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• removal from their families at increasing rates. They continue 
to be disproportionately overrepresented in the out-of-home 
care population, and the child protection system does not 
adequately facilitate the preservation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children’s cultural and linguistic identity 
or connection to community12;

• higher rates of disability, high infant mortality rates, low 
immunisation rates, high prevalence of fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorders, limited access to primary health supports, and 
higher rates of youth suicide13;

• high rates of poverty, homelessness and housing instability14;
• persistent structural barriers to accessing quality and 

culturally appropriate education, and low rates of access to 
early childhood education and care15;

• increased overrepresentation in the youth justice system.16

Asylum seeker and refugee children17

The pillars of Australia’s asylum seeker framework, including 
mandatory detention, ‘offshore processing’ arrangements and 
naval interception and return of people seeking protection 
by sea, continue to cause serious harm to asylum seeker and 
refugee children and their families. The removal of almost all 
references to the United Nations Convention relating to the 
Status of Refugees from Australia’s legal system, in particular 
the repudiation of non-refoulement obligations, is a clear breach 
of international refugee law. Concerns about the integrity, 
procedural fairness and transparency of Australia’s refugee 
status determination and review processes remain.

Further, cuts to basic healthcare and income support for 
families and children who are currently seeking asylum in 
Australia are reportedly leading to homelessness, depression, 
anxiety and self harm among the asylum seeker population.

CONCLUSION
The Children’s Report is about a fair chance for Australia’s 
children. The report exposes the serious and often entrenched 
problems experienced by children and young people in 
Australia today. It also outlines the steps that can be taken 
to remedy these problems, and the solutions necessary to 
improve outcomes to the standard that can be expected of a 
country like Australia. 

Australia owes all of its children the best it has to give, and it is 
not giving them nearly enough. It is time to make that fair chance 
for children and young people in Australia less of a gamble, and 
more of a reality.

Australia’s child protection systems. Children continue to 
experience chronic inadequacies in the quality of their care, 
including physical, emotional and sexual abuse, and unsafe 
placements where their basic needs are not met. Children in out-
of-home care experience poorer educational outcomes than the 
general population; are more likely to experience chronic health 
issues, often due to a lack of access to health care services; and 
are more likely to experience mental health issues. As a young 
advocate with lived experience of out-of-home care in South 
Australia stated during the national consultation:

}} Personally, I was put in four different homes before I even 
found one, so that’s going to mess with a kid’s head, you 
know? And I’m traumatised from residential care. …There 
are other traumatised kids with you, with workers that 
abuse you in care.  

Education7

Australia is drifting from an ambition to provide high quality 
and accessible education for all children. More than one in 
five Australian children is starting school developmentally 
vulnerable. Since 2000, Australia’s academic performance 
has continued on a consistent downward trend, described as 
“equivalent to a generation of Australian school children falling 
short of their full learning potential”. This is accompanied by 
a wide disparity in learning outcomes, high rates of student 
disengagement, and increasing rates of school suspensions. 

The current framework of Australian schooling, including the 
way schools are resourced and regulated, is showing serious 
signs of dysfunction, and for most children in Australia, there is 
no legal entitlement to education. 

Australia’s education system needs fundamental change 
to become one that is sufficiently adaptable, engaging 
and relevant to a changing society. This change involves a 

broader approach to curriculum teaching and practice that 
includes critical and creative thinking alongside ethical and 
intercultural understanding.

Youth justice8

Substantial reforms and investments in evidence based, early 
intervention strategies are needed to address the underlying 
causes and particular vulnerabilities that lead children to 
criminal behaviour. However, there has been an increase in 
‘tough on crime’ and punitive policies that have prioritised 
punishment over rehabilitation, and deterrence over the best 
interests of children involved in the criminal justice system. 

In every jurisdiction in Australia, the minimum age of criminal 
responsibility remains as low as 10 years of age. In addition, 
the continued operation of mandatory sentencing legislation 
in some Australian jurisdictions, the increased proportion 
of unsentenced children held in detention on remand, and 
the limited use of diversionary strategies demonstrates that 
detention is not being used as a last resort. 

