administration public hearing. Today’s hearing is in relation to the inquiry into departmental and agency
performance and operations, specifically the Department of Human Services child protection program. I
welcome Ms Gill Callister, the Secretary of the Department of Human Services. For the information of the
witness and the committee, we have a number of substitutions on the committee this morning — Ms Huppert
will be substituting for Mr Viney, Ms Hartland will be substituting for Mr Barber and Mr O’Donohue will be
substituting for Mr Guy — and we have an apology from Mr Kavanagh.
All evidence taken at this hearing is protected by parliamentary privilege as provided by the Constitution
Act 1975 and is further subject to the provisions of Legislative Council standing orders. Any comments
made outside the precincts of the hearing are not protected by parliamentary privilege. All evidence is
being recorded by Hansard, and witnesses will be provided with a proof version of the transcript in the
next couple of days. Ms Callister, I would now invite you to make an opening statement if you wish, and
the committee will then proceed to questions.
Ms CALLISTER — Thank you, Chair. Each member of the committee should have a copy of the statement
in front of them. I, Gill Callister, of level 20, 50 Lonsdale Street, Melbourne, state as follows: I am the Secretary
of the Department of Human Services. I attend before the Standing Committee on Finance and Public
Administration in my capacity as a member of the Victorian public service. I am an employee of the Crown and
appear on behalf of the Minister for Community Services. I have been provided with a copy of the guidelines
that you see there in point 3, and I give evidence to the standing committee having regard to and in accordance
with the guidelines, the code of conduct and the obligations imposed on me by the Children, Youth and
Families Act 2005.
I do not propose to read every word of the statement. I will take the committee through some parts and
then point out some sections for the committee’s advice.
The CHAIR — Thank you.
Ms CALLISTER — I will start just with point 9. Providing child protection and out-of-home care services
is complex and difficult work. Decisions to intervene with families for the safety of children are some of the
most difficult decisions in the provision of any government service. In Victoria child protection services are
provided to protect children and young people aged 0 to 17 years who are at risk of harm within their families or
whose families do not have the capacity to protect them. The Report on Government Services 2010 describes
these services. The committee will see that points (a) through to (f) are the descriptions of the elements of
essentially child protection services.
Point 11: when a child is removed from their family an alternative place to live must be found. This is
referred to as an out-of-home care placement and incorporates home-based care — for example, foster
care, kinship care with a child’s extended family or other home-based arrangements; residential care,
where placement is in a house where there are paid staff; and independent living, which includes options
such as private board, lead tenant households, which are often intensively supported as part of the
transition to full independence. These placements may be voluntary or made in conjunction with care and
protection orders granted by the Children’s Court.
Victoria has a long history of out-of-home care services being provided by the non-government sector.
Out-of-home-care services are provided by 37 community service organisations that are registered under
the Children, Youth and Families Act. Additionally Victoria has secure welfare services that are directly
provided by the department through two gender-specific units, each with a placement capacity of 10.
Children can be placed in these units via the Children’s Court or via an administrative decision by a
delegate of the secretary. Secure welfare services are a response unique to Victoria and designed to provide
short-term support and containment to young people at high risk on care and protection orders.
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Drug and alcohol abuse in families, poverty, family violence and mental health problems are all
contributing to a rising demand for protection for our children and young people. I refer the committee to
points 17 and 18, which are data on those points from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.
In Victoria as at 30 June 2010, 5422 children were placed in out-of-home care. Of these, more than 90 per
cent were in home-based care, 9 per cent were placed in residential care and less than 1 per cent in
independent living arrangements or other non-standard care options. For home-based care placements,
41 per cent were kinship care, 28 per cent permanent care and 31 per cent in foster care. In Victoria the
recent demand pressures in out-of-home care have been caused not by increased numbers of children
entering care but by children staying in care for longer periods. As I discussed last time I appeared, the
November 2009 Ombudsman’s report made a number of recommendations regarding improvements to the
child protection system. The department accepted all of these recommendations and is currently
implementing them, as described in attachment A.
The Ombudsman’s report into out-of-home care was released in May 2010 and made 21 recommendations.
The department accepted 20 of these recommendations, and work is under way to implement these.
Before turning to the Ombudsman’s observations about out-of-home care, I will briefly outline the major
reform directions for out-of-home care. Between 2008 and 2009 the department undertook a significant
review of the out-of-home care system. The review was undertaken following concerns about the rising
demand for placements and how adequately the system was meeting the needs of children.
In May 2009 the Minister for Community Services announced directions for out-of-home care —
attachment B — which started a long-term reform program for the out-of-home care system. This reform
policy aims to manage current and future demands on the care system by providing intensive family
interventions to support children to remain safely with their family or return to their families in a safe and
timely manner; build additional placement capacity to ensure children are provided with a broader range of
quality placement options that they are matched to or where options can be tailored to meet their individual
needs; and close the gap in outcomes between children in out-of-home care and their peers in the areas of
safety, health, learning and achieving wellbeing.
There are seven reform directions, with a broad range of associated change activities. These reforms are in
their early stages. In his report on out-of-home care the Ombudsman acknowledged the out-of-home care
reform directions and strategies but considered that the implementation of reform has been constrained by
demand and practice issues. The report gives attention to a number of important areas, which the
committee can see there listed from (a) to (e).
The reform activity that the department has commenced in out-of-home care is addressing issues identified
from the review and aims to address and improve many of the issues that the Ombudsman identified in his
review. I will briefly provide you with some information on these reform initiatives currently under way.
It is widely accepted that the needs of children are best met within their family if it is possible to safely do
this. This year a new family coaching service has been developed and is being piloted in four regional
catchments across the state. In addition to the currently available services, such as alcohol and drug
treatment, family violence or mental health services, this new service will intensively teach parents
practical skills and monitor their ability to provide safe care to their children.
If a child cannot remain safely in their home, the next best option for a child is to stay within their family
network — for example, with aunts, uncles or grandparents — and the department has implemented a
range of initiatives to strengthen these family arrangements. I draw the committee’s attention to those
initiatives in (a) through to (d).
Where children cannot remain with their family or extended family network, foster care is available. The
department introduced Therapeutic Foster Care in 2007. This is an initiative that puts foster carers into
support groups and provides a therapist to help carers understand a child’s behaviour, advise on behaviour
management strategies and make respite arrangements to give these carers a break.
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A small number of children are unable to reside in home-based care and are placed in homes in the
community where care is provided by rostered staff. The young people placed in these units are often
deeply traumatised and place themselves at risk through a range of high-risk behaviours that may at times
include offending.
The department has implemented a range of initiatives aimed at improvements to residential care,
including therapeutic residential care that provides a structure for children where carers are trained to work
with children to address their complex needs. Eleven therapeutic residential care pilots have been
established and are showing early signs of success with children and young people. They involve
specifically trained staff able to effectively respond to the needs of some of the most complex children.
These pilot services are subject to active evaluation.
Support services for those leaving care are available across the state. These services provide financial
assistance to young people starting independent lives. Many young people who leave the care system will
maintain an ongoing relationship with their carer. I draw the committee’s attention to points 39, 40 and 41,
which are further initiatives about children leaving care.
The department also provides a Streetwork Outreach Service. This service operates on the streets of the
CBD and St Kilda at night, proactively reaching out to young people who may be at risk due to sexual
exploitation and exposure to drugs and violence. They work closely with Victoria Police, and in some
situations this involves seeking a warrant and placing the young person in the secure welfare service. The
government recently provided additional funds to the Streetwork Outreach Service to enable it to have a
seven-day-a-week presence both in St Kilda and the CBD. The service now operates teams of experienced
child protection staff working in these locations to locate vulnerable young people and attempting to
persuade them to return home, either to their family or their placement with a community service
organisation. The service comes into contact with young people who reside in out-of-home care and works
proactively to return them to their placement.
I draw the committee’s attention to the section headed ‘Education’, the section headed ‘Intensive
therapeutic services’ and then the section headed ‘Priority access to mental health services, youth support
and other actions’, all as evidence of additional work that is under way to address the needs of children in
the out-of-home care system.
