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About you
Organisation name/s (if applicable) 
Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA)
Organisation purpose (if applicable) 
The Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) is the lead Aboriginal child and family welfare organisation in Victoria, protecting and promoting the rights of Aboriginal children, young people, families and the community. VACCA provides a range of services to the Aboriginal community particularly children and family services to support their wellbeing, safety and to strengthen Aboriginal culture and encourage best parenting practices. Also VACCA provides, re-unification services to Stolen Generations advise government and community services organizations in relation to issues effecting the community including child abuse and neglect. VACCA is a statewide Aboriginal Community Controlled organisation whose purpose is to advocate for the rights of Aboriginal children, young people families and the community, and provide them with services premised on human rights, self-determination, cultural respect and safety. 

VACCA’s planning, program design and decision making processes prioritise the voice of Aboriginal people to ensure our approach and services meet the needs of the Community. VACCA has been operating since 1977, providing culturally responsive, safe and accessible services to the Community. VACCA’s vision is that ‘Our children, young people, families and communities are thriving – culturally strong, empowered and safe’. Our primary objectives are to ensure:
· Children needing a safe home are placed with appropriate family and carers and continue to maintain positive contact with family and culture,
· The preservation of families and connectedness to culture, and
· Aboriginal people are consulted in decisions affecting vulnerable children and families. 
Your input
500 words maximum per question, no attachments please.
Draft vision
Q.
What do you think of the draft vision?
The current vision is not inclusive of Aboriginal youth. Although Aboriginal people, including Aboriginal youth are often described as “disadvantaged”, VACCA strongly challenges this conceptualisation. The use of language is very powerful. Classifying Aboriginal people as “disadvantaged” means stereotypes are perpetuated, fuels racism, both implicit and explicit, and reinforces the treatment of Aboriginal families as welfare dependent. In this context using the language of “disadvantaged” for Indigenous people ignores their Indigenous status forgoing alternative descriptions that reflect a true understanding of Australia’s past. Colonisation, and its legacy, is the primary cause of the “disadvantaged” status of Indigenous people. What is required is a more meaningful response from governments and statutory departments. This all of government strategy, is an opportunity to not only acknowledge, but act on the Indigenous rights of Aboriginal youth in Victoria. Acknowledging and ensuring Indigenous rights is a holistic and strength based approach to addressing the issues faced by Victoria’s Aboriginal youth and encompasses Aboriginal people as culturally distinct with cultural needs and an association with this land as the original owners. Other communities that in previous decades experienced discrimination and social and economic disadvantage no longer experience this. And yet for Aboriginal communities there has not been a similar progression. This needs to acknowledged and acted on. 
Therefore VACCA recommends the draft vision provided in the Discussion paper is updated to:
To maximise the opportunities and remove barriers for all young people aged 12 to 24 years to realise their potential, including those from diverse groups including Aboriginal young people those who experience discrimination, are disadvantaged, disengaged or face particular challenges.

Draft objectives
Q.
What do you think of the draft objectives?
VACCA recommends the draft objectives provided in the Discussion paper is updated to: 
To ensure that the diverse and specific needs of young people, particularly those who are Aboriginal, experience discrimination, are disadvantaged, disengaged or face particular challenges:

· are heard and engaged by government in all matters that affect them and that their views and opinions are listened to and valued
· have the opportunity to participate in culturally appropriate and culturally safe education, training and employment to secure their economic future

· have strong social, emotional, spiritual and physical wellbeing and able to access culturally appropriate and culturally safe help and support when needed

· are supported to prevent and address problems early
· feel a sense of belonging, safety and connection with their families, peers, culture, local communities and civic society

