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The role of Child and Family Focus — SA (CAFFSA)

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 and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations 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 are drawn from CAFFSA’s membership, comprising
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

CAFFSA welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Department for Child
Protection’s DRAFT Disability Access and Inclusion Plan 2026-2030 (the Plan). The purpose of
this submission is to present the perspectives and experiences of children, young people and
families with disability who have contact with the Department for Child Protection, and to
highlight how disability and statutory child protection processes intersect. It aims to inform the
Plan by identifying barriers, opportunities and priorities for improving accessibility, inclusion
and outcomes for all children, young people, families and carers with disability who have
contact with the Department for Child Protection (the Department).

Key recommendations:

To strengthen the Draft Disability Access and Inclusion Plan, CAFFSA recommends that the
Department:

1. Expand the Plan to include all children, young people, families and carers who come into
contact with the Department, not only those already in care.

2. Embed disability inclusive practice across intake, assessment, family preservation,
reunification and early intervention phases with the DAIP.

3. Alignthe Plan with Safe and Supported: The National Framework for Protecting Australia’s
Children 2021-2031, particularly its commitment to early intervention, disability inclusive
practice and ensuring children, young people and families can access the supports they
need before risks escalate.

4. Identify and develop strategies for the following priority groups within the DAIP:

. Parents with disability

° Aboriginal parents with disability

° Young people with disability exiting care

. Children and young people with disability in OOHC who also intersect with

the youth justice system

5. Explicitly include a commitment to providing early intervention and support and
delivering trauma informed, disability informed and culturally safe practice across all
stages of the Department’s involvement with children, young people and parents or
carers.

6. Commit to preparing for and embedding Foundational Supports within its services and
responses, ensuring disability needs are identified early and addressed consistently
across the child protection continuum.

7. Mandate a referral to a Disability Consultant at intake, assessment, investigation, case
planning including transition planning for young people exiting care and all decision-
making stages for all children, young people and parents with a disability.

8. Resource the Disability Consultant team to meet demand and provide specialist system
wide guidance rather than ad-hoc advice.

9. Develop mechanisms to improve cross system coordination with NDIS and the disability
support sector and outcome measures to track progress.

10. Develop clear accountability and measures for ensuring reasonable adjustments,
accessible communication and disability appropriate supports are in place for all
children, young people and parents who come into contact with the Department at all
phases.
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11. Shift from awareness-based training for staff to competency-based capability
development.

12. Embed co-design principles with people with lived experience and Aboriginal
communities across all DAIP domains.

13. Implement Recommendation 9.1 of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse,
Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability regarding culturally appropriate
parenting capacity assessments.

14. Ensure culturally safe, disability-informed assessment tools and processes are utilised
across the continuum of the Department’s responses and services.

15. Replace output measures with outcome focused indicators that track inclusion, safety,
wellbeing and access.

16. Collect and publish data on children, young people and parents with disability receiving
services from the Department.

17. Use qualitative and quantitative data collection methods to capture peoples lived
experiences, not just the activities delivered. Prioritising measures thatreflect outcomes,
perceptions and real world impact.

18. Populate the Priority Area, Support and Navigating the Justice System to support all
children, young people and parents navigating the youth court and justice system.

19. Establish a comprehensive and meaningful safeguarding framework that commits to
reducing the use of restrictive practices and includes the monitoring and reduction of
unauthorised restrictive practices.

20. Acknowledge and respond to the high correlation between out of home care and youth
justice involvement with children and young people with disability within the DAIP by
committing to early intervention, disability informed behaviour support, disability
specialist oversight and cross system collaboration with youth justice services.

21. Embed the Department’s commitment to co-design the Statement of Commitment for
Parents and Families into the DAIP, ensuring parents with disability are included as
equal partners in the creation of the Statement.

22. Include a commitment within the Inclusive Environments and Communities Domain,
under the Universal Design Priority Area, to ensure all family time environments support
safe, accessible, culturally responsive and developmentally appropriate contact for
children, young people and families with disability, and are designed to promote
connection rather than surveillance.

Introduction

The National framework for protecting Australian’s children, Safe and Supported,
asserts that:

Children and Young people tn Australia have the right to grow up safe, connected
and supported i thelr family, community and culture, They have the right to
grow up in an environment that ennbles them to reach their full potential.r

Children, young people, families and carers with disability deserve a child protection system
that is safe, inclusive and responsive to their needs. The Royal Commission into Violence,
Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability (DRC) has identified that people with

1 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Social Services. (2021). Safe and supported: The national framework for protecting Australia’s children 2021-2031.
https://www.dss.gov.au/child-protection/resource/national-framework-protecting-australias-children-2021-2031
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disability continue to face systemic discrimination, barriers to access and heightened
vulnerability within government systems, including statutory child protection.? These findings
demand meaningful reform and a commitment to embedding disability inclusion across all
levels of practice and policy.

