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The role of Child and Family Focus — SA

CAFFSA is the South Australian peak body for child safety and wellbeing and child
protection, representing the needs of South Australian children, young people, families,
and the non-government, not-for-profit organizations who support them.

Contributors

This report was created in partnership with members of CAFFSA’s Policy and Advocacy
Committee and Residential Care, Intensive Family Support and Reunification, and
Family Based Care Networks. Members of these groups comprise over 40 agencies
across South Australia who provide services to children and young people involved in or
at risk of involvement with the child protection system. They include agencies that
provide specific services for children, young people and parents with a disability.
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Purpose

The purpose of this submission is to amplify the needs of children and young people
with disabilities, and their families who are in contact with, or are at risk of contact with,
the statutory child protection system in South Australia.

The Draft State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029 (the Plan) aims to ensure that
people with a disability are not excluded from experiences fundamental to their rights
and thriving. Yet the plan does not highlight that children with a disability are
significantly more likely to experience childhood maltreatment and be raised outside of
the care of their families and kin. Parents with a disability are also more likely to have
their children removed and, given the intergenerational cycle of trauma, many people
with a disability will therefore experience both removal as a child and the subsequent
removal of their own children. This fundamental exclusion from the right to live safely
with family and kin is not mentioned or measured in the Plan.

The focus of this submission is therefore on point two of the Consultation Discussion
Paper, highlighting the right to be safe and to feel safe as critical and unmet needs for
families where disability influences their caring capacity. While all priority groups are
significant within the child protection and family support system, this submission notes
that women, children, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families are the most
over-represented. This intersection forms the foundation of our recommendations.

CAFFSA: Submission to the Draft State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029 Page 4 of 15



Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Designate parents and carers—whether living with disability or
caring for children with a disability—as a priority population in the State Disability
Inclusion Plan 2025-2029.

Recommendation 2: Ensure the inclusion of parents and carers in contact with or
vulnerable to contact with statutory child protection systems in policy design, funding
allocations, and service provision, particularly for health, family support, early
intervention and child protection services and consult with them in the design and
delivery of these services.

Recommendation 3: Mandate specific data reporting regarding access to services
across domains known to improve a family’s capacity to keep a child safe, such as
housing, family support, health education to enhance accountability in preventing child
removals and address intersectional barriers.

Recommendation 4: Incorporate monitoring of children or young people with a
disability or those with parents that have a disability who have been placed in out-of-
home care into the Justice, Support, and Wellbeing domains of the draft Plan. Mandate
specific data including number of removals, reasons for removal, outcomes during care
and post-care, transition plan completion rates and outcomes, and reunification rates.

Recommendation 5: Mandate annual reporting on service access and outcomes for
children and parents with a disability, with clear data provided on their engagement with
health, human service and child protection systems, including information on supports
received, and outcome data.

Recommendation 6: Revise the measures across all domains to prioritize meaningful
outcomes. Output-based metrics, such as counting initiatives, should be replaced with
outcome-focused indicators, such as proportional reductions in child removal rates for
parents with a disability or improved service access rates.

General Recommendation 1: The SA Government incorporate the service needs of
children and young people with disabilities or parents with disabilities in contact with,
or at-risk contact with the statutory child protection system in any considerations
regarding the development of Foundational Supports in this state.
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Background

Interplay between the Federal and State Government
landscapes

This submission draws on multiple key documents influencing the policy landscape for
disability services, including the State Disability Inclusion Plan Interim Review 2022,
Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031 (ADS),? the Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare’s analysis of the ADS,? the ADS Outcomes Framework,* the Department for
Child Protection’s Disability Access and Inclusion Plan 2020-2024,° and the Disability
Reform Action Plan for Government.®