Point 52 — where a child’s circumstances require an exceptional response or where a placement is not
available immediately, a contingency placement is arranged. These may include children with complex
behaviours where a tailored response is needed or where larger sibling groups need to be placed together.
The demands on out-of-home care capacity are more pronounced in rural locations where establishing an
emergency placement close to a child’s home can be difficult to arrange.
The out-of-home care reforms are at the early stages of progress. Despite this, significant developments
have occurred in the last 12 months. As at 30 June 2010 there were approximately 140 more funded
placements than on the same day in the previous year. I draw the committee’s attention to point 55, which
just outlines further work being done around capacity, and then points 56 through to 61, which outline
work under way around financial support for children and carers and a response to some of the issues
raised in the Ombudsman’s report around transparency and accountability.
Safety in care — there are systems in place to monitor the safety of children in care and respond when
incidents occur. In a discussion of the out-of-home care system it is important to avoid the perception that
all children in out-of-home care are subject to poor-quality care or that the incidence of abuse is
widespread. In 2008–09 just under 8000 Victorian children experienced an out-of-home care placement. In
the same period 621 category 1 critical incident reports were received within a range of categorisations.
Most children placed in out-of-home care each year are not subject to serious incidents of abuse or
quality-of-care concerns. A proportion of these critical incident reports relate to children subject to more
than one incident report. Actions may relate to episodes of self-harm, absconding or events relating to
staff, carers or parents. Based on these figures, more than 90 per cent of children placed in out-of-home
care each year are not subject to a category 1 incident report.

94

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

There is a wide range of quality-of-care concerns. For example, a carer who has smacked a child in
frustration, not uncommonly, contacts their support worker to tell them this has occurred and to seek
assistance. This would be substantiated as a quality-of-care concern. The likely outcome in a case like this
would be to work with the carer to better understand the child’s behaviour and the impact that the
behaviour is having on the carer so that it does not happen again.
Alternatively, it may be a more serious matter where a child discloses that a residential care worker has
assaulted them. This is investigated, reported to the police and, if substantiated, would be the subject of
disciplinary action by the community service organisation that employs them. The department takes
matters relating to children’s safety in out-of-home care very seriously. A substantial range of systems and
processes have been implemented to prevent and respond to serious incidents of harm to children placed in
care, and I draw the committee’s attention to a number of those systems and processes that have been put
in place listed in points (a) through to (d) and further initiatives listed in point 68 (a) through to (e).
The new Department of Human Services has been tasked by government to respond to the above issues.
An emphasis on robust quality assurance mechanisms, clear management responsibility, accountability for
financial and system performance, and consistency and quality of decision making are at the centre of the
new department. This builds on the department’s response to the Ombudsman’s report into child
protection, which also provided a commentary on the need to improve quality assurance mechanisms.
I will turn briefly to the Victorian Child Death Review Committee report. The Child Wellbeing and Safety
Act 2005 states in section 33(2) that the object of a child death inquiry is:
… to promote continuous improvement and innovation in policies and practices relating to child
protection and safety.
The legislation is quite specific. It does not state that the object of the inquiry is to find the cause of the
child’s death nor to make findings relating to the conduct of individuals, since that is the role of the
coroner under the Coroners Act 2008.
As stated in the Victorian Child Death Review Committee’s 2010 annual report:
as the Victorian approach is not adverse incident driven, the reviews do not focus on the circumstances of
the death but more holistically on whether case practice and case management were adequate and
appropriate in providing a service to the client. By looking at all child deaths rather than just those cases
with unintended and tragic outcomes, it is possible to build knowledge and understanding of how services
operate in general and, in turn, to identify patterns associated with either enhancing or hindering effective
service delivery to clients. In this way, the child death review system provides a window into routine
practice and contributes to fostering a learning and development culture.
I just draw the committee’s attention to points 74 to 79, which give some detail as to the constitution of the
child death review committee and some of its activities.
The report undertakes a historical analysis of the death rate of children known to child protection aged 0 to
17 years old from 1996 to 2009 and concludes that the rate is broadly comparable with the death rate
among 0 to 17-year-olds in the general Victorian community.
The report identifies that in 2009, 26 children died who were child protection clients at the time of their
death or within 12 months of case closure. Of the 26 deaths, the report indicates that 9 were infants aged
less than 6 months, 9 were children aged between 6 months and 3 years, 2 were children between 4 and
12 years and 6 were adolescents between 13 and 17 years.
It is reported that in 2009 there were eight deaths attributed to an acquired congenital illness, including
prematurity, acute infections and series health episodes. The children in this group of deaths may be
reported to child protection before or after their birth to provide additional support to particularly
vulnerable families, and I draw the committee’s attention to points 83 and 84, which provide a greater
breakdown of that data.
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The children reviewed in this report came from families with complex and multiple needs, including
family violence, substance abuse, mental illness, transience and parents’ own history of child protection
involvement. The report found that family violence and substance use were identified as the most prevalent
factors in the cases reviewed, with mental illness and transience also highly prevalent. The coexistence of
these parental characteristics often occurred in families with young and vulnerable children. The themes
and issues identified by the Victorian Child Death Review Committee in this report are reflections on
practice, and the report acknowledges that they cannot be inferred as being in any way associated with the
circumstances of the death. I attach the themes from the 2010 report in attachment C.
The committee has also developed an informative publication which summarises the key learnings from
the 2010 report. This publication is being sent to all Victorian child protection practitioners by the child
safety commissioner, and I have included this publication as an attachment to this statement in
attachment D.
I draw the committee’s attention to points 89 and 90, which basically take the committee to some of the
key initiatives that the department implements in responding to the learnings from child death reviews both
at a statewide policy level and, in point 90, at a local regional level, to demonstrate the effort that goes into
improving practice in response to tragic events which nevertheless provide very valuable learning.
In conclusion, reforming the out-of-home care system is in the early stages. It entails significant structural,
programmatic and cultural change, and active engagement and investment from a range of stakeholders
across the department, community service organisations and other government agencies. It builds on
earlier investment that is centred on the development of therapeutically oriented care approaches in foster
and residential care. The Ombudsman’s report into out-of-home care and child protection and the Victorian
Child Death Review Committee report both make a positive contribution to improving the system
alongside the broader reform efforts.
The CHAIR — Thank you, Ms Callister, for your detailed submission and attachments and the abbreviated
presentation; it has been very helpful for the committee. There are a couple of matters I would like to follow up
in due course, but I will ask Mr O’Donohue to open the questioning.
Mr O’DONOHUE — To start with, I would like to take you to paragraphs 63 and 64 of your statement.
Paragraph 63 says:
In 2008–09 just under 8000 Victorian children experienced an out-of-home care placement. In the same
period, 621 category 1 critical incident reports were received …
It goes on to the next paragraph and says:
Based on these figures, more than 90 per cent of children placed in out-of-home care each year are not
subject to a category 1 critical incident report.
Can you advise the committee how many category 2 incidents are reported each year and how many
category 3 incidents are reported each year?
Ms CALLISTER — I think for the period of 2008–09 we provided this to the committee in our response to
the last hearing. For 2008–09 there were 5055 category 3 incident reports and 8388 category 2 incident reports.
Those incident reports would cover children who were not in the out-of-home care system as well; they are not
exclusively confined to children in the out-of-home care system.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Okay. So dealing with just the out-of-home care system, of those 8000 you have said
621 are category 1 critical incident reports. Of that 8000 how many are category 2 and category 3?
Ms CALLISTER — I just read out to you the number of category 2 and category 3 incident reports, and
they cover a range of children, some of whom are in the out-of-home care system and some who would not be.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Of those that are in the out-of-home care system, how many are category 2 and how
many are category 3.
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Ms CALLISTER — I can take that on notice and provide it to the committee. We have that information.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Would it be fair to say, though, that if a little bit less than 10 per cent in out-of-home
care experience a category 1 situation, that from the figures you read out before of 1820 category 2 incidents
and 2692 category 3 incidents a significant proportion of the children in out-of-home care experience either a
category 1, 2 or 3 incident?