· are given a fair go, no matter their cultural background, gender identity, sexual orientation, intersex status, disability, health, religion, mental health status, whether they live in a rural or regional location, and whether they live with parents, in out of home care or independently 
What’s important to young people?
Young people have identified the following issues as important to youth.
 Please respond only to those questions of interest to you.
Q.         What do you think should be done to improve educational opportunities for young people?
The marginalisation of Aboriginal youth not only occurs amongst fellow students but can also be evident in the classroom and through the taught curriculum. Consequently, the feeling of isolation and a lack of belonging experienced by some Aboriginal youth in school can also be related to the very little, and often inaccurate, inclusion of teachings around Australian history relative to Aboriginal people. Indigenous researcher, Scott Winch’s PhD, Impact of School Engagement on Educational Outcomes for Victorian Aboriginal School Children revealed several themes that were important to school engagement summarised as: activities, bullying, racism, culture, friends, leadership and learning. Barriers included transiency, feeling marginalised and perceived racism. Enablers included culturally appropriate school environments, celebration of culture (e.g. NAIDOC week activities) sport and Aboriginal peer support. Implications: It’s not just being present. Nationally there is such a push on school attendance. However research like this highlights this is simplistic and more is required than only focusing on attendance. Recommendations from this research were:

1. Provide leadership opportunities to Aboriginal students

2. Physical activity

3. Aboriginal culture and society should be core curriculum

4. New Aboriginal students should have enhanced support to ensure inclusiveness. 

In efforts to combat the issues outlined above, VACCA developed and designed a program, Strong Culture, Deadly Schools - a term-based cultural education program that promotes better understanding of Indigenous history and culture within primary and secondary schools. The objective of the program is to improve the cultural understanding and responsiveness of schools by:
· educating non-Indigenous staff and students about the importance and value of Indigenous culture, and

· enabling Indigenous students to feel culturally safe at school, to identify as Indigenous without fear of 

persecution by their peers.

Content for the sessions includes:
· Indigenous history

· traditional and contemporary expressions of culture through dance, music and art

· identity and spirituality

· discrimination, marginalization, racism 

· dreamtime story telling

· cultural revival

· events of ceremonial significance.   

This program has not been delivered due to no available funding to roll out this program. VACCA believes funding to enable roll out of this program is critically needed. 
VACCA delivers the Koorie Kids Stay @ School program. The objective of this program is to support Koorie young people who are at risk of disengaging or disengaging from school, to stay in school, by providing intensive and trauma informed education support to the young person, their family and the school. The objectives of the program are to address the young people’s education needs and attendance issues, and improve their educational outcomes. VACCA believes this program needs to be expanded to include all regions of Victoria rather than only being available in the North and West Melbourne. 
A differing response is also required from our tertiary educational institutions, in line with the more innovative and culturally responsive approaches that have been introduced in Canada where a deliberate strategy was developed to increase Aboriginal workforce capacity. This included features such as class times being child friendly, culturally appropriate classes and communal spaces, Aboriginal teachers etc. ‘In the long term, programs which encourage Aboriginal participation in tertiary education for social work, community development, finance and human resource management are necessary to break down the dependence of Aboriginal child welfare agencies on non-indigenous professionals, government departments and mainstream organisations.’
  It must also include providing mentoring and secondment opportunities directed towards future leadership and management in Aboriginal organisations.  Succession planning is critical for Aboriginal organisations. 

Q.         What do you think should be done to improve training opportunities for young people?
Q.         What do you think should be done to increase employment opportunities for young people?
It is the belief of VACCA that further support is needed for programs with strong Aboriginal frameworks promoting self-determination and that empower Aboriginal youth to become future leaders in their communities and beyond. 

VACCA currently offers a range of opportunities in support of Victorian Aboriginal youth and their journey to obtain desired qualifications and experience. Examples of such programs are the Koori Youth Traineeships (KYT) and Koori Youth Leadership in Action (KYLA). 

The Koorie Youth Traineeship program was formed in partnership with MacKillop Family Services and is geared towards persons 17-26. Participants acquire skills in a range of functions throughout various departments within the organisations. On completion of the traineeship, participants will receive a certificate III or IV in Business, continuing on with both credited qualifications and invaluable on the job experience.