Foundational Supports

At the federal level, there is a considerable emphasis on fundamental services that are
not part of the NDIS but are seen necessary for encouraging inclusion, particularly in
remote regions. To address systemic deficiencies and service dispersion, DSS
recommends a Foundational Supports Statement of Intent as well as pilot programmes
for navigation and capacity-building. Foundational Supports are critical community-
based services designed to assist people with disabilities, their families, and carers
outside the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS).” These supports, which
include general assistance like information and peer networks, and targeted services for
specific groups, aim to enhance inclusion and independence for Australia’s 5.5 million
people with disabilities. By providing early intervention, family support, and capacity-
building resources, Foundational Supports play a vital role in strengthening family units,
particularly for parents with disabilities or those caring for children with disabilities. This
is essential to reduce the risk of child removal by the statutory child protection system
as they address systemic barriers, such as limited access to health, respite, or early
childhood services, that can exacerbate family vulnerabilities leading to statutory
intervention. To address systemic deficiencies and service dispersion, DSS
recommends a Foundational Supports Statement of Intent as well as pilot programmes
for navigation and capacity-building.,

However, South Australia's Draft Plan does not expressly address this purposeful
structure for foundational supports, focusing on the total number of people accessing

" https://inclusive.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/135359/State-Disability-Inclusion-Plan-Interim-
Review-2022.pdf

2 https://www.disabilitygateway.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2024-12/5486-australias-
disability.pdf#page=42.14

3 https://www.aihw.gov.au/australias-disability-strategy

4 https://www.disabilitygateway.gov.au/document/8176

5 https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/_data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1049116/dcp-disability-access-
inclusion-plan.pdf

8 https://apo.org.au/node/330529

8 https://inclusive.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf _file/0008/135359/State-Disability-Inclusion-Plan-Interim-
Review-2022.pdf
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supports rather than the disproportionality of people with a disability lacking successful
outcomes. While the state recognises regional concerns and service accessibility
issues, it does not refer to the development of a consistent framework to address
foundational support shortages with the same level of clarity or investment. These
foundational supports are of particular importance to children, young people, families
and carers with disabilities involved with or at risk of involvement with the child
protection system. The gap could lead to uneven service access for people outside the
NDIS, particularly in regional South Australia.

General Recommendation 1: The SA Government incorporate the service needs of
children and young people with disabilities or parents with disabilities in contact with,
or at-risk contact with the statutory child protection system in any considerations
regarding the development of Foundational Supports in this state.

Data Collection

Expert Feedback from the South Australian consultation process highlights data-driven
decision-making and concrete milestones for tracking disability inclusion outcomes.
However, the current state plan and consultation report have not yet included such
measures in its disability inclusion framework. In contrast, the federal approach in the
ADS already includes evidence-based planning in the form of independent research and
formal implementation plans that include system architecture and performance
evaluation components. This may result in lower policy accountability and difficulty
benchmarking success in South Australia.

The Australia’s Disability Strategy Review highlights the need for specific, intersectional
data, noting that “ADS reporting does not support government accountability,
implementation compliance or recognition of the intersectional experiences of people
with disability” and recommends extension on “ADS reporting to improve visibility of
intersectional experiences™.®

This submission makes several recommendations in relation to the development,
collection and publication of output and outcome measures that will assist a priority
group that need support to ensure their safety and inclusion (see recommendations 3,
4,5and6.)

The intersection of disability and childhood maltreatment and
the case for incorporating family support as a priority
In 2017-18 there were 60,400 children and young people living with disability in South

Australia. This is 16.7% of the population of children and young people in South
Australia and compares to 13.1% of children nationally who live with disability.® Yet, the

8 https://inclusive.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/135359/State-Disability-Inclusion-Plan-Interim-
Review-2022.pdf

°1 How are they faring? South Australia’s 2020 Report Card for children and young people (p9). Child
Development Council.
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number of South Australian children and young people is close to double this figure,
with approximately 40% of children in care having a disability or significant
developmental delay and need specific support services, early intervention, medical
and holistic support.