This submission draws on the lived experience, professional insight and frontline expertise of
CAFFSA member organisations, who work every day alongside children, young people, parents
and carers with disability who come into contact with the Department. Their collective
experience provides a critical lens on how disability intersects with the statutory child
protection system, service pathways and decision making, and where the system currently falls
short of meeting the needs and rights of children, young people, families and carers living with
disability.

National reform agendas reinforce this imperative. Safe and Supported: The National
Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2021-2031 (the National Framework) identifies
disability as a key driver of inequity and calls for child protection systems that are inclusive,
culturally safe and responsive to diverse needs?®. Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031
(ADS), further establishes a national commitment to removing barriers, improving accessibility
and ensuring people with disability can participate fully and safely in all aspects of community
life, including government services®. The Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and
Exploitation of People with Disability (DRC) identifies systemic failures across statutory
systems and calls for disability-informed, culturally safe, rights-based practice.®

Together, these frameworks provide a strong mandate for the Department to lead
transformative change.

This submission outlines a series of recommendations organised around the key themes
identified by CAFFSA members that can be utilised to strengthen the Plan. While concerns and
opportunities for improvement were raised across multiple domains, Domain 5 emerged as a
particular area requiring focused attention and targeted recommendations due to the
significant safeguarding, justice, and disability rights issues identified by members.

Policy context and system alighment

This submission aligns with the objectives within Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031,
Inclusive SA - the State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029, Safe and Supported: The National
Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2021-2031 and the Royal Commission into
Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability.

2 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final report (Vols. 1-12). Commonwealth of Australia.
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report

3 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Social Services. (2021). Safe and supported: The national framework for protecting Australia’s children 2021-2031.
https://www.dss.gov.au/child-protection/resource/national-framework-protecting-australias-children-2021-2031

4 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Social Services. (2021). Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031.
https://www.disabilitygateway.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2025-01/5831-dss3513-ads-strategy-2021.pdf

5 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final report (Vols. 1-12). Commonwealth of Australia.
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report

CAFFSA Submission to DCP DAIP 2026-2030 Page 6 of 19


https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report
https://www.dss.gov.au/child-protection/resource/national-framework-protecting-australias-children-2021-2031
https://www.disabilitygateway.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2025-01/5831-dss3513-ads-strategy-2021.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report

Whole of System Inclusion Across ALl DCP Functions

CAFFSA argues that for the Plan to achieve its intended purpose, it must adopt a whole of system
approach that includes all children, young people, families and carers with disability who come
into contact with the Department, not only those already in out-of-home care. As the Plan states,
“DCP’s DAIP aims to improve access and inclusion for all individuals engaging with the
department, with a focus on children and young people in care, their carers, families, and DCP
staff”. However, the Plan almost exclusively focusses on children and young people already in
care. This narrow approach overlooks core key components of the Department’s work with
children, young people, families and carers. This omission fundamentally undermines the Plan’s
capacity to address inequity, prevent harm and uphold the rights of children, young people,
families and carers with disability.

The Plan’s current framing reinforces a reactive, crisis-driven model of disability inclusion, where
supports and adjustments are only considered after a child has been removed. The Plan excludes
investigation, assessment, family preservation, reunification and early intervention phases and
therefore, fails to address the very points of entry where discrimination, bias and unmet disability
needs most strongly influence statutory decision-making.

This narrow scope also conflicts with the expectations set by national frameworks. The National
Framework identifies children, young people and parents with disability as priority groups and
emphasises early intervention, family strengthening and inclusive practice across the entire child
protection continuum, not only after removal (Services, Safe and Suported: The national
framework for protecting Australia's children 2021 - 2031, 2021). The National Framework states
that parents with disability can and do provide safe care when supported appropriately, and that
over-representation of children, young people and parents with disability is driven by systemic
barriers.

Similarly, the DRC further reinforces the need for whole of system inclusion. The DRC found that
parents with disability, particularly mothers with intellectual disability and Aboriginal parents
with disability, face discriminatory assessments, deficit-based assumptions and
disproportionate statutory intervention (Royal Commission into Violence A. N., 2023)°. It also
found that children with disability experience higher rates of violence, abuse and neglect, and
therefore, are in need of early intervention and support. These findings make clear that disability
inclusion must be embedded before children enter care.