Ms CALLISTER — Not necessarily. The incident reports relate to actual incidents, and some children will
be subject to many more than just one incident report. An incident report is often an indication of a child
experiencing a range of problems or issues; they often indicate a trend in a period of time in a child’s life.
Children, we know, go through periods of high-risk behaviour often, or instability or unsettled behaviour. That
can be related to changes in family circumstances; that can be related to parents, for example, ceasing to attend
access visits; parents disappearing for periods of time; access visits becoming fraught, for example; and children
will often respond with very unsettled behaviour which might lead to a number of incident reports.
Category 3 and 2 incidents are really often recording incidents that might occur in any family’s life, but
because children in out-of-home care are subject to monitoring and scrutiny through the very fact of being
in out-of-home care, it is important to record any and a number of things, some of which may not be
particularly serious but are important to have on the record, particularly to establish whether trends or
patterns in that child’s life are occurring.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you for that answer, and I take the point, but I note that category 1 incidents,
as defined by your correspondence to the committee, include:
allegations of, the death of, or serious injury to a client
… physical or sexual assault
a fire involving death or serious injury
an event that has the potential to involve the … minister
an event that has the potential to subject the department or community service organisation … to
high-levels of public or legal scrutiny.
Category 2 incidents, which you said are sometimes routine, include:
an injury for which a person attends and/or receives …
medical treatment —
assaults that do not classify as category 1 incidents
serious threats made against clients or staff
unethical behaviour by staff, particularly that involves taking advantage of clients
and it goes on. So my understanding of category 2, from what you have given to the committee in writing,
is perhaps more severe than the normal activities in a family that just — —
Mr TEE — Sorry, I thought we were talking about category 3 as well.
The CHAIR — Perhaps we could just clarify what you said.
Ms CALLISTER — I was referring more to category 3 incidents. It is certain that category 1 incidents are
the most serious and reflect the most serious concerns that we would have for a child or young person. Some of
the category 2 incidents would be things that would be of concern, things that we would want to respond to but
not reaching the threshold level of concern of a category 1. So a category 2 incident that might be classed as an
assault might be a fight between two children, an argument between two children in a placement. One might

97

STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Report on the Performance of the
Department of Human Services’ Child Protection Program

push the other; they might be seven or eight-year-olds. That would be recorded under a category like that, but it
would not necessarily reflect what the committee might consider to be an assault reaching some sort of criminal
level, which might be much more the case in category 1.
The incident reporting system is an important system, and it has been strengthened considerably over the
past few years. It is much more granulated so that we can understand the difference between these events.
It never used to be like that. It used to be piles of paper that sat in files and sat on desks, where individual
reports were filled out, but there was not a database whereby we could compile this sort of data and
whereby we could understand what sorts of trends and issues might be occurring, either for a particular
child or individual, or indeed in a particular location — in a particular care unit, for example. So it has
been strengthened considerably to allow us to analyse, understand and respond to the needs of individual
children and trends in behaviour in the system far more effectively.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you for that, and I would appreciate it if you could take on notice the number
of category 2 and 3 incidents in out-of-home care. You have provided in your evidence the number of
category 1 incidents.
If I could continue, I would like to just go back to some of the issues that were discussed when the
committee met with you previously. I will start with the IT system, the CRIS system. At the time when we
met in March I understand that there was a review being undertaken of the CRIS system by an external
consultant. Can you update the committee as to what the outcome of that has been?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes, I can. The CRIS system has undergone what is called a fit-for-purpose review,
which was what the Ombudsman recommended and what the department agreed to undertake. I met with the
consultants at the beginning of this review and expressly spoke to them about the fact that I did need to know
whether the system is fit for purpose and, difficult as it may be, if it was not fit for purpose, that it would be
better to know that than have a system that was not considered fit for purpose. I met with the consultants several
times through the review. They have now completed the report and provided it to us, and we recently provided
it to the Ombudsman.
Essentially the outcome is that they say it is a fit-for-purpose system and that, while it needs some
upgrades and some improvements, there are a number of other areas where we need to respond as well.
They do find that the system is fundamentally sound and is suitable for the purpose for which it was
designed. They do talk about the complexity of child protection work and designing a system that can
reflect the complexity of data that has to be put into it and then all the different pathways that child
protection cases can take — that you have a system that is able to record that. Given the complexity of all
that, it is definitely fit for purpose.
They reflect that in some cases people have not used it appropriately or properly or adequately, partly
because they say we have not provided enough training and enough support for staff to use the system, and
that has been a helpful comment. They also talk about some variation in business processes out in regions,
and we know that has been an issue for us — that we need to have greater consistency in how some of the
practices are applied. We know we need to get a consistent approach to some business practices, which
will enable the system to function more effectively. We are currently considering what that means for us
and working through how we are going to tackle the implementation of the upgrades and improvements to
usability that are being proposed.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you for that. Can you advise the committee who was commissioned to do this
review?
Ms CALLISTER — Accenture.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Are you able to provide the committee with a copy of their report?
Ms CALLISTER — Can I take that on notice, please? There are some commercial probity issues that I need
some further advice on in relation to provision of the report publicly at the moment as we work through how we
are going to respond to the recommendations around upgrades and usability.
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Mr O’DONOHUE — If I could just make the point with regard to matters taken on notice, I note about a
three-month lapse in time between our meeting, I think, last time and the provision of that information. In three
months time we will be at an election, so the earlier response to questions taken on notice would be appreciated.
Ms CALLISTER — We will definitely do our best.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Thank you. The original cost estimate of the CRIS system was $29 million. As at
March, when we met, that had gone out by $66 million to $95 million. Are you able to give the committee an
update as to the anticipated cost to complete this work and what the total cost of the project will be once that
takes place?
Ms CALLISTER — As I said, that is what I am currently getting advice on. We have had the report; we
need to look at how to progress the implementation of the recommendations and what the costs associated with
that might be, so we are currently doing that work.
Mr O’DONOHUE — I note your comment that the CRIS system is fit for purpose, but does the review
anticipate or recommend wide-scale changes to the system?
Ms CALLISTER — It recommends improvements and upgrades. The scale of those changes is what we are
currently getting improvements on. It is certainly not an overhaul of the system; it is certainly not changes on a
massive scale. It is about usability and improvements to the flow of some information and the capacity to
capture some information in a way that is more efficient out in the field for child protection workers to use.
Mr O’DONOHUE — I assume that for those works, those changes to be made, cost estimates are provided
in the report, to undertake that work and for that to be delivered.
Ms CALLISTER — No, there are not cost estimates. That is what we are currently looking at.
Mr TEE — Thank you for your evidence in what is a very difficult area but a very important area in terms
of the vulnerable lives that are at risk. We have just had evidence from the Ombudsman — or the deputy/acting
ombudsman — who suggested the idea of home visits by retired teachers or retired nurses as a way of — —
The CHAIR — Official visitor.
Mr TEE — As an official visitor, as a way of providing contact with at-risk families and at-risk situations. I
suppose there are risks in terms of the qualifications of those people to pick up some of the issues that are
involved, but I was wondering if you could give me a sense of the advantages or the disadvantages of
attempting that sort of process or mechanism.
Ms CALLISTER — I did not hear the deputy ombudsman’s evidence before the committee, so I hope I am
commenting on what he said. I would like to qualify that, having not heard the evidence.
The CHAIR — Of course.
Ms CALLISTER — Perhaps if I describe what happens — —
Mr TEE — To be absolutely fair, it was more of an idea that he raised, rather than a considered, detailed
view. It was just an issue that sort of came up, probably out of the discussions, as something that might be
considered.
Ms HUPPERT — It was more of an official visitor type, rather than staff — volunteers who might go and
visit children who are under the radar of the department just as a community visitor as such, to keep an eye on
them.
The CHAIR — Mr Taylor drew an analogy with the program that is in place in prisons, a visitor program —
official visitor or guardian — —
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Ms CALLISTER — But this would be for children living with their families who might already have a
child protection worker?
Ms HUPPERT — Yes.
The CHAIR — I think the intent was more children in out-of-home care.
Ms HUPPERT — It was both really.