Whilst rigorous data collection is urgently needed, the above statistics are mirrored in
two recent studies that used linked administrative data from Western Australia, finding
that children with a disability were over-represented among children who:

e were exposed to FDV (based on police and hospitalisation data) (30%)
e were involved in child protection (32%)
e entered out-of-home care (36%)"

Whether children with disabilities are in the care of their parents, a disability service
provider or under the guardianship of the Minister for Child Protection, they are at
greater risk of harm and are more vulnerable than their peers." Children with physical,
intellectual or sensory disabilities experience abuse and neglect at ‘rates considerably
higher than their peers who do not have disability’."?

For families, parenting a child with a disability can present a unique and complex set of
challenges ranging from issues to do with employment, family finances, parental
mental and physical health, relationships in the family, loss of social opportunity, and
time pressures.™

Just as a child with a disability has greater support needs, so does their family. To
prevent children with disabilities coming into care, the child protection system must
have the capacity to identify and respond appropriately to families who are caring for
children with high needs.™

With appropriate support, parents who are struggling to care for a high-needs child may
have the capacity and determination to provide an adequate level of care. Support can
take many forms. It may be the provision of equipment or aids to improve the child’s

0 Octoman O, Hawkes M, Lima F, O’Donnel M, Orr C, Arney F, Moore T, Robinson S, Valentine K, Marshall
A, Burton J and Brebner C (2022) The nature and extent of domestic family violence exposure for children
and young people with disability- external site opens in new window, Australia’s National Research
Organisation for Women’s Safety, accessed 23 January 2023.

1 P Delfabbro, J Barber & L Cooper, ‘Children entering out-ofhome care in South Australia: Baseline
analyses for a threeyear longitudinal study’, Child and Youth Services Review 24, no. 12, 2012, p. 926.

2S5 Robinson, Enabling and protecting: Proactive approaches to addressing the abuse and neglect of
children and young people with disability, issues paper written for Children with Disability Australia,
Centre for Children and Young People, Southern Cross University, no date, p. 10. Cited in child-
protection-systems-royal-commission-report.pdf

3 Whiting M. Children with disability and complex health needs: the impact on family life. Nurs Child
Young People. 2014 Apr;26(3):26-30.

14 Senate Community Affairs References Committee (SARC), Out of home care, SCARC, Canberra, August
2015, p. 258.
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experiences. It may be therapeutic, working towards improving the child’s functioning or
capacity. It may be practical in-home support to assist the child to perform everyday
tasks. It may be targeted at addressing challenging behaviours related to developmental
disabilities. It may be focused on building a parent’s capacity to respond to the needs of
their child. It may be providing some respite care.™

For families, parenting a child with a disability can present a unique and complex set of
challenges ranging from issues to do with employment, family finances, parental
mental and physical health, relationships in the family, loss of social opportunity, and
time pressures.'® Carers cite a greater need for advocacy, significant financial strain,
emotional and relationship stresses, exhaustion and fatigue.’’

Because of their high care needs, children with disabilities are also at greater risk of
entering the system through being relinquished by their parents into the care of the
Minister. Where a child has profound or severe disabilities, or complex and challenging
behaviours associated with disabilities, parents may reach a point where they are
unable or unwilling to continue to care for their child. If supportis too little or too late,
even the most determined and capable family may reach the end of their tether.'®

Early intervention is a key to improving outcomes for children in families who need
support and reducing pressure on the statutory child protection agency. Early
intervention is also critical for parents who are caring for children with disabilities.
Access to support services can ‘make the difference between a child with a disability
being able to remain at home or having to be placed in permanent care’.®

Despite this, a review undertaken in South Australian in 2022°, reported that, following
the introduction of the NDIS, some families who lost their supports and do not meet the
criteria for NDIS support, have now come to the attention of DCP. The gap in services
resulted in families ending up in the statutory system when they were able to manage
with their previous services.