South Australia’s lack of publicly available data on the number of children, young people or
parents with disability who have contact with the Department further compounds this issue.
Without clear visibility of who is entering the system, at what stage, and with what support needs,
it becomes impossible to understand the true scale of over-representation or to identify where
inequities are emerging. This lack of transparency also limits the ability to track whether reforms
are reducing discriminatory practices or whether families with disability are continuing to
experience disproportionate statutory intervention. Robust, system-wide data is therefore

6 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final report: Volume 3 — Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect and
exploitation. Commonwealth of Australia. https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report-volume-3-nature-and-extent-violence-abuse-neglect-and-
exploitation
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essential to informing a DAIP that genuinely strengthens equity across all stages of DCP
involvement.

A whole of system DAIP is therefore essential to ensuring that disability inclusion is not an
afterthought but a foundational principle guiding every interaction, assessment and decision. It
ensures that children, young people, families and carers receive equitable access to supports,
reasonable adjustments and disability informed practice from the moment they come into
contact with the Department, not only after a child has been removed. This approach aligns with
the broader national reform agendas.

A DAIP that excludes early intervention, investigation, assessment, family preservation and
reunification risks entrenching the very inequities it seeks to address. A whole of system
approach is the only way to ensure that “no one is left behind,” as articulated in the State’s
Disability Inclusion vision (State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025 - 2029, 2024).

Recommendations:

1. Expand the Plan to include all children, young people, families and carers who come into
contact with the Department, not only those already in care.

2. Embed disability inclusive practice across intake, assessment, family preservation,
reunification and early intervention phases with the DAIP.

3. Align the Plan with Safe and Supported: The National Framework for Protecting Australia’s
Children 2021-2031, particularly its commitment to early intervention, disability inclusive
practice and ensuring children, young people and families can access the supports they
need before risks escalate.

Priority Groups

CAFFSA’s members are deeply concerned that the Plan does not recognise parents with
disability as a significant stakeholder. Despite their overrepresentation, they are not adequately
considered within the Plan. The Reily Foundation is an independent, not-for-profit organisation
offering free education and advocacy support to parents navigating the Child Protection System
in South Australia. The Reily Foundation’s data within their separate submission reports that
46% of the families they support include a parent with disability. Their submission highlights
that the Plan’s failure to recognise parents with disability as a stakeholder group is not a minor
oversight but a structural exclusion.

This concern is echoed by the DRC research report on parents with disability and child
protection systems which found that “the conflation of disability and risk is one of the most
explicit forms of discrimination parents with disabilities face”®. This finding is directly relevant
to SA, where the Department does not publish transparent data on how many parents with
disability it comes into contact with. In the absence of this data, the Reily Foundation’s
evidence provides a critical indicator, that if almost half of the families accessing their support
services include a parent with disability, it is reasonable to suggest that a substantial
proportion of families involved with DCP also fall within this group. The omission of parents
with disability from the Plan therefore represents a significant misalignment with both the
evidence base and national reform expectations. It also undermines the Department’s ability to

7 Government of South Australia. (2024). State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029. Inclusive SA. Inclusive SA - State Disability Inclusion Plan

8 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Parents with disability and their experiences of child protection systems
(Research Report). Commonwealth of Australia. https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2023-07/Research%20Report%20-
%?20Parents%20with%20disability%20and%20their%20experiences%200f%20child%20protection%20systems.pdf
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identify and address discriminatory practices, respond to the specific barriers faced by parents
with disability, and meet its obligations under the State’s Disability Inclusion Plan, ADS and the
National Framework. Recognising parents with disability as a priority group is essential to
preventing the ongoing conflation of disability with risk, improving decision making, and
ensuring that families receive equitable, disability informed support.

CAFFSA also urges the Department to identify Aboriginal parents with disability as a priority
group because they experience some of the most severe and compounded forms of
discrimination within child protection systems which is also reflected within the DRC. The
intersectional experience of being Aboriginal and with a disability creates a distinct mix of
systemic risk including the impacts of colonisation, racism and intergenerational trauma which
intersect with ableism, inaccessible services and discriminatory assessments.® This results in
Aboriginal parents with disability more likely to experience statutory intervention even when the
concerns relate to unmet support needs rather than actual risk. The DRC repeatedly highlighted
that Aboriginal people with disability face layered marginalisation across every service system.
Without naming Aboriginal parents with disability as a priority group, the Plan cannot address
these inequities, cannot design culturally safe and disability informed responses, and cannot
meet the expectations set by the State Disability Inclusion Plan, Closing the Gap, the National
Framework, the DRC or ADS. Recognising this group is essential to ensuring that Aboriginal
families with disability receive culturally safe support rather than disproportionate,
discriminatory and punitive intervention.