Mr TEE — My question is either, really, or both.
Ms CALLISTER — Right. Perhaps if I start with children living with their families, the department has a
category of worker, if you like, called child development workers. They are not child protection workers as
such — they work with child protection workers, particularly often to supervise access with parents and to try to
support parents during supervised access to meet the needs of children. They oversee the safety and wellbeing
of children during access visits, but they also try to make those visits productive and for parents to understand
children’s behaviour. They are not as qualified as child protection workers, and their support is generally around
those issues of family contact and family concerns. Sometimes that happens in a child’s home with the family,
and sometimes that happens in other locations.
The nature of child protection work, as I think I indicated in my statement, these days often involves very
complex families. There are significant complex issues around coexisting drug and alcohol abuse, family
violence and mental health concerns — sometimes all of those issues coexisting at the same time.
If you picture what child protection workers do, they arrive at your home, usually unannounced at least the
first time. They knock on your door, and you will not expect them to be coming. They need to tell you
from the outset, at the door, why they are there and what the concerns are. They cannot use some other
means to get in the door. They need to convince you to let them in, whereupon they need to talk to you
about some of the most personal and confronting things any of us will ever are talk about — even with a
family member, let alone with a stranger.
They need to listen to what you say, working out how much of it is the truth and how much of it might not
be the truth, both engaging you as a family member while at the same time determining what might be the
course of action that needs to be taken to keep a child safe. It is a pretty complex set of things that has to
happen when child protection workers visit, and so, at that very initial stage, I think it increasingly takes a
great deal of skill on the part of the people doing that work. I think they are often exercising very complex
judgements under often quite complex circumstances.
In relation to children in out-of-home care, the child safety commissioner does visit children in
out-of-home care and care agencies pretty constantly. He visits residential care programs; he goes and
speaks to the children; he speaks with families; he meets with agencies; and he will often give the
department his reflections on those visits. He spends quite a lot of time out on the road talking to agencies
and children and visiting them where they live. Some of that is already taking place I would say. The idea
of expanding that is not something the Ombudsman recommended, but it is an interesting proposition.
The CHAIR — Notwithstanding that the commissioner is devoting a large amount of time to that activity,
given that you said, I think, there were 5400 children in out-of-home care at the last audit date, obviously his
capacity to take a large sample would be very limited. My understanding of what the deputy ombudsman was
saying this morning is that with the voluntary official visitors, the capacity to see a far larger sample of children
in out-of-home care would be created. Do you want to respond to that?
Ms CALLISTER — If we just go to the 5422, which was the number in Victoria as at 30 June this year,
1300 of those children were in permanent care. What that means is that 1300 of those children were living in a
family where the guardianship had been transferred from the secretary to the parents. Those are settled,
permanent care placements where there is no further statutory involvement. It would probably not be
appropriate to include those in considering an official visitors program.
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The CHAIR — Just to clarify that, would those 1300 children be typically placed with their parents?
Ms CALLISTER — No, quite the opposite. They are 1300 children placed with other people.
The CHAIR — Elsewhere.
Ms CALLISTER — They will either be foster carers or kinship carers where the placement has been made
for a period of time, and then the court has determined that this child will never go home and a permanent care
order is made transferring guardianship to those people — those parents — until the child is 18. They are no
longer subject to statutory intervention or case management by the department. They continue to receive
caregiver reimbursements, but for all intents and purposes they are a settled family in the community.
Those children will continue to have some contact; there will be a condition placed on that order for some
contact with the parents in most cases, but it will be left to the parents and permanent care parents to make
those arrangements. While they are children in out-of-home care, they are no longer children in
out-of-home care who are part of the statutory system.
Then there are the children in foster care, and there is a fair degree of involvement with foster carers by the
agencies that they are recruited by and supported by. Most of the contact with a foster carer will be done in
their home by their agency case manager. There will be a lot of visits to the home to oversight the
environment and to talk to the carer about how the placement is going, and there will be a lot of contact
with the child in that context.
The children in residential care are probably where the child safety commissioner spends the bulk of his
time when he is out on the road visiting placements — that is, the 478 children who are placed in
residential care. That might be the area where the deputy ombudsman may have been proposing there be
more visitors. I am sorry, but having not heard his evidence I cannot comment.
Mr TEE — We are putting you on the spot; we appreciate that.
Ms CALLISTER — It is fair to say that the children in residential care are usually the children who are the
most traumatised, who have some of the highest risk behaviours, who have some of the most concerning
behaviours and where often the greatest efforts need to be made to keep them safe and to get them back on
track. That is the smallest number of children in out-of-home care, but it is probably the group we are the most
concerned about. They are often in residential care because it has not been possible to place them with a family
because their behaviour, their mental health problems, their trauma and the experiences they have come from
make it very difficult for them to live in a family environment or for families to be able to cope with what is
often quite volatile behaviour. Again, it may be that that would be the area where a program of that type could
be considered.
Mr TEE — Is part of that difficulty, though — and I think this is in paragraph 22 of your statement where
you identify that — that the issue is not so much an increased number of children but that they are staying in
care for longer? I am assuming that is because their needs are more complex. There might be mental health
issues; there might be drug and alcohol issues. Is that right, and is that part of the complexity and therefore the
difficulties of having someone who is untrained coming in and visiting, or am I conflating a couple of issues?
Ms CALLISTER — I will try to respond to that. I think children are staying in care for longer periods
probably more because of the entrenched complex problems of their parents. There are some children in care for
longer periods because of their own behaviours and difficulties, but the length of time in care is often because of
the length of time that it takes to address some of the very significant problems of their parents. Drug and
alcohol abuse can have quite a long rehabilitation lead time, particularly for adults who have had that problem
for a long time. That may be connected, and the abuse and neglect that children have experienced living in those
environments may be also connected to their own behaviours.
In some ways, children staying in care for longer periods is a sign of stability. So if you have a lot of
children churning through the system all the time, that would raise a question about whether you are
removing too many children for short periods of time and more could be done to keep them at home. If you
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have children staying for longer periods, one of the potential indicators there is that you have found the
right children, so to speak, and they are staying in a more settled environment for a longer period. What
was the second part of your question?
Mr TEE — I suppose it was just aligning that complexity and those issues with the suggestion made by the
Deputy Ombudsman. Is that partly one of the challenges that an idea like that needs to address?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
Mr TEE — In paragraph 18 of your witness statement you say that reports to child protection have
increased from 35 000 to 47 000. What do you think is behind that increase?
Ms CALLISTER — We are doing considerable work to understand that at the moment because the current
projections are for them to increase potentially a bit more than that even in the current financial year. Part of it is
population growth. Reports to child protection are, at least in part, a reflection of population. We know that
reports are greater of very young children, or infants. We know that the birthrate in Victoria has increased
substantially in the last few years. In addition, they are being driven quite strongly by reports of domestic
violence, so the nature of reports around domestic violence have grown substantially in the last few years. That
is partly to do with the whole-of-government reforms around family violence and the far more proactive role
that police are taking in relation to family violence.
Mr TEE — So we are getting better at identifying the problems, or identifying where there are problems and
as a result reports are made?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes, that would be true. The other thing I would say, which I think I also referred to in
the statement, is that drug and alcohol problems, family violence and mental health problems — either each of
those things or grouped together — increasingly form the nature of the cases that we are dealing with in child
protection.
Mr TEE — Can I just move to kinship care in your witness statement? I think this is an issue that was
flagged by the Ombudsman. As important as it is to keep a connection with the children and their family and
given the importance of background checks, including police checks and so on, are we making sure that those
checks are in place, and have there been any improvements in relation to those?
Ms CALLISTER — There have. There has been a complete rewriting of the assessment for the kinship
carers process, and all staff across the state have been trained in those new assessment processes. They go
beyond police checks, although police checks are absolutely fundamental to the assessment of kinship carers,
along with any other kinds of carers. They are also about assessing the nature of relationships, the capacity of
carers to take on that care and the type of support they will need. Providing kinship care is a bit different from
foster care because you already have a relationship with the child or with the family, and it may be family
dynamics that you will need more support and intervention in relation to, whereas in foster care you are
essentially taking on a child you do not know and who is being placed with you.