The current lack of clarity in relation to Targeted Foundational Supports for Children,
associated with the NDIS also urgently needs to be considered in this regard. For
example, there is a call to consider the level of family complexity, alongside a child’s
delay, when determining intensity of support requirements, with default one on one
provision where:

» there is involvement with child protection;

S A Tomison, Child maltreatment and disability, p. 13. Cited in child-protection-systems-royal-
commission-report.pdf

8 Whiting M. Children with disability and complex health needs: the impact on family life. Nurs Child
Young People. 2014 Apr;26(3):26-30

7 https://cdsirc.sa.gov.au/disability/

8 Senate Community Affairs References Committee (SARC), Out of home care, SCARC, Canberra, August
2015, p. 268.

% A Tomison, Child maltreatment and disability, p. 13

20 trust-in-culture-a-review-of-child-protection-in-sa-nov-2022.pdf
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» more than one child in the family has development delay;
» aparentor carer has disability; or
» the child is excluded from, or not attending ECEC/school.

Disability also impacts other vulnerability factors that lead to the removal of children.
Domestic and Family Violence is a factor listed in 28.2% of all notifications and a
common reason for statutory services to become involved with a family.?' The
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare reports that 47% of adults with disability have
experienced violence after the age of 15.%?In 2016, approximately 1 in 5 adults with
disability in Australia (21% or 1.2 million people) experienced physical and/or sexual
violence from an intimate partner since age 15. Women with disability were significantly
more vulnerable, with 30% affected compared to 11% of men with disability, making
them three times more likely to experience such violence. Additionally, adults with
severe or profound disability faced a heightened risk of sexual violence (24%) compared
to those without disability (9.6%), highlighting the disproportionate impact on this
group. Further, people with disability are less likely to seek support for the violence they
experience due to:

e discrimination and marginalisation

e reliance on the perpetrator of violence, for example, for care, mobility, and/or
income

e insufficient safeguards in institutional and group living situations
e notfully understanding the abuse or its seriousness

e reduced impulse control and help seeking behaviour

e socialisolation

e communication challenges

e barriers preventing them from getting help

Collectively, these statistics and barriers to supports mean that people with disability
are more likely to experience domestic, family, and sexual violence as adults. Itis not
enough to rely on traditional DFV services and approaches to protect both adults and
children with disability as people with disability face domestic violence more frequently
and in unique ways compared to those without disability. 2® Disabilities significantly
affect the medical, psychological, social, economic, legal, and political factors that

21 Octoman, O., Cox, S., Arney, F., Chong, A., & Tucker, E. (2023). Narrative and fixed-field Data: Are we
underestimating the risk of family and domestic violence?. Child abuse review, 32(4).
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdfdirect/10.1002/car.2811

22 https://www.aihw.gov.au/family-domestic-and-sexual-violence/population-groups/people-with-
disability

2 Harpur, P., & Douglas, H. (2014). Disability and domestic violence: Protecting survivors' human
rights. Griffith Law Review, 23(3), 405-433.
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contribute to violence. Survivors with disability often rely heavily on their abuser, fear
reporting the abuse, and lack financial independence, with these challenges intensified
by their disability. When law enforcement and medical systems view survivors through a
limiting disability lens, it worsens the impact of domestic violence.

CAFFSA’s position is therefore that child removal, particularly due to DFV experienced
by a parent with disability, could be viewed as discrimination based on disability.
Greater supports for parents with disability should be provided at the earliest possible
point and maintained to ensure families can stay safely together.

Children with a disability in out-of-home care

More than half of children in care have moderate to high needs and require specialist
support services, therapy and intervention and approximately 25 to 30 per cent of
children in care have a disability or significant developmental delay.?* High levels of
support are needed to ensure that these children are able to appropriately access early
intervention to help them reach their fullest potential and to ensure their carers provide
tailored care suited to their needs. Yet, CAFFSA members report that access to
disability supports is hindered for this specific cohort by costly and drawn-out
assessment processes. Many young people require access to disability assessment as
part of their post-care transition supports, having had no early intervention.

Further, children with disabilities are more likely to be placed in residential care, due to
their complex needs. Once in residential care, children and young people require more
support to access health services, with a CREATE Out-of-Home Care Report noting
significantly lower self-reported health ratings for young people in residential care
compared to those in home-based placements or living independently.?