CAFFSA’'s members recognise that the child is the primary client of the Department however,
the Department cannot achieve the best interests of children without treating their families
fairly and respectfully by upholding their rights, dignity, cultural identity, and need for equitable,
disability informed support. When parents are misunderstood, marginalised, or discriminated
against, particularly parents with disability, the Department cannot make child centred
decisions. Ensuring that families are engaged respectfully, assessed accurately, and supported
appropriately is therefore, not separate from child safety. Furthermore, the SA Disability Act
2028, states that a DAIP must address the specific needs of people with disability in its
programs and services (Australia, 2018)"°.

CAFFSA members report young people with disability exiting care as one of the most vulnerable
and overlooked groups, often leaving the Department with unmet or unidentified disability
needs, limited support and heightened risk of homelessnhess and poor mental health.

Therefore, young people exiting care should be recognised as a priority group within the Plan.
CAFFSA members also report that transition planning is generally inconsistent with some young
people exiting care with an undiagnosed disability, inadequate NDIS plans or NDIS plan not
being appropriately utilised. Recognising young people exiting care as a priority group within the
Plan is essential for ensuring disability informed transition planning, continuity of supports and
cross system collaboration to prevent harms and uphold the rights of young people with
disability as they move into adulthood.

The DRC’s research into the care criminalisation of children with disability provides evidence
that children and young people with disability at the intersection of out-of-home care (OOHC)

9 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final report: Volume 9 - First Nations people with disability.
Commonwealth of Australia. Final Report - Volume 9, First Nations people with disability | Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with
Disability

10 Government of South Australia. (2018). Disability Inclusion Act 2018 (SA). Disability Inclusion Act 2018
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and the youth justice system experience disproportionately poor outcomes''. The DRC found
that children and young people with disability who have contact with both OOHC and youth
justice are more likely to enter the justice system earlier, face higher rates of recidivism, and are
at greater risk of becoming entrenched in the adult criminal justice system. Entry into
residential care was identified as a critical turning point for Aboriginal children with disability in
also entering the youth justice system'. Furthermore, unmet disability needs, placement
instability and environments lacking trauma informed or disability competent support
significantly increased the likelihood of police involvement. The research highlighted that
residential care staff frequently relied on police for behaviour management, resulting in criminal
charges for conduct that would typically be managed in a family setting. Police presence, or the
threat of police involvement, was shown to escalate behaviours further and damage
relationships with carers, reinforcing a harmful cycle of criminalisation (Royal Commission into
Violence A. N., Care criminalisation of children with disability in child protection systems
(Research Report), 2023). Given this evidence, children and young people with disability in
OOHC who have intersecting involvement with the youth justice system should be explicitly
identified as a priority group within the Plan, ensuring disability informed practice and
appropriate supports are provided.

Recommendations:

4. Identify and develop strategies for the following priority groups within the DAIP:
Parents with disability

Aboriginal parents with disability

Young people with disability exiting care

Children and young people with disability in OOHC who also intersect
with the youth justice system

o O O O

Early Support, Prevention and Trauma Informed Disability
Practice

CAFFSA urges the Department to prioritise early support, prevention, trauma informed and
culturally safe practice across all stages of the Department’s involvement. Early health and
wellbeing supports are foundational to preventing statutory intervention and reducing the
number of children and young people with disability entering care unnecessarily. When disability
needs go unrecognised or unsupported, families are more likely to experience crisis, and
children are more likely to be brought into contact with the statutory system due to unmet needs
rather than actual risk. Strengthening early support is therefore, essential to ensuring that
disability is not treated as a risk factor in itself, but a need for coordinated, culturally safe and
inclusive assistance.

The Plan acknowledges the significant impact of disability and developmental delay on children
and young people in care and recognises that many parents and carers also live with disability
and may carry the intergenerational impacts of trauma, including the Stolen Generations.
However, the actions within the Plan almost exclusively focus on children already in care. This
leaves a critical gap in the early intervention, assessment and investigation, family preservation

i Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Care criminalisation of children with disability in child protection systems
(Research Report). Commonwealth of Australia. Care criminalisation of children with disability in child protection systems | Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect
and Exploitation of People with Disability

12 ibid
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and reunification stages where inequity is most likely to occur. Without explicit commitments to
disability informed, trauma aware and culturally safe assessments and cross system
coordination, the Plan risks reinforcing a reactive model that responds to crisis rather than
preventing it.