There has been considerable work going to new assessment guidelines for kinship carers, as I said, and
statewide training for child protection workers and additional support services put in place to provide much
more intensive case management of those placements by community sector organisations.
Mr TEE — The Ombudsman, in his May 2010 report, talked about the problems of children being put into
unsuitable environments like motels and caravans. Again, I have not checked, but is that something that was
picked up as part of the recommendations, and if so, has that recommendation been accepted and has progress
been made in terms of its implementation? That is paragraph 50 of the executive summary of his May 2010
report.
Ms CALLISTER — The review that was undertaken by the department, which I referred to in my
statement, and the subsequent directions for out-of-home care that the minister released identified that the
demand for placements had grown at a far greater rate than the supply that was available and that we had too
many children in what we call contingency placements.
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The first thing I want to say about contingency placements is that they will always be necessary to some
degree. Sometimes you have a child that needs a placement in a very tailored and specific way and cannot
just be slotted into an existing residential care or foster care placement. Some children have particularly
difficult behaviours or behaviours that mean they should not be placed with other children. Additionally,
sometimes you get a large sibling group of five or six children. It is very hard to find foster carers who can
take that many children at once, and the intention is generally to keep sibling groups together rather than
split them up, so that would also be an occasion where we would open up a contingency option — that
generally means trying to find a house and staffing it with trained staff, but it is outside the existing funded
placement capability.
Having said those things as qualifiers, the review clearly identified that we had too many cases where
children were in contingency placements because there was simply no availability on that particular day or
night. In some cases, that was in motels or caravans, particularly in some rural regions where it can be very
difficult to find a placement near where a child lives in the community that they come from or go to school
in.
There has been a considerable effort to reduce those contingency placements. There has been significant
funding in both the last and the previous state budgets to improve that, and as I commented on in point 54,
as at 30 June 2010, we had 140 more funded placements than on the same day in the previous year, so the
number of contingencies has been significantly reduced. Having said that, there is a small number of
children who are still placed in motel accommodation from time to time and there are some adolescents in
caravan accommodation. For the most part we still consider those to be inappropriate and unsatisfactory
placements, except for very short periods of time.
Mr TEE — Thank you. Finally I return to Mr O’Donohue’s points about categories 2 and 3 and the numbers
that you gave evidence about. I think you said that it might be that an individual behaves in a particular way and
a child might respond after a unsuccessful visit or their behaviour might deteriorate. In those numbers you could
have an incident report — it could be a number of incident reports for the one individual — and it might be that
over a couple of days they are aggressive to other children in their support, which might then generate a large
number of incident reports. Is that right?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
Mr TEE — Those numbers do not represent the number of individuals who are subject to an incident report;
it might be that you have one individual who, over a couple of days of bad behaviour, has four or five or six
incident reports until their behaviour is managed and they improve. Is that a fair assessment of the sorts of
individuals in the cases that we are looking at?
Ms CALLISTER — That is an absolutely fair assessment. Sometimes it is over a period of days, sometimes
it is over a period of weeks or a couple of months, and for some young people, particularly in the category 1
incident group, we may be seeing them, as we respond to those category 1 incidents, being placed for periods of
time in secure welfare, which I mentioned.
Secure welfare, just briefly, is as it sounds. It is secure, and we are able to place children there for a short
amount of time — up to 3 weeks or under very exceptional circumstances up to 6 weeks. It is a secure
environment; they cannot leave. The criteria under which we can place children in secure welfare is
outlined in the act; it is where they pose a high or unacceptable risk to themselves. Children or young
people whose behaviour we cannot stabilise in any other way and who might be engaging in a series of
high-risk behaviours — they might be using drugs, they might be violent or they might be placing
themselves at risk through sexual exploitation — will often be placed in secure welfare for a few days, a
week or maybe up to three weeks, as I said, where there is a capacity to settle their behaviour and work
with them to get them back to their placement with support services around them to reduce that behaviour.
It is not uncommon to see, particularly with adolescents, periods of difficult and high-risk behaviour that is
often triggered by events such as family rejection, family not appearing at access visits or a whole range of
things that can lead to children placing themselves at risk. The Streetwork service and the secure welfare
service are two important elements of how we try to respond to and stabilise that behaviour.
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Ms HUPPERT — To assist the committee, when you are giving us information on those around the incident
reports, could you let us know the number of children who are actually subject to either category 1, category 2
or category 3? Not just the raw number of incidents but the number of children who might be subject to those,
to give us an indication of the actual number of children as opposed to the number of reports.
Mr TEE — I have a number of other questions, but I suspect that I have run out of time.
The CHAIR — Yes. Mr Hall has to go to another committee, so I will give the call to Mr Hall now.
Mr HALL — Thank you for your time this morning; it is appreciated. First of all, in paragraph 68 of your
witness statement you said that quality-of-care data will be published in the department’s 2009–10 annual
report. What sort of data is it anticipated that you will be publishing?
Ms CALLISTER — It is still being finalised for the annual report, but at this stage I anticipate that it will be
the number of quality-of-care concerns that were notified to the department over that year and then the number
of those concerns that were substantiated.
Mr HALL — Do you already publish data in respect of the number of young people in care and those
waiting for care?
Ms CALLISTER — There is not anybody waiting for care. If children need to be removed for their own
safety today, then they will be. There is no waiting list. Consequently sometimes we have contingency
placements. We would never leave a child in a situation of risk due to absence of a placement. We do publish
the numbers of children who are in care in any given year. We provide that data to the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, so it is published, I think, on an annual basis by them. That is often also used in the report
on government services, which I also referred to earlier.
Mr HALL — Finally, for my clarification, what will be different? What different information will be
provided in this year’s annual report under the quality-of-care data?
Ms CALLISTER — We have not ever published that material before, which was a point that the
Ombudsman made in his report, and one of his recommendations was that we publish the data that we collect
over the course of the year about the number of children who are subject to a quality-of-care concern — that is,
once they are already in care an allegation is made about the quality of that care — and then the number of
those that we substantiate as being of concern.
Mr HALL — Can I go to one of the issues that was also raised by the Ombudsman in his November 2009
report, and that is in regard to manipulation of data and the reporting of that. That was a matter that was raised
with you at the hearing in March of last year, where you said, quite rightly, that this manipulation was not
acceptable and you were having an audit firm work through that to identify to what extent data manipulation
took place, and that you expected that audit to be completed in May. What did the audit report actually find?
Ms CALLISTER — So the audit firm went systematically around each of our regions and examined a large
number of records in each region in relation to the specific area of data manipulation that was being alleged.
They have provided a report to the department, which has been provided to both the minister and the
Ombudsman recently. They could find no evidence of deliberate manipulation of data. They found that there
were multiple interpretations of practice instructions and practice guidance, and that practice instructions had
been added to or amended over time creating confusion out on the front line about how to interpret those. They
interviewed a number of staff about those records, and they came back to us and said, ‘We can find no evidence
of deliberate manipulation. We think that you need to streamline your instructions and make far clearer the
expectations of staff in how they conduct these particular business practices’.
Mr HALL — Has the Ombudsman responded to that audit report?
Ms CALLISTER — He has a copy of it. He has not responded to me. He did put in his annual report that he
tabled in Parliament just recently — his annual report, not the one specifically on child protection — that he had
received that report and that it found no deliberate data manipulation.
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Mr HALL — Thank you. Can you supply a copy of that report to the committee?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes, I can.
Mr HALL — Okay; I would welcome that. Therefore in respect to the reported finding of that audit, that it
was more a matter of misunderstanding, to what areas did those misunderstandings go? Was it in the area where
there was an immediate response required? There was evidence at one stage suggesting that staff felt that a
telephone response was sufficient to constitute an immediate response in those circumstances. As to the areas of
misunderstanding, what sorts of misunderstandings were reported?
Ms CALLISTER — I think what you said is one of the areas. Staff have in some areas interpreted contact
over the phone with a family as being sufficient to record as an immediate response and have subsequently
followed up that response with a visit, but the visit to the family did not fall within the required time line of
48 hours. So 48 hours is for an urgent and immediate response, and 14 days is for things that are not urgent and
immediate.