Recognising the responsibility of the government to provide children and young people
with disabilities the highest possible care and act as a supportive parent, CAFFSA
therefore advocates for better state planning for this cohort.

Response

Based on the above background, CAFFSA’s response highlights six key
recommendations in response to selected questions posed in the discussion paper for
this consultation.

24 DCP. (2020). Every effort for every child: South Australia’s strategy for children and young people in care
2020-2023. Government of South Australia.
% https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/CREATE-OOHC-In-Care-2018-Report.pdf
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Safety within family and community

Recommendation 1: Designate parents and carers—whether living with disability or
caring for children with disability—as a priority population in the State Disability
Inclusion Plan 2025-2029.

Recommendation 2: Ensure the inclusion of parents and carers in contact with or
vulnerable to contact with statutory child protection systems in policy design,
funding allocations, and service provision, particularly for health, family support,
early intervention and child protection services and consult with them in the design
and delivery of these services.

Recommendation 3: Mandate specific data reporting regarding access to services
across domains known to improve a family’s capacity to keep a child safe, such as
housing, family support, health education to enhance accountability in preventing
child removals and address intersectional barriers.

Child protection and family supportis a critical gap in the Plan. The inclusion of these
essential, evidence-based elements would uphold the intention of the Plan to keep
people (children and young people) with disability safe in the community. The plan
states that intersectionality and an understanding of diversity is critical to addressing
discrimination, yet a key intersection of disability and trauma is not identified as a target
for intervention. While the ADS Outcomes Framework collects data on the average
length of time a child with disability remains in the child protection system compared to
children without disability, there are clear social justice implications in failing to prevent
people with disability disproportionately entering the child protection system at all.

The criminal justice system is identified as an important intersection in the Draft State
Disability Inclusion Plan, yet little to no mention is made of the child protection system
despite the overlap between both the disability and youth justice systems with the child
protection system. By ignoring the child protection component, a root cause of
discrimination and engagement with criminal justice systems is left unaddressed. Many
other components of the plan, such as engagement with education or the workforce,
can be achieved by providing the appropriate supports required by young people with a
care experience to thrive.

Currently, the only mention of child protection in the planis in the context of
safeguarding and restrictive practices, which is a concern as it does not address the
broader needs of children with disabilities. Broadening the skill and knowledge base of
the workforce across DHS, DCP and other services who support families with
disabilities could prevent engagement with further tertiary services such as emergency
departments or criminal justice. The Plan should address and measure outcomes of the
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broader needs of children with disabilities, including prevention of drift into care and
support for families to keep children at home.

The current DCP Disability Access and Inclusion Plan needs to strengthen strategies to
support either caregivers or children with disability and improve weak accountability
targets such as to ‘develop and implement practice guidance’ for staff regarding
disability. Stronger performance indicators, measures and reporting frameworks at the
state level will drive clear outcomes and accountability at the departmental level.

Access to appropriate services for children and young people

Recommendation 4: Incorporate monitoring of children or young people with a
disability or those with parents that have a disability who have been placed in out-of-
home care into the Justice, Support, and Wellbeing domains of the draft Plan.
Mandate specific data including number of removals, reasons for removal, outcomes
during care and post-care, transition plan completion rates and outcomes, and
reunification rates.

Recommendation 5: Mandate annual reporting on service access and outcomes for
children and parents with disability, with clear data provided on their engagement
with health, human service and child protection systems, including information on
supports received, and outcome data.

Children and young people engaged with the family support and child protection system
require access to quality services to ensure that they reach their fullest potential.
CAFFSA members highlighted the lack of appropriate transition planning for young
people with disability leaving care. There is a need for early and comprehensive
planning to ensure smooth transitions and continued support for these young people,
who are often at their most vulnerable when transitioning to independence.