National reform agendas highlight that early support is a core requirement of an inclusive child
protection system. The National Framework identifies children, young people and parents with
disability as priority groups and emphasises early intervention, culturally safe practice and
disability inclusive supports as essential to reducing overrepresentation.’™ The National
Framework demands strengthened early supports to prevent unnecessary removals and ensure
families can safely care for their children by being provided with the right assistance. However,
the Plan focuses primarily on post removal supports which does not reflect this national
direction.

State reform agendas also reinforce the need for early support, prevention and trauma informed
inclusive practice. The SA Closing the Gap Implementation Plan highlights the urgent need for
culturally safe, community-led early supports to reduce the overrepresentation of Aboriginal
children in care, and this includes Aboriginal families with disability’®. The absence of early
intervention actions limit the Plan’s ability to respond to the intersectional needs of children,
young people, parents and carers with disability, including Aboriginal children, young people,
parents and carers with disability, and to deliver on these national and state commitments in
practice.

A strengthened Plan must therefore, embed early support, trauma-informed, disability inclusive
and culturally safe practice and assessments across all stages of the Department’s involvement.
This includes recognising the interaction between trauma and disability, ensuring early access
to therapeutic supports, improving cross-system coordination with health, education and
disability services including NDIS, and embedding culturally safe, disability informed
assessment tools. Furthermore, to support this, the Plan must include reference to
Foundational Supports. CAFFSA members are aware that the final program design hasn’t yet
been released however, the reform represents a major shift in how disability needs will be
identified and supported across systems, including the Department for Child Protection. By
acknowledging the work that will be required to plan with Foundational Supports now, the
Department can position itself to align early with national expectations, build internal capability
and prepare staff, carers and families for a model that emphasises early intervention and
developmental support without requiring a diagnosis or NDIS eligibility. Embedding this future
focussed commitment will ensure the Department aligns with the broader disability sector and
is proactively planning for consistent, accessible and equitable support pathways for children,
young people, families and carers with disability. It will ensure the Plan remains relevant and
forward looking, rather than becoming outdated as soon as the national program rollout begins.

13 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Social Services. (2021). Safe and supported: The national framework for protecting Australia’s children 2021-2031.
https://www.dss.gov.au/child-protection/resource/national-framework-protecting-australias-children-2021-2031

14 Government of South Australia. (2024). Closing the Gap Implementation Plan 2024-2026. Attorney-General’s Department. South Australia's Implementation Plan | Attorney-

General's Department
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Recommendations:

5. Explicitly include a commitment to providing early intervention and support and
delivering trauma informed, disability informed and culturally safe practice across all
stages of the Department’s involvement with children, young people and parents or
carers.

6. Commit to preparing for and embedding Foundational Supports within its services and
responses, ensuring disability needs are identified early and addressed consistently
across the child protection continuum.

Specialist Disability Oversight

CAFFSA members have identified that mandatory disability specialist oversight for all children,
young people, families and carers with disability is required. While DCP has Disability
Consultants, their involvement is optional and often dependent on individual case manager’s
discretion and current capacity. Agencies identified that they are understaffed and unable to
provide the level of oversight required.

Currently, case managers are expected to understand the NDIS, interpret complex disability
related assessments, identify unmet disability support needs, navigate NDIS applications and
plan utilisation and distinguish disability related behaviours from risk and/or trauma. CAFFSA
members highlight that these are specialist skills and knowledge and without this specialist
oversight, they feel disability related needs are routinely misinterpreted as parental incapacity
or risk and disability is being misinterpreted as trauma and therefore, children are exiting care
undiagnosed and unsupported and situations occur such as parents with disability with
children with disability are being set up to fail in regard to reunification rather than set up for
success.

CAFFSA members argue that equitable access to the Department’s processes is impossible
without disability specialist oversight. Sadly, CAFFSA heard from its members some examples
of where the Department falls short on providing a rights based, equitable and disability
informed service for children, young people and their families which unintentionally inflicts
harm and could easily be prevented. For example, during the pilot of the Next Steps Service for
young people exiting residential care to independent living, nine young people out of twenty-two
were identified as having a disability. Three young people out of those nine exited the
Department’s care without a NDIS plan, despite their eligibility. Six out of those nine exited care
without the Disability Support Pension, although eligible. Three exited care experiencing both of
these issues and therefore having neither of these fundamental supports in place. CAFFSA
notes this is demonstrating just one example of one program.