The Koorie Youth Leadership in Action (KYLA) Program is focused on the strengths of each young person and their capacity to make positive choices. The program promotes culture and an intrinsic understanding of each person’s place in the community as essential elements in building a secure self-image. This self-image is the foundation for mature and positive choices in life. Such individual development is critical in empowering our youth to make informed life decisions, which not only benefit themselves but also family and community. The program was developed for young Koories aged between 10–17 residing or attending school in the north or west metropolitan regions of Melbourne, and who are experiencing personal challenges and a disconnection from education, employment and community.  VACCA believes KYLA needs to be expanded to be available to young people throughout the sate. 
VACCA believes that initiatives such as KYT program not only provide the desired professional qualifications for our youth, but also work in strengthening healthy relationships between Victoria’s Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities. Subsequently, workplaces benefit from cross-cultural exchange and diversity. Therefore it is believed that in order to continue meeting the growing needs of youth in Victoria, effective programs must continue to receive sufficient funding and government support. Unfortunately KYT did not receive continuing funding and unless we find alternative sources it will cease to operate in 2015-2016. 
Q.         What do you think should be done to improve housing for young people?
Research estimates that between one half and one third of all young people exiting care will experience homelessness in the first two years after leaving care to independent living. Aboriginal young people are more likely to experience negative aspects of leaving care, including homelessness (Jackson, Waters, Meehan, Hunter & Corlett, 2013). This is in part due to their over-representation in the out of home care system. The latest national data analysis by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2014) highlights the over-representation of Aboriginal children in out of home care. 

Further examples of Aboriginal young people’s increased risk of homelessness is the higher proportion of Aboriginal young people who leave school early, which is a risk factor for later unemployment, poverty and homelessness. Aboriginal young people are also more likely to experience alcohol and other drug abuse. Alcohol and other drug abuse is associated with other compounding difficulties such as mental health issues, violence and homelessness. Aboriginal young people are also at a higher risk of unemployment and poverty and so therefore likely to be at risk of homelessness (DEECD, 2009; AIHW, 2012). 

Therefore, Aboriginal young people leaving care are a high risk group for homelessness and so require proactive planning and support. The support and services provided to Aboriginal care leavers needs to be culturally respectful and ensure cultural safety, and prioritise connection to family and culture. Aboriginal people are more likely to access support from an Aboriginal organisation. Young people who have had multiple and disrupted care placements, and those who leave care early (from 15 years onwards) are more likely to experience homelessness than those with stable and longer care placements. 

The number of young people exiting state care into homelessness is a problem for both the homelessness and out of care systems. While investments in post care support programs in recent years have improved the support available, young people continue to fall through the cracks, as evidenced both by the numbers presenting to homelessness services and those exiting care unaware of their post care plan or to unknown destinations. 

The current system of leaving care support is fragmented, under resourced and cannot meet the basic need of secure housing. What is needed is a post care guarantee that will offer all young people leaving care a package of housing and support services up to the age of 25 years. Like the support offered to most young people by their families, this support and financial assistance will reflect their individual needs and taper down as they transition to independence.  
Q.         What do you think should be done to improve training opportunities for young people?
Q.         What do you think should be done to increase employment opportunities for young people?
Intergenerational trauma continues to be passed down and to affect the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal youth and their families and communities. Aboriginal families have many added layers of continuing stress and complexity. The legacy of past policies and practices is the relatively poor social-emotional health and economic disadvantage of many Aboriginal youth families and communities today.

That a choice of an Aboriginal service be provided for Aboriginal youth seeking help. Provide cultural awareness training for non-Aboriginal service providers and health practitioners that are engaging with members of the Victorian Aboriginal community. That VACCA be consulted in providing such cultural awareness training to non-Indigenous service providers. When non-Aboriginal service providers are engaging with members of the Victorian Aboriginal community, it is important they do so in a culturally appropriate and culturally safe manner and are aware of the ongoing effects of transgenerational trauma present in Aboriginal communities today.    