Mr HALL — Yes.
Ms CALLISTER — There are guidelines about that response, about contact or an attempt to have contact
with the family and the child, because if we visit a family, for example, and knock on the door and they do not
let us in, that is an attempt, but we cannot force our way in; we cannot force entry. If a family will not allow us
into the house, we have to go and seek a warrant from the court, there has to be a threshold reached for the court
to give that warrant and that warrant has to be executed by the police with child protection workers present. So
to knock on a door and try to get in would be classified as an attempt to make immediate contact. But what you
said is absolutely right: over time, as the system has changed and a broader range of responses have been
brought into what is available in responding to notifications, what we have done effectively is add to advice
without clarifying guidelines that were already out there, so there has been misunderstanding. People, I
understand, were quite open in having those discussions with the audit firm about why they were doing some of
the things they were doing.
Mr HALL — So, very clearly now, the guideline issued by the department to child protection workers is
that a telephone call is not classified as a response where there is a matter of urgency?
Ms CALLISTER — That is right.
Mr HALL — It is a personal response. Visiting the person, knocking at the door at least, is what constitutes
an immediate response.
Ms CALLISTER — That is right.
Mr HALL — Can I also ask about staff attraction and retention, again an issue which was highlighted by the
Ombudsman in his November 2009 report, and it is one, I understand the department has acted upon by efforts
to recruit additional staff. Could you just tell us how successful the department has been in attracting new staff?
Ms CALLISTER — I think I emphasised this last time I appeared before the committee, that this work
depends on a stable, committed, competent workforce, and I am absolutely confident I have a committed
workforce, but they have not been stable in that we have not been able to retain the numbers of staff that we
need for the periods of time to build a quality and stable response to the work. There has been an enormous
amount of effort going on in recruitment, and some of that detail is in attachment A to my statement. I am just
looking for the information. I think since 2009 we have recruited — I just cannot see the point in my statement
easily — upwards of 400 staff, and we have reduced unallocated cases as a result of that significantly.
If you look at A11 in my attachment A, as at the end of July 2010, we were ‘less than 4 per cent from
being fully staffed, which represents 41 vacancies’ across the state. We have been able to recruit
significantly into the program. We still have challenges around retention, so retaining staff and retaining
staff beyond two years at the front line remains the next challenge, but we have reached the point where
we have recruited a significant number of staff and managed to reduce the unallocated case rate to a very
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significant level, and if in fact we had not received some of the growth that we had, that we did not predict
in the last year, our current unallocated rate would be at around 4 per cent. As it is, it is at 12.9 per cent at
20 August 2010, which while still a number higher than I would like, is a significant improvement on
where we were 6 months ago and a vast improvement on where we were 12 months ago.
Mr HALL — Are you able to tell us the net difference between staffing levels at November 2009 and
today?
Ms CALLISTER — I can take that on notice. I am not sure that I have that number at my fingertips today,
but I can take that on notice.
Mr HALL — Perhaps you could also include how many of those are front-line staff as well.
Ms CALLISTER — The majority will be front-line staff, because that is where our greatest turnover
happens.
Mr HALL — How much was allocated for that recruitment program?
Ms CALLISTER — There was an amount of money for the recruitment program. Again, just to be
accurate, I do not want to mislead the committee. There was a package of funds made available, which has a
number of components. In order to be accurate, I can take that on notice and provide it. I think it was about
$1 million.
Mr HALL — In terms of recruitment are you able to say today or perhaps again take on notice the overseas
recruitment — people who came from overseas to fill child protection positions?
Ms CALLISTER — I will take on notice the actual number if that is what the committee would like. To
date it has been a very successful source of recruitment. We have had a number of UK recruits come to the
program, a smaller number from New Zealand and some from interstate. I think that with some of the, if can
say, cutbacks being made in the UK, we may be the beneficiary of some staff that will not be able to continue
employment over there.
We have had a lot of UK recruits into the Gippsland region, which as the committee knows, is one of the
regions that we had the greatest concern about in the last year or so and that the Ombudsman raised
significant concerns about. There have been a number of UK recruits going to the Gippsland region and, if
I can say, there has been a lot of effort to really help them settle there, not just get them into the job and get
them going on the work but actually help them settle in the Gippsland area and see that as a place that they
are making their home for a substantial amount of time. I went to the Bairnsdale office a couple of weeks
ago and met with a number of those recruits, who had some interesting reflections on the difference
between the UK system and the Australian system and were feeling very positive and optimistic about the
place in which they had chosen to live. It gave me some encouragement that rather than just recruiting
them into a job and hoping for the best, the extra work that we are doing in Gippsland and also in our
southern metropolitan region and in our Hume region, where we have some UK recruits coming shortly,
we have got a more holistic approach to settling those people into the country, into the place, into the job
and that we will probably have more success in them being part of this program hopefully for quite a long
time to come.
Mr HALL — So you are optimistic that the retention rate of some of those of overseas recruits will be
good?
Ms CALLISTER — I am. I am cautiously optimistic at this stage because we are putting a lot of effort into
that. Retention is absolutely where we need to focus our efforts. It is expensive, time consuming and
unproductive not to have high retention rates. It does not help us with the quality of the program. It leaves the
staff that are staying under considerable pressure. Retention and workforce development are absolutely critical.
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Mr HALL — All right. I would be grateful if you could supply us with some of those figures in terms of the
recruitment program — how effective it has been; the net position, comparable today to what it was — and also
that area of overseas recruitment.
The CHAIR — Just following up on that, you have had no difficulty or problem with separations of
overseas recruits to date — people who have arrived and joined but have subsequently left the department?
Ms CALLISTER — There has been a small number of people who have left. I think that it is probably
inevitable when people make such a big decision to move across the world. There will be some people who
decide when they get here that they cannot cope. We know that we had one couple who came — both of them
were being employed by us. Their child did not settle and became incredibly fretful. They just decided that they
could not cope with their child being so unsettled and, so, unfortunately they left. Again I am very cautiously
optimistic, because they have been very small numbers. Again I would not like to say the absolute number right
today, but I can provide it. But it has been very small, the number of people who have not settled in and stayed
with the program to date.
Ms HUPPERT — I just have another question on the workforce issue. When you gave evidence before the
committee last time you talked about the work the department was doing in working with local tertiary
institutions to encourage people to study appropriate training courses to work in the child protection area. One
of the things that was raised in our discussions with the deputy ombudsman this morning and by the committee
was the fact that maybe there were some roles where tertiary qualifications were not required and that real life
experiences could perhaps take the place of tertiary qualifications for child protection workers. I am wondering
if you could comment on that proposal, just as another way of recruiting staff perhaps more quickly than
otherwise, having regard to the complexity of the issues you have already raised with us?
Ms CALLISTER — Again I just qualify my answer with: I did not hear the evidence.
Ms HUPPERT — Yes, I know. As Mr Tee said, we are putting you on the spot a bit, but we are just seeing
if we can get a first-instance response.
Ms CALLISTER — Certainly we have broadened the range of qualifications that we will draw child
protection workers from. It is not just people with social work qualifications; there are people with a bachelor of
arts with a major in psychology or criminology. We have got a number of ex-teachers, ex-police and ex-nurses
who, for one reason or another, cease their other career and move across to this work.
Part of the issue that we have with retention in the program is that it is quite stressful work. You are
making quite difficult judgements, judgements that people worry about a lot. They are very finely
balanced, and families change a lot. One of the pieces of feedback that we get about the work is that it is
stressful. The buck stops with you, to some extent, in making those judgements day to day about children’s
safety and wellbeing, so having a certain amount, I think, of resilience, experience and capacity within
which you make those judgements is pretty critical. People who have got some of those skills and some of
that training may well be well placed to come and do the work, but people with just life experience or no
skills and training I doubt would be able to do front-line child protection work easily. That is not to say,
though, that in other parts of the work there are not really important contributions people can make.