Other agencies reported that families and children who receive a NDIS plan often lack the
support, guidance and disability literacy required to implement it effectively, resulting in
preventable crises and, in some cases, children entering care unnecessarily. CAFFSA members
also highlighted that Departmental case managers frequently do not have the specialist
knowledge needed to coordinate disability supports, interpret NDIS plans, or recognise when
support coordinators are ineffective or failing to meet the family’s needs. In addition, members
provided examples of parents with disability being reunified with high-needs children, often
multiple children with disability at once, without adequate, ongoing disability services in place.
There have been instances where children’s NDIS funding had been depleted while they were in
care, leaving parents without the essential supports required to safely resume care of their
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children. These stories reflect a broader systemic issue highlighting the need for specialist
disability informed oversight and effective NDIS interface work, and without this, children,
young people and families are being set up to fail.

Recommendations:

7. Mandate a referral to a Disability Consultant at intake, assessment, investigation, case
planning including transition planning for young people exiting care and all decision-
making stages for all children, young people and parents with a disability.

8. Resource the Disability Consultant team to meet demand and provide specialist system
wide guidance rather than ad-hoc advice.

9. Develop mechanisms to improve cross system coordination with NDIS and the disability
support sector and outcome measures to track progress.

10. Develop clear accountability and measures for ensuring reasonable adjustments,
accessible communication and disability appropriate supports are in place for all
children, young people and parents who come into contact with the Department at all
phases.

Workforce Capability - Competence not Awareness

Building a disability inclusive child protection system requires a skilled workforce with deep,
practical capability. The Plan includes actions to expand disability awareness training, but
awareness alone does not shift entrenched biases, improve the quality of statutory decision
making, or ensure that children, young people, families and carers with disability receive an
inclusive and culturally safe service. A capability driven approach with a focus on embedding
disability informed practice, and ensuring staff understand how disability, trauma, culture and
systemic disadvantage intersect is fundamental to create these shifts.

The DRC found that parents with disability, particularly mothers with an intellectual disability and
Aboriginal parents with disability, experience discriminatory assessments and deficit-based
assumptions (Royal Commission into Violence A. N., Final Report: Volume 3 - Nature and extent
of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation, 2023). These findings highlight the need for a
workforce that can distinguish between disability related needs and actualrrisk, identify disability
needs rather than attributing behaviours solely on trauma, and apply culturally safe, evidence-
based assessment tools and decision-making frameworks. Without this capability, statutory
decisionsrisk being made by unconscious bias rather than by an accurate, holistic understanding
of families.

The Plan acknowledges the importance of training but currently frames capability development
primarily through the lens of awareness raising. To meet the expectations of national and state
reform agendas, embedding specialist disability expertise as previously addressed, and
strengthening supervision and decision-making frameworks are required. This includes building
capability in areas such as disability informed risk assessment, communication support, trauma
informed practice, and culturally safe engagement with Aboriginal children, young people,
parents and carers with disability.

A capability driven approach must also recognise the intersectionality of disability, culture and
trauma. Aboriginal children, young people, families and carers with disability face compounding
barriers arising from racism, ableism and the ongoing impacts of colonisation. Workforce
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capability must, therefore, ensure that assessments, interventions and decisions are culturally
safe, strengths based and community led.

Strengthening workforce capability is essential to ensuring that disability is not misinterpreted as
risk or trauma, that families are not penalised for disability related needs, and that children and
young people with disability receive the support, understanding and dignity they deserve.
CAFFSA members have observed young people exit care with clear indicators of disability but
without any formal diagnosis, leaving them unable to access NDIS or secure appropriate housing
and supports.

Recommendation:

11. Shift from awareness-based training for staff to competency-based capability
development.

Co-Design, Lived Experience and Culturally Safe Practice

Upholding co-design principals and lived experience is essential for eliminating discrimination
and providing an inclusive and fair service. The Plan acknowledges the importance of
consultation, but its current actions focus largely on participation in events, surveys and forums.
Genuine co-design requires more than consultation, it requires shared decision making, power
shifting, and the active involvement of people with disability, including children, young people,
families, carers and the Aboriginal community in shaping policy and practice. CAFFSA
encourages the Department to embed lived experience leadership and co-design across all
Domains.

National reform agendas reinforce this expectation. The National Framework emphasises that
lived experience, including the voices of children, young people, parents and carers with
disability, must guide system reform (Services, Safe and Suported: The national framework for
protecting Australia's children 2021 - 2031, 2021). It also highlights the need for Aboriginal
community leadership and culturally grounded practice to address the overrepresentation of
Aboriginal children in care. Additionally, ADS embeds lived experience at the centre of disability
reform (Services, Australia's Disability Strategy 2021 - 2031, 2021). These frameworks make it
clear that co-design is a core requirement of disability inclusive and culturally safe systems.