There is a lack of focus on ‘healing’ – Indigenous young people are experiencing high levels of physical, emotional and cultural abuse for which there are no culturally appropriate therapeutic responses. Responses need to combine trauma theory with more traditional healing practices to remediate the impact of trauma on our young people, families and communities.
Wendy Casey
, referring to the Alcohol or Drug Sector (but which arguably applies to other sectors, including Child and Family Welfare), says previous mainstream models have:

…overwhelmingly been developed within western systems of knowledge and may ignore an Aboriginal world view. As a consequence, application of these models can have disadvantages and limitations when working with Aboriginal people. Even worse, some mainstream approaches directly cut across and sever Aboriginal cultural ways of working. These result in Aboriginal people feeling disempowered, as their cultural beliefs/values and family systems are ignored, misunderstood or disrespected. As a result, Aboriginal people disengage from seeking support and treatment.

What is little understood is that cultural and community connection is of self a key intervention tool. Eminent trauma experts such as Dr Bruce Perry are clear that western models of intervention will not address the trauma that has been experienced. Cultural and community connections contribute to relational health and provides a buffer in difficult times, therefore we need to invest in these connections.
Q.         What else do you think should be done to improve the lives of young people in Victoria?
Our input in this submission draws on a recognition that Aboriginal people and communities have been severely harmed by past government policies and practices that have resulted in widespread harm and pervasive social and economic disadvantage for Aboriginal people compared with non-Aboriginal Victorians.   We recognise that social exclusion, institutionalised racism and discrimination continue to impede our efforts to heal Aboriginal Victorians, including our youth. We put at the centre of our submission the urgent need to recognise and support Aboriginal self-determination, and to strengthen services to Aboriginal peoples by recognising the importance of a range of culturally relevant services being designed and delivered by Aboriginal community controlled and managed services, to Aboriginal children and families. Furthermore the Victorian Auditor General’s report on Accessibility of Mainstream Services for Aboriginal Victorians (2014) identified barriers to access of mainstream services provided or funded by government, including a lack of culturally safe services, a lack of awareness of available services, racism, shame and fear, complex administrative processes and poor affordability. 

We believe that only a framework which is based on Aboriginal self-determination and self-management, connection to land and culture and builds on the strengths and resiliency of Aboriginal communities will be successful in addressing issues of vulnerability for Aboriginal youth.  Numerous national and international reports suggest that properly resourced Indigenous community-controlled processes, organisations and services create the right environment to address issues that are caused by historic and current day processes of marginalisation.   Investments in Aboriginal-led solutions must be made so that community capacity can be restored.   Responses must be informed and led by Aboriginal services and local communities. It is only by strengthening the capacity of families and communities to protect and nurture their youth that the economic and social disadvantage experienced by some Aboriginal youth and their families and communities will be overcome. 

Emeritus Professor Michael Chandler’s research is a powerful demonstration of self-determination and self-management leading to better outcomes (in his research he has linked this directly to youth suicide rates). International research and practice demonstrates the importance of community control and the promotion of culture. A powerful study from Canada by Michael Chandler and Travis Proulx for the International Academy for Suicide Research shows that as measures for self-determination and culturally-based services increase, youth suicide dramatically decreases.   As shown in the graph below, the more Nation or tribal groups – here referred to as ‘bands’ – have control over and cultural input into governance, health, education, policing, resources and seeking title to land – the lesser the incidence of youth suicide.  

Being on your own land, having a form of self-government, having Indigenous health services and policing; all combine to create a sense that there is not only a proud past – but a promising future for young people. In Canada,  the more Nation or tribal groups have control over and cultural input into governance, health, education, policing, resources and seeking title to land, the lower the incidence of youth suicide.


In Canada again the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development has identified five determinants of successful outcomes in Indigenous communities -   sovereignty, institutions, culture, leadership and strategic thinking.  In discussing sovereignty, the project states: when Indigenous nations make their own decisions about what development approaches to take, they consistently out-perform external decision makers – on matters as diverse as governmental form, natural resource management, economic development, health care, and social service provision (http://www.australia2020.gov.au/topics/docs/indigenous.ppt.)
Q.         Any other comments? 