Members stated that currently young people with disability are “completely falling
through the gaps”, and that the eligibility criteria for systems makes it challenging to
access support. Members provided the following specific issues:

o Expensive and lengthy assessment processes prior to accessing disability
supports

e Metro based assessments that require children and young people to travel

e Lack of listening to the needs and wants of children and young people, with
decisions made for them rather than with them.

Members provided an example to illustrate some of the challenges faced by young
people with disability:
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A 17-year-old with disability, under a Guardianship until 18 order with the
Department for Child Protection (DCP), was relocated to independent living in a
suburb two hours away from her friends, boyfriend, and support networks. With
no prior consultation, she was informed of the move only weeks beforehand,
causing her significant distress.

Another member spoke about complexities for regional young people:

Itis just really overwhelming the thought of getting to Adelaide for an assessment
that might be booked in for two years time anyway and then they just don't really
have the capacity to deal with that undiagnosed behaviour in the meantime.

Members also identified that the complexity of the disability system requires support to
navigate assessment and service receipt. While disability support coordinators are
available, there is still a critical gap in gaining initial access to the NDIS and being
assigned a worker. Further, the complexities of young people often mean the need for
complex case management that address their mental health, alcohol and other drug
addiction, homelessness, and family violence. Despite stating that DCP will “deliver a
specific focus to support young people with disability to successfully transition from
care” with an outcome that “young people with disability transition from care at 18 years
of age with certainty of post care arrangements”, CAFFSA members report consistent
concerns for this cohort whose needs are not being met.

The absence of detailed reporting on this cohort hinders accountability across
departments like DCP, Education, Justice, and Housing, and obscures progress on
critical issues like comprehensive transition planning for children in care. While the
State Access and Inclusion Plans aim to ensure equal access to mainstream services,
the lack of transparent, cohort-specific data—such as the proportion of young people
with disabilities in care receiving adequate transition support when they turn 18 and
need to leave care, or housing allocations—undermines oversight and effective
achievement of policy goals.

Accountability of service providers

Recommendation 6: Revise the measures across all domains to prioritize
meaningful outcomes. Output-based metrics, such as counting initiatives, should be
replaced with outcome-focused indicators, such as proportional reductions in child
removal rates for parents with disability or improved service access rates.

CAFFSA members identified the need for a coordinated approach to support children
and families, ensuring that responsibilities for departments are clearly defined and that
there is accountability at both state and Commonwealth levels. This is best achieved by
setting meaningful targets and outcomes measures that clearly align with national
strategies.
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Many measures in the State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029 prioritize outputs over
outcomes. For instance, Domain 3.1 tracks the total number of individuals accessing
supports but overlooks proportions, targets, or the prevention of critical issues like
family separation. Similarly, counting initiatives launched reveals little about their
impact on improving lives. Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-20312¢ emphasizes that
“high-quality data governance will improve decision-making and enable collaboration
across Australian, state, and territory governments,” yet the State fails to measure some
of the most significant negative experiences of people with disability — abuse, neglect,
and loss of the fundamental right to live safely with family. CAFFSA members further
note that departments often structure services and plans to focus narrowly on their
core remit, which fragments service delivery for people with disability. The State Plan
must ensure agencies, through their Disability Access and Inclusion Plans, are
accountable for preventing discrimination to people with disability by having a holistic
view of their needs.

Conclusion

Children, young people and their parents or carers enjoy the greatest inclusion when
they are supported to grow and thrive within their family unit. To this end, the Plan
should focus on outcome-driven measures that ensure:

1. Parents with a disability or parents of children with a disability are supported so
that they can provide quality care to their children.

2. Children with a disability receive timely access to services and supports for the
whole family to ensure they receive quality care to thrive in life.

Strengthening the performance indicators, measures and reporting frameworks at the
state level to drive clear outcomes and accountability across relevant departments will
help realise the goal of a South Australia where no one is left behind.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft plan. We welcome the
opportunity to discuss this submission further if you wish to do so.

SUBMISSION ENDS.

% https://www.disabilitygateway.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2023-01/3256-d22-1283151-ads-
data.pdf
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