I talked about the family coaching service. Really what that is is you have families where you have got a
number of deficits, if you like. You have got problems — drug and alcohol problems and mental health
problems. They are very highly specialist services to try to help people redress those problems. But at the
end of the day, a lot of those families need basic help with running a household, getting kids up in the
morning, getting organised, getting kids out the door for school and making sure they can get up and
manage themselves. In some of those more day-to-day, front-line family support sorts of roles there is
greater capacity for a much broader range of professionals to be involved.
Ms HUPPERT — But it sounds from what you said earlier there are people from other professions who are
moving into this space.
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Ms CALLISTER — And we certainly encourage that. We encourage people who have got training and
experience in other areas, as I said, such as criminology, psychology, nursing, teaching and police, to move
across into this work.
Ms HUPPERT — On another issue, we have had a look at the Ombudsman’s report on the out-of-home
care system. I am just wondering if you have done any comparative work on how our system compares with
other states and sort of the differences in those different systems and whether any of the other systems have
better outcomes for children.
Ms CALLISTER — We have much lower rates of children in care in Victoria than we do in other states.
We think that that is in part down to the much stronger emphasis on earlier intervention and prevention in
Victoria through Child First, which I talked about quite extensively I think last time I was before the committee.
In New South Wales, for example, on any given day there are about 16 500 children in care, which is a far
greater number per thousand as a per capita rate than in Victoria when you consider that New South Wales only
has about a million more people. We have much lower rates of children in care.
ARACY, an organisation that comes out of Western Australia that Fiona Stanley, a previous Australian of
the Year, is the CEO of, recently looked at a comparison of Australian policies in this area and rated
Victoria very highly. We have got plenty of areas where we need to improve. That has been made
absolutely clear by both our own review and by the Ombudsman, but we have got a good basis on which to
build. With the range of things that we have in place for families, I think we are better placed to respond
than some other jurisdictions.
The CHAIR — I would like to take you to the issue of the section 167 case plans which were discussed
when we last had a hearing. You took some questions on notice about the number of case plans that were
required to be prepared under the act with respect to various periods of time. In your response of 30 June to the
committee to the question about the number of plans that were required since the act had been put in place, you
indicated that the department was unable to provide that information because it would require a significant
diversion of child protection staff to conduct a retrospective audit of relevant case files. I want to ask you how
you as secretary assure yourself that the requirements of section 167 have been complied with?
Ms CALLISTER — We have just in the last fortnight upgraded the CRIS system so that we can now
collect reports on this. At the time that the committee asked me, we could not have provided that information
without doing a manual retrospective audit, which we did not have the resources to devote to. I think I said to
the committee at the time that we were looking at a number of upgrades to our system to be able to collect a
broader range of reports on some key things. This was one of them. That upgrade was made, along with a
number of other things, a couple of weeks ago. It still cannot collect that information retrospectively, but it will
be able to collect that material going forward.
The CHAIR — I am pleased to hear that that change has been made, but this act has been in place since
2005, so effectively we have had five years of operating under this requirement where your predecessors — and
you for the last 12 months or thereabouts — have had this responsibility, yet seemingly the department has not
been able to track whether that responsibility has been met. In the period to date that you have been secretary,
how did you assure yourself that you were complying with your section 167 requirements?
Ms CALLISTER — The system, as I think I talked to the committee about last time, is a distributed system
out through regions and through a series of delegated senior positions operating in each region, so there is a
regional director, there is a children, youth and families manager and so on. Case plans are the delegated
responsibility of the position we refer to as unit manager. The system does distribute delegations to various
levels of position and requires various actions to take place from those positions. It also relies heavily on
supervision. Supervision is the cornerstone of many things that happen in child protection. It is the
responsibility of those unit managers to ensure that those case plans are being conducted, because that is one of
the core elements of their role.
We also provided the committee with an audit that we did of a shorter time frame. We were not able to
divert resources for some of those longer periods, but, as you know from my answers to questions on
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notice, we did do an audit for a shorter period to satisfy ourselves of what the current levels were. The
committee has that material.
We were also looking at whether the plans existed, and we were auditing for whether we had met our own
standard in relation to holding a meeting within six weeks. We found that in, I think, 97 per cent of cases a
plan existed. In a number of those cases it had not been done within the six-week time frame — that is the
departmental standard — but the plans did exist. Going forward, now that we have updated the CRIS
system we will be able to monitor that in a reporting sense.
The CHAIR — When you say that a six-week time frame is the departmental standard, is it not in fact the
statutory obligation that is six weeks?
Ms CALLISTER — The statutory obligation is to prepare a plan in six weeks. The departmental standard
has been to hold a meeting to complete or finalise the plan — or to just hold a meeting with the family in that
six weeks, because sometimes at the end of that meeting it might not be possible to reach final agreement about
a plan. I think we talked about this to some degree last time. They are two different things; the legislation does
not require the holding of a meeting.
The CHAIR — That was one point I wanted to follow up. You are obviously aware of the statements made
by the minister with respect to whether the department was complying with its obligations under section 167. In
her comments at the estimates hearing she indicated that the department had advice that the department was
complying with its legal obligations. This morning I asked the deputy ombudsman whether it remained their
view that the statutory requirement was not being met, and he affirmed that it remains their view that it was not
being met. Can you now provide some clarification around the seemingly disparate views between the minister
saying the requirement is being met and the Ombudsman who is maintaining that the requirement has not been
or is not being met in a number of cases?
Ms CALLISTER — I think at the last hearing the committee asked me if I had taken legal advice on what
the consequences were of the department not meeting its statutory obligations. There was some confusion about
the difference, or whether indeed there was a difference, between the statutory obligation and the department’s
own standards that it sets for itself in its practice manual. Following that committee meeting, I did take legal
advice on that and subsequent to receiving that legal advice I am satisfied that we meet our statutory obligations
by preparing a plan for the court and for discussion with the family. We were quite clear that we were aware
that we were not meeting the practice standard that we had set ourselves of — —
The CHAIR — Being a meeting?
Ms CALLISTER — Being a meeting within six weeks, but that in preparing the plan, that we were
compliant with our statutory obligation. I cannot comment on the Ombudsman’s view; I have not had dialogue
with the Ombudsman about the issue.
The CHAIR — In terms of the plan that you were referring to — preparing a plan before you have a
meeting with the family — would you characterise that as a draft plan?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
The CHAIR — Is the advice you are relying that a draft plan satisfies the requirements of section 167?
Ms CALLISTER — We have to prepare a draft plan in order to show the court what is being proposed
subsequent to the order that we are seeking the court to make, so that becomes partly what the court informs
itself with, as to if it makes this order what sorts of things the department is going to be considering necessary to
work with a family. We also provide that to the family, along with their copy of the court report to show the
family what sorts of things we will be working on and that we will consider necessary in order to achieve safety
for the child.
Subsequent to a court hearing, as I think I said last time, it is not just a tick-the-box exercise. There will be
things in some of those plans that require referral to other agencies, that require family agreements that are
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in dispute, that might need some areas to be prioritised rather than others. They stay quite dynamic
documents and there stay quite dynamic interactions with families, often over the life of a court order.
The CHAIR — Are you now satisfied with the data that you are able to access through CRIS that, with
respect to every child where an order is in place, you have met or will meet the six-week statutory time frame
for a plan to be put in place?
Ms CALLISTER — I am confident that CRIS is going to give me the capacity to monitor that, yes, that is
occurring.
The CHAIR — You have just gone online, have you, with the new capability?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes. It is about a fortnight.
The CHAIR — Does that give you a snapshot of where you are at with cases in the system at the moment?
Are all the cases where an order is in place and a plan is required captured in the system at the moment, so you
can say, ‘Yes, we have met that requirement for the existing’?
Ms CALLISTER — A current status report?
The CHAIR — Effectively, yes.
Ms CALLISTER — I would have to check exactly how, given this is a really new capability and I do not
design the detail around the reports. I have talked to people about what we need to be able to do and be able to
monitor. I would need to get the detail on how it reports it and from when, but I know that we have that
capability in the system now.