Child Protection and out of home care

VACCA is committed to protecting, promoting, reviving and celebrating Aboriginal culture, knowing this is integral to the physical, emotional and spiritual wellbeing of our young people. For Aboriginal children in out of home care, their basic human right of developing a strong Aboriginal identity, of having a right to learn and practice their culture has been compromised. 

VACCA’s Possum Skin Cloak-making program is very much “healing in action”. The project involves community Elders who teach the traditional skill of making a possum skin cloak to some of our young people in out-of-home care. It is not simply the action of making the traditional cloaks but it is relational, a journey of people coming together, sharing knowledge, healing and growing in pride of their identity and culture. As well as teaching a skill, traditional stories are told and connection to community made. The young people have the opportunity to listen to the Elders speak about how the cloaks represent a connection to country, language and clans, all of which is culturally strengthening. Parents, carers and guardians attend the workshops as well; a collective healing and culturally strengthening practice that impact beyond the workshop itself and into the family home. 

Like all our cultural programmes at VACCA, the Possum Skin Cloak Project was developed and implemented with community involvement, led by the Elders and guided by principles of empowerment and self-determination. Spending time with Elders, artists and community members helps young people understand who they are, and helps their cultural connections develop. So our cultural programmes seek to strengthen the safety, wellbeing and cultural connectedness of Aboriginal children, individuals and families in their community. 

Connection to land is a universal human right for all Aboriginal people. For children removed from their parents and placed in out of home care it is essential. To this end, VACCA has commenced a Return to Country program. Return to Country programs help children and young people build a sense of identity and belonging by re-establishing them to their family and community on their traditional lands. This idea came about as a logical extension of our aspirations to reunite children with their families. The relationships formed and the stories told in the process of returning to country help the children and young people know where they belong and where they come from (VACCA, 2015).
These programs and the other cultural programs provided by VACCA are provided on an ad-hoc basis dependent on funding via one-off, philanthropic grants. VACCA strongly believes cultural programs and Return to Country opportunities should be provided for all Aboriginal children in out of home care. 

Leaving Care

Young people who have been in state care have often had unstable situations and traumatic experiences, both prior to being taken into care, and while in state care. It is not uncommon for these young people to have few family connections with one study indicating that 43 per cent of young people leaving care have no family assistance of any kind in the first two years post leaving care. In contrast to most young people’s transition to independence, young people leaving care have little support. A supportive and consistent relationship with a support worker, to help develop independent living skills, to set and reach education and employment goals and establish a supportive community network, is critical to assist young people transition to independence.  For Aboriginal care leavers, support workers should be from Aboriginal organisations to ensure culturally respectful and culturally safe service provision that supports connection to family and culture. 

Youth Justice

There is an over-representation of Aboriginal young people in the juvenile justice system.  The social determinants of Aboriginal offending need to be addressed through a suite of well-developed preventative programs that have the support of Aboriginal communities.  Furthermore 80% of incarcerated Aboriginal women are mothers of dependent children. The intergenerational consequences 
Young parents

Given the rates of early parenting for Aboriginal young people and also for young people leaving care, Aboriginal young people leaving care are at an increased likelihood of becoming parents at a young age. Aboriginal women under 20 years are nearly five times more likely to become pregnant than other young women of the same age in Victoria. This has a number of associated risks such as stopping education, unemployment and poor housing (DEECD, 2010). Providing housing and supports to this group is critical for the young parents themselves and to provide the best start for their children and break the too common cycle of inter-generational economic and social disadvantage.  

� A Cultural Safety Framework for Indigenous Children and Families: Rights, Responsibilities and Social Inclusion, 2008 (unpublished) VACCA Submission to the Australia’s Children: Safe and Well—A National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children Consultation.


� Chapter 26, Strong Spirit Strong Mind Model, in Working Together: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Mental Health and Wellbeing Principles and Practice, Edited by Pat Dudgeon, Helen Milroy and Roz Walker, p.451
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