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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Productivity Commission’s Consultation Paper, What is known 

about systems that enable the ‘public health approach’ to protecting children. 

 

Families Australia is a national, peak, not-for-profit organisation that strives to improve the wellbeing of 

Australian families, especially those experiencing the most vulnerability and marginalisation. Families Australia 

does this by providing policy advice to the Australian Government and Parliament on behalf of more than 800 

member organisations around Australia. In addition, Families Australia convenes the 200+ member National 

Coalition on Child Safety and Wellbeing (National Coalition), the primary voice for the community and research 

sectors on the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009–2020 (National Framework). 

 

The Consultation Paper rightly notes the centrality of the public health approach underpinning the development 

of the National Framework and the implementation of its four Action Plans. The National Framework noted that 

‘Australia needs to move from seeing “protecting children” merely as a response to abuse and neglect to one of 

promoting the safety and wellbeing of children [and that] applying a public health model to care and protection 

will deliver better outcomes for our children and young people and their families (Holzer 2007; O’Donnell, Scott, 

& Stanley 2008; Scott 2006; ARACY 2007).’ 

 

The National Framework further noted that ‘under a public health model, priority is placed on having universal 

supports available for all families (for example, health and education). More intensive (secondary) prevention 

interventions are provided to those families that need additional assistance with a focus on early intervention. 

Tertiary child protection services are a last resort, and the least desirable option for families and governments’1. 

 

The First Action Plan (2009-2012) laid a foundation for the National Framework by building the evidence base 

for future action. The Second Action Plan (2012-2015) had a critical focus of working together across government 

and non-government sectors to embed national priorities and build on the lessons from the first three years. 

The Third Action Plan (2015-2018) had a strong focus on prevention and early intervention and targeting 

assistance to those communities that have the most contact with child protection systems. Finally, the Fourth 

Action Plan (2018-2020) continues to focus on early intervention and improved outcomes for children in out-of-

home care and institutional settings. It also has a strong focus on improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children and their families. 

 

The role of statutory state and territory child protection systems includes the investigation of reported abuse 

and the provision of, or referral to, appropriate services as required, ranging from family support or other 

services to, as a last resort, placement in out-of-home or other care arrangements. In the context of increasing 

demand and limited resources, these systems necessarily focus on the provision of tertiary services to those 

children most at risk. 

 

                                                           
1 Commonwealth of Australia (2009) Protecting children is everyone’s business: National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 
2009–2020. p.7 
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Under the National Framework, significant work has been undertaken under each Action Plan to prevent child 

abuse and improve and expand early intervention approaches. This has been done through investigating, trialling 

and implementing new ways in which all the relevant service systems can work together more effectively to 

provide integrated, wrap-around services to support children and their families. 

 

However, in spite of some jurisdictions now developing and/or implementing strategies to support child and 

family wellbeing, the reality has been that there has been insufficient funding from most governments to allow 

the service systems to invest in genuine, systematic prevention and early intervention approaches.  

 

ARACY has argued that, while a public health approach traditionally involves most expenditure going on primary 

services, gradually reducing through to (proportionally) least expenditure at the tertiary end, the opposite is now 

the case in systems for protecting children. In spending terms, this implies that we should ‘invert the pyramid’.2 

The ARACY report further notes: 

 

The change goal — preventing child abuse and neglect — is guided by a moral obligation to children 
to protect them from direct harm from abuse and neglect within their families and from the indirect 
harm associated with involvement with the child protection system (O’Donnell et al. 2008). It also 
reflects values of supporting families before they are in crisis and the belief that abuse and neglect 
can be prevented in most families if adequate support is provided early enough. At its core, preventing 
child abuse reflects a belief that for the vast majority of children, the best place for them is with their 
families.3 

 

However, it is only when all the relevant systems are adequately resourced and work together effectively that a 

public health approach can be successful in protecting children. To improve the safety and wellbeing of children, 

the ‘relevant systems’ include health, education, childcare, family support, education and counselling services 

and other systems whose role it is to support children, families and communities.  

 

In Australia, service collaboration and integration and the provision of adequate funding are made more complex 

by the different constitutional powers and legislative and budget responsibilities of the Commonwealth and the 

states and territories. In addition, successful collaboration requires increased levels of resources that services 

are often unwilling or unable to redirect from direct service delivery. 

 

Fundamental systems change to implement a preventive model for protecting children has 
implications for economic resources and funding. There was a consensus among stakeholders that a 
preventive model for protecting children required more resources for primary and secondary 
prevention.4 

 

It is important to recognise that there is no single ‘child protection system’ in Australia. In addition to the 

statutory child protection systems in each state and territory, children and their families are also in contact with 

a variety of health and education services, as well as some family support, parenting or specialist services. As 

noted in the Consultation Paper, a public health approach provides universal services such as child and maternal 

health or public information campaigns for all children and families. It also provides more intensive services, 

including early intervention services, for families experiencing vulnerability and tertiary services for families 

where abuse has occurred or there is a high risk. 

 

The Quit Smoking campaigns run in Australia over many years are examples of a multi-level public health 

approach, ranging from widespread media campaigns aimed at preventing smoking, through to more specific 

help for those needing some assistance to stop smoking and, finally, to intensive medical support when needed. 

 

Using a public health approach to protect children is more complex and requires coordination and collaboration 

between far more systems, including different levels of government, different portfolios within governments 

and with the non-government and research sectors. This is why it has been so important that the development 

                                                           
2 Australian Research Network for Children and Youth (ARACY) (2009) Inverting the pyramid: Enhancing systems for protecting children. 
3 ARACY p. 29 
4 ARACY p. 46 
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and implementation of the National Framework has been led by a tripartite coalition consisting of the 

Commonwealth, states and territories and the non-government and research sectors, chaired by Families 

Australia. 

 

Significant work has been undertaken in Australia over the last few decades in terms of the actual practice 

approaches and programs that ‘work’ to improve outcomes for children and families. There has also been 

significant progress in identifying the ways in which systems can work better together to support children and 

families and enable change before problems become entrenched. 

 

As we approach 2020 and the end of the National Framework, there is an imperative to develop an overarching 

children’s and families’ strategy. It is vital that this strategy be developed and led by an ongoing coalition which 

includes all levels of government and the non-government and research sectors.  This could also enable emerging 

developments in research, practice and policy, and the strong nexus between them, to support embedding a 

continuous improvement approach in the strategy. 

 

It is important that such a strategy builds on existing knowledge and experience, particularly the initiatives 

undertaken under the National Framework, by adequately resourcing the most effective ways to support primary 

prevention and early intervention through collaborative service systems. To implement such major reform takes 

major cultural change and a commitment to long-term investment.  

 

The reality is that we cannot reduce current funding for tertiary services which are already struggling to meet 

demand in most jurisdictions. However, to achieve generational change towards effective prevention and early 

intervention services, significant increases in funding are required. In the short to medium term, this will require 

adequately funding both systems. 

 

An ongoing Commonwealth leadership role is vitally important in such a bold national agenda, but all levels of 

government share responsibility. Innovative funding ideas need to be carefully considered, such as the 

establishment of a multi-billion dollar Future Fund for families and children to boost the pool of resources 

needed to achieve significant improvements, particularly through systems coordination and integration. 

 

Please contact Families Australia at admin@familiesaustralia.org.au, phone 02 6273 4885, or visit 

www.familiesaustralia.org.au   
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