The CHAIR — Therefore, as at today, 6 September, are you satisfied that your department has met its
obligations under section 167 currently with all the cases where orders are in place and plans are required to be
prepared?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes, I am, because, as I say, in upgrading the system we have made the practice advice
clearer and we have done a great deal of training with staff around the new capability in the system and the legal
requirements but also the practice requirements.
The important thing here is that people are out working with children and families, that people are using
those plans to make children safer, that people are not just letting a piece of paper languish and hoping for
the best, that people are actually actively talking to families and working with children to make the things
in plans actually operational so that we get the outcomes that we need from them. They are very dynamic
things. They often need changing, they often need reprioritising and they sometimes need to be completely
reviewed. It is not uncommon in the course of an order to have a case plan review because the existing
plan is simply not being achieved appropriately or it is not working, and a new plan may need to be put in
place.
The CHAIR — I accept that is true, Ms Callister, but presumably you would also accept that complying
with the statutory obligations is also important for the department?
Ms CALLISTER — Of course.
The CHAIR — I have just one final question on that matter before I go back to Mr O’Donohue. The legal
advice you have obtained, are you able to provide that to the committee — that sets out the department’s
understanding of its compliance with that requirement?
Ms CALLISTER — I am not able to provide that to the committee. I think the committee may be aware
that the government claimed privilege over that advice when it was sought in the Parliament.
The CHAIR — I was not aware of that, but if that is your advice now that that is the case then we will
pursue it in other ways. Thank you.
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Mr O’DONOHUE — Ms Callister, I just want to follow up on a couple of things, going back to my
questions about CRIS. Clearly it seems that at the last minute there have been some enhancements to the
system, as you have just outlined to Mr Rich-Phillips. What has been the cost of those enhancements between
when we met in March and now?
Ms CALLISTER — The recent enhancement that I just referred to was done by internal staff. We have a
couple of teams that work on CRIS. Like all other IT systems, it requires regular upgrades, and it has not
languished between the time it was implemented and the fit-for-purpose review with no improvements. It has
had a running program of improvements. These have been improvements that the internal teams have been able
to design and then drop in. We do have IT people who work in the department and people who work with the
program to look at where issues are arising in practice and where changes would streamline or improve the
system. These have not been improvements where we go out and seek from the market tenders to do a great big
new change. These are things that the department has had internal staff design and then implement.
The system is able to be changed. It was built that way. I might add that the previous system that we had
for child protection, which was known as the CASIS system, which we had from 1993 until the current
system took over, had a regular program of upgrades and changes over its life. That is the long answer to
your question, which is because that was done internally, I cannot give you just off the top of my head a
cost of that.
Mr O’DONOHUE — What is your understanding as at today’s date of the total cost of the system? As I
said before, when we last met it was $66 million over budget at $95 million. What is your understanding of the
total cost of that project now?
Ms CALLISTER — I am not sure I understand the question. We run a great big IT system. This system
supports child protection, youth justice, family services, out-of-home care agencies, the whole of disability —
so all of our disability client services and our disability community residential units. It supports a huge range of
operations across both the internal workings of the department and a range of funded agencies. What we
maintain is a group of people to constantly maintain that system, make sure it is running effectively and look at
where it might be able to be improved or upgraded. A certain amount of that establishment and ongoing
management cost will always be part of running any big system, so my short answer is I do not think the cost of
the project, if you like, has changed from the estimates that you spoke about last time. We will always have
some recurrent ongoing costs to maintain and make sure that that system is functioning and working.
Mr O’DONOHUE — And the external consultant has recommended additional works, but they have yet to
be costed?
Ms CALLISTER — That is right.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Can I go to the issue of unallocated cases. You mentioned the figure of 12.9 per cent
of cases unallocated as 20 August 2010. What is that in absolute numbers?
Ms CALLISTER — You can see at A7 that that is 1350. Like I said, that is higher than we would like and
is something we are still working very hard to bring down. I am heartened by the progress we have made in
6 months, and as I say, were it not for some of the recent growth, we would be at less than 4 per cent.
Mr O’DONOHUE — I note that is still a significant number, 1350 unallocated cases as at 20 August.
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Moving on, just to clarify the questions from Mr Hall regarding staffing levels, if you
could either respond now or take on notice the turnover rate of front-line staff; that is clearly relevant to the
ongoing viability of the system, retaining staff.
Ms CALLISTER — It is. I do have some of that information that I was not able to find quickly before. In
the past our overall turnover in the program is around 15 per cent. Our front-line turnover has been as high as
28 per cent. That is something that we are working very hard to bring down. Some of the work that we have
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looked at across other western jurisdictions is that it is comparable to the pressure in child protection systems in
most places, but unless we can bring that turnover at our front-line down, it compromises our ability to achieve
some of the quality in the system that we want to, so that is where our efforts are absolutely significantly
focused currently.
The CHAIR — Can I just clarify: those are annual turnover figures?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
Mr O’DONOHUE — What is the annual turnover figure at the moment for front-line staff?
Ms CALLISTER — We are trying to bring that down. I can update the committee when I have a new
figure, but that is where it has been in the previous year.
Mr O’DONOHUE — At 28 per cent?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes.
Mr O’DONOHUE — I want to move to the issue of exposure to sex offenders. In the last week or so we
heard that 667 children had come into contact or lived with an estimated 376 registered sex offenders as a result
of the failure of the police and DHS to properly communicate.
The Ombudsman in the November report last year raised this issue, and I recall evidence being given in
March that an audit had been completed with a criminal record check being undertaken and that no
inappropriate placements have been made. That was the evidence in March. Can you clarify these reports,
whether any of these reports relate to after the last hearing in March and, if so, how they slipped through
the cracks?
Ms CALLISTER — Yes. Can I say that we are talking about two different things. Let me start by talking
about the notifications of the police to child protection about sex offenders. When the sex offender register was
created, I think in 2004 or 2005, the management of that sex offender register is with the police, so when the
court places somebody on the register, then there is a process whereby the police maintain some sort of
management of that offender. You may need to ask the police more detail about that.
One of the requirements of that management is for the offender to tell police when they are having regular
contact with children, and the police then — where they know an offender is having regular contact with
children — make a report to child protection for investigation of that. This is not where child protection or
police are placing a child with an offender; this is where it becomes known by police that an offender on
the register that they are in some way managing is having some form of contact with children. For some
people that is biological parents returning to the house to live with their own children. In some cases it is
offenders who to go to family events on a regular basis and have contact with family members’ children, or
a whole range of other scenarios — for example, an offender may move in with a family.
Child protection receives those reports and then conducts an investigation to make an assessment of
whether that contact between that offender and that family and children is placing those children at risk.
Part of that is making sure that the family members know about the offender and his offences and about
what the nature of the relationships is, the nature of the contact and the nature of the forensic assessments
about the risk that offender may pose, because as you may appreciate, there is a broad range of people and
circumstances involved here.
What occurred was that while some police were passing those reports on to child protection appropriately,
when the police did an audit of their files, in a number of placements that had not occurred. So what child
protection then got was a large number — some going back a couple of years — of offenders and children
that we needed to investigate quickly.
Mr O’DONOHUE — Some recent as well?
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Ms CALLISTER — Yes, some recent. It is not that none of these reports have been being made to child
protection, but in many cases they have not been, and there does not seem to be any pattern to that.
Ms HUPPERT — But this is different from children in out-of-home care placements with somebody who
may have a police record; it is a completely different issue.
Ms CALLISTER — Yes, this is completely different to that. None of this would be part of the other issue
that you raised. This is about front-end reports and investigations. As you say, there were 376 of these cases
involving 376 offenders. That translated to 667 children that we have been investigating since we became aware
of this.
The CHAIR — Ms Callister, we are going to have to leave it there. Thank you for your time this morning
and afternoon. This is obviously an issue that the committee has an ongoing interest in, the child protection
framework. We thank you for your written submission and the attachments. There are a number matters you
have taken notice that we will follow up with you, and there may be further questions that we wish to follow up
with as well as we proceed. We will have a draft version of the transcript to you for any corrections in the next
couple of days. Thank you very much.
Committee adjourned.
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