The DRC further identified the importance of co-design, particularly in relation to assessment
and decision-making processes. The DRC found that parents with disability, especially Aboriginal
parents with disability, often experience assessments that are culturally unsafe, deficit-based
and not reflective of their strengths, community supports or cultural obligations (Royal
Commission into Violence A. N., Final report: Volume 9 - First Nations people with disability,
2023). The DRC recommends the development of culturally appropriate, disability informed
parenting capacity assessments co-designed with Aboriginal parents with disability and
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCQO’s). Embedding these principles within
the Plan is essential to ensuring that assessments and statutory decisions are socially just,
culturally safe and free from discriminatory assumptions. To align with these reform agendas, the
Plan must move beyond consultation and embed co-design as a core practice principle.

A DAIP grounded in co-design and lived experience will ensure that disability inclusion is not
defined for people with disability, but with them. It will strengthen cultural safety, improve the
quality of assessments and decisions, and ensure that the voices of children, young people,
families and carers with disability are at the centre of decision making.
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Recommendations:

12. Embed co-design principles with people with lived experience and Aboriginal
communities across all DAIP domains.

13. Implement Recommendation 9.1 of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse,
Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability regarding culturally appropriate
parenting capacity assessments.

14. Ensure culturally safe, disability-informed assessment tools and processes are utilised
across the continuum of the Department’s responses and services.

Measuring Outcomes, Not Outputs

CAFFSA strongly recommends that DCP strengthen its data collection approach by measuring
the impact of actions and strategies on children, young people, families and carers with
disability, rather than relying on activity-based or output-focused indicators. Outcome-focused
measurement is essential to determining whether the Plan is driving real improvements in
safety, inclusion, access and wellbeing, and whether children, young people, families, carers
and staff with disability are genuinely experiencing better support and reduced barriers.
Measuring impact enables evidence-based policy making, identification of inequities, smarter
data collection, better resource allocation and more effective practice across the system.

Activity counts alone cannot demonstrate meaningful change. For example, tracking the
number of “accessible events” does not show whether children with disability were able to
participate, felt included, or experienced fewer barriers. Similarly, counting the number of staff
who complete disability awareness training does not indicate whether their practice has
improved, whether bias has reduced, or whether families with disability feel better supported.
These measures describe activity, not outcomes, and risk creating a misleading sense of
progress.

To develop a genuinely child focused and disability inclusive plan, CAFFSA urges the
Department to adopt outcome-based indicators supported by both qualitative and quantitative
data collection methods. This will ensure the Plan measures what truly matters, such as
whether children, young people, families, carers and staff with disability are safer, better
supported, included, and able to access the services and adjustments they need.

Recommendations:

15. Replace output measures with outcome focused indicators that track inclusion, safety,
wellbeing and access.

16. Collect and publish data on children, young people and parents with disability involved
with the Department.

17. Use qualitative and quantitative data collection methods to capture peoples lived
experiences, not just the activities delivered. Prioritising measures that reflect
outcomes, perceptions and real world impact.

Domain 5 - Safety, Rights and Justice

Support and Navigating the Justice System

This Priority Area was entirely omitted which is concerning considering the Department is
deeply involved in the Youth Court and Reunification Court, and the high prevalence of children
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and young people in OOHC also having youth justice involvement. The Plan contains no
commitments to ensuring children, young people and parents with disability can understand,
navigate or participate safely in these processes. This is inconsistent with the Disability
Inclusion Act 2018 (SA), which requires public authorities to remove barriers to full
participation, and with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
particularly Articles 12 and 13, which guarantee equal recognition before the law and access to
justice (Nations, 2006)"°. Young people in care are significantly overrepresented in the youth
justice system, reflecting a well-documented and concerning intersection between OOHC and
youth offending. National and state research, including the DRC, have found that children and
young people in care, particularly those with a disability, experience higher rates of police
contact, court involvement and detention than their peers as previously discussed under
Priority Groups (Royal Commission into Violence A. N., Care criminalisation of children with
disability in child protection systems (Research Report), 2023).

By omitting this Priority Area, the Department misses and opportunity to strengthen cross
sector collaboration and to upholding the rights of children, young people and families with
disability as required under state, national and international frameworks.

Safeguarding

CAFFSA members were pleased that the Department is committed to developing procedures to
monitor the use of restrictive practices however, they are concerned about the Department’s
lack of stated commitment to reduce the use of restrictive practises. Furthermore, the Plan only
seeks to record the number of authorised restrictive practices used and omits reference to
unauthorised restrictive practices. Children with disabilities are disproportionately exposed to
restrictive practices, including physical restraint'®. CAFFA members report that restrictive
practices are frequently applied without functional behaviour assessments or specialist
oversight.

