The Hon. Julia Gillard, MP

Deputy Prime Minister; Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations; 

Minister for Education; Minister for Social Inclusion
PO Box 6022

House of Representatives

Parliament House

Canberra   ACT    2600

Insert Name

Insert Address

1 June 2008

In regards to: National Child Protection Curriculum Proposal

Dear Deputy Prime Minister,
I am writing with the hope you will give serious consideration to a common sense solution to address a significant safety concern affecting all Australian children and directly impacting on the future wellbeing of this country.  

Children and young people are arguably the most vulnerable members of the Australian community, as evidenced by the following facts:

· Child abuse is Australia’s most serious social problem1.  In Australia a child is reported abused or neglected every two minutes, a rate that has more than doubled over the last few years1. Conservative estimates suggest that 10 – 20% of Australian children (upwards of 550,000) are being abused or neglected every year2. 

· All children are at risk of sexual abuse regardless of their age, gender, social class, race, religion or ethnicity.  It is estimated as many as one in three boys and girls will experience some form of sexual abuse before they leave school3.  Most children are abused by people they know and trust3 and about one third of abuse is perpetrated by other children or young people4.

· At least one in six Australian children is bullied by another child or group of children on a weekly basis5.  The most common problem is now anonymous cyber bullying using emails and mobile phones.

· The long term personal and community effects of abuse and bullying are immense, and include increased risks of substance addiction, personal violence, homelessness, poor health, educational failure, poor employability, mental illness, depression and suicide2.  As a result, past victims of abuse and neglect are grossly over-represented in the populations of our prisons, as perpetrators of crime and violence, and amongst the most economically and socially disadvantaged members of our society2. 

· The direct economic cost of abuse and neglect of children was estimated to be $5 billion in 2003 and a further $769 million in 2004 was determined to be the cost of family violence on children.  In total, therefore, this estimated cost of child abuse and neglect is more than Australia’s annual income from meat exports1.

As the ruling government and as a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, you have a duty to protect Australian children and ensure they are taught practical strategies and skills to effectively respond to safety threats. Failing to provide children with these essential safety skills significantly increases their vulnerability to abuse.

Article 19 of the Convention states: 

1. 
States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child. 

2. 
Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective procedures for the establishment of social programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those who have the care of the child, as well as for other forms of prevention and for identification, reporting, referral, investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of child maltreatment described heretofore, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement. 

Education is clearly the key to a safer environment and without an effective child protection program, children are left vulnerable, lacking the essential tools to recognise and report abuse.  In addition, parents and educators are unlikely to have the skills and knowledge for professional, responsible action. As the most important professionals in child protection, teachers need to know what to look for, how to report abuse or suspected abuse and how to support victims.

To date, the primary defence against the threat to children’s safety, adopted by the majority of parents and teachers alike, is the dangerously flawed ‘Stranger Danger’ theory which hails from the 1920s6. 

The implementation of a national child protection curriculum, providing all Australian children with basic safety and awareness skills, would generate far-reaching impacts on children and young people in avoiding victimisation, increasing the reporting of abuse and reducing the risk of engaging in offending behaviour.  The long-term social and financial benefits of such a program are incalculable.

Currently South Australia and New South Wales are the only two Australian States with child protection curriculum in schools.  New Zealand has had an independently evaluated and successful national child protection program, ‘Keeping Ourselves Safe’, in place since 1985.   

With the current push for national uniformity in English, maths, science and history curricula, there is an opportunity for the Federal Government to concurrently implement the most valuable curriculum of all to protect our children. 

Yours faithfully,

Insert Name
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