Furthermore, CAFFSA supports the Reily Foundations’ submission regarding the call for the
Department’s DAIP to include provisions for children, young people and parents with a disability
be provided with clear, accessible information about their rights, on decisions made and about
the Department’s processes, and that they have access to independent advocacy and the right
to fully participate in decision affecting their children.

Recommendations:

18. Populate the Priority Area, Support and Navigating the Justice System to support all
children, young people and parents navigating the youth court and justice system.

19. Establish a comprehensive and meaningful safeguarding framework that commits to
reducing the use of restrictive practices and includes the monitoring and reduction of
unauthorised restrictive practices.

20. Acknowledge and respond to the high correlation between out of home care and youth
justice involvement with children and young people with disability within the DAIP by
committing to early intervention, disability informed behaviour support, disability
specialist oversight and cross system collaboration with youth justice services.

15 United Nations. (2006). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. United Nations. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities | OHCHR

16 Government of Australia, NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission. (2018). NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission. Australian Government. NDIS Quality and

Safeguards Commission Annual Report 2024-25
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Statement of Commitment for Parents and Families

CAFFSA welcomes the Department’s commitment to a Statement of Commitment for Parents
and Families and are pleased that this is being developed in co-design with families with lived
experience and our members including the Reilly Foundation. Members stressed that for this
Statement to have a genuine impact, co-design must include families with disability with lived
experience of interacting with the Department, who often face the greatest barriers to
participation, communication and fair decision making. Upholding co-design principles is
essential, parents must be at the table from the beginning, involved in defining the problem,
shaping the intent, and determining what meaningful commitment look like in practice. This
requires shared power, transparency, and a process where lived experience is valued as equal
expertise. Parents with disability bring critical insight into how disability is frequently
misinterpreted as risk, how supports are inconsistently provided, and how accessible
communication and supported decision making can support positive outcomes. Ensuring their
voices lead the development of the Statement will help create a rights based Statement that
sets a clear standard for how the Department must engage with all families.

Recommendation:

21. Embed the Department’s commitment to co-design the Statement of Commitment for
Parents and Families into the DAIP, ensuring parents with disability are included as
equal partners in the creation of the Statement.

Family Time

CAFFSA members urge the Department to include the right of children, young people
and families with disability to inclusive, culturally safe and developmentally supportive
family time environments. Contact within Departmental offices can be problematic in
the stale, unnatural and institutional type setting which can be distressing for children
and young people with disability and can undermine parents’ confidence and capacity
to engage meaningfully with their children during the only time they have to
demonstrate their parenting capacity. Furthermore, CAFFSA members report family
time can be experienced as surveillance and assessment rather than a safe, nurturing
and accessible space that supports connection, attachment and cultural identity.
When out in the community, some spaces like busy play cafes can be overwhelming for
children with disability, particularly those with sensory disorders or who are
neurodivergent. CAFFSA asks the Department to include a commitment within the Plan
to ensure family time occurs in natural, community based and sensory supportive
spaces where children, young people and families with disability can feel comfortable,
safe, and interact more authentically.

Recommendation:

22. The Department include a commitment within the Inclusive Environments and
Communities Domain, under the Universal Design Priority Area, to ensure all family time
environments support safe, accessible, culturally responsive and developmentally
appropriate contact for children, young people and families with disability, and are
designed to promote connection rather than surveillance.
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Conclusion

A strong DAIP is essential to ensuring that children, young people, families, carers with disability
experience equitable, culturally safe and trauma informed engagement across every stage of
contact with the Department. The current draft contains important intentions but does not yet
reflect the whole of system inclusion, early support, workforce capability, co-design and
outcome focused requirements as reflected within state and national reform agendas.
Furthermore, a strengthened DAIP must explicitly identify priority groups and outline how they
will be adequately supported, establish specialist disability oversight for every child, young
person, parents and carer with disability the Department comes into contact with and commit to
stronger safeguarding and accessible pathways for navigating the youth court and youth justice
systems. By embedding disability informed practice from intake through to OOHC, partnering
with ACCO’s, investing in workforce capability, and collecting outcome focussed data, the
Department can deliver a DAIP that genuinely improves the safety, wellbeing and inclusion of the
children, young people, families and carers with disability it comes into contact with. CAFFSA
urges the Department to strengthen the Plan so it becomes a meaningful driver of systemic
change with a clear commitment to the rights, dignity and futures of children, young people,
families and carers with disability.

Melissa Gibson, CEQO,
Child and Family Focus SA

admin@childandfamily-sa.org.au

0473617782

SUBMISSION ENDS
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