Widespread and systemic failings in the administration of 
youth justice continue. Since 2015, more than 14 inquiries have 
condemned Australia’s inadequate youth justice facilities, 
where children have been subject to practices that may 
amount to torture and cruel and inhuman treatment. 

6. Address sustained disadvantage experienced by 
key groups of children and young people
The Children’s Report identifies that children and young people 
with a disability; those who identify as LGBTIQ+; children and  
young people living in regional and remote areas; those from  
migrant backgrounds; and children and young people with 
experiences in out-of-home care, are at greater risk of facing  
discrimination, disadvantage and poorer outcomes. In particular:

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 
people experience persistent, systemic, intersecting and 
entrenched disadvantage, as well as consistently poorer 
outcomes across every area of the Children’s Convention. 
The Australian Government’s efforts to address disparities 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 
people have failed to achieve necessary outcomes, including 
the ‘Closing the Gap’ strategy. A critical and urgent need 
remains for the Australian Government to ensure adequate 
participation, leadership and involvement of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children and communities in developing 
long-term solutions to address this disadvantage. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people 
experience: 

• persistent racism9;
• continued obstacles to birth registration10;
• higher rates of family violence11;
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INTRODUCTION1

Australia ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (Children’s Convention) in 1990, committing to 
minimum standards for all children – to protect them and 
support them to develop and thrive. 

The Children’s Report is Australia’s most recent progress report, 
submitted by the non-government sector to the United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of the Child. It contains the views, lived 
experiences and personal messages obtained during a national 
consultation with over 500 children and young people living 
in 30 different geographical locations around Australia. It also 
contains 191 recommendations that are necessary to improve 
the lives of all children and young people in Australia. 

It is fair to say that many children and young people in Australia 
enjoy a good quality of life. However, almost 30 years after 
committing to the Children’s Convention, there has been 
inadequate progress in addressing some of the most pervasive 
aspects of inequality and discrimination facing children and 
young people in this country. 

Despite Australia’s relative economic prosperity and growth, 
Australia ranks as ‘average’ or ‘middle of the pack’ when 
compared with the outcomes achieved for children and young 
people in similarly developed countries. Australia has regressed 
in some areas of critical importance for children and young 
people. Existing systems designed to protect children are in 
crisis, and particularly vulnerable groups of children experience 
continued and increased disadvantage.

ACTION THAT NEEDS TO BE TAKEN
There remains a critical need for the Australian Government to:

1. Strengthen implementation of the Children’s 
Convention2

The Children’s Convention continues to have no overarching 
legal force in Australia, and there remains a lack of well 
resourced, strategic and coordinated measures to protect 
children’s rights. Similarly, there is no coordinated method to 
track progress for children in Australia.

During the national consultation, children and young people 
across the country consistently took issue with their lack of 
influence and consideration in decision making and the lack 
of attention and care for children’s issues among the adult 
population. Children spoke of feeling disrespected, “excluded”, 
“invisible” and “powerless to make change”. As a primary school 
student in Liverpool, New South Wales, said:

}} It feels like sometimes they don’t even know you’re there. 
Like, they can’t see or hear you.  

Australia’s children need action and commitments from 
government, including a national plan for children, a dedicated 
and resourced federal Minister for Children, and a funded youth 
peak body to engage directly with children and young people and  
to represent their views to government and other decision makers.

2. Strengthen and develop national strategies to 
address violence against children3

Recent Australian inquiries have drawn attention to abuse 
experienced by children in institutional environments. However, 
the greatest risks faced by children are at home, in the form 
of abuse or neglect by parents. Rates of family and domestic 
violence against children in Australia remain high. During the 
national consultation, children and young people in every state 
and territory spoke of personal experiences of being and feeling 
unsafe due to violence, abuse and intimidation. This included a 
high school student in Wynyard, Tasmania, who said:

}} Violence has just been a part of my life since I was born. I’m 
used to it. My first instinct is just to get my younger brothers 
out of the house, the main thing is to keep them safe.  

The current lack of data on the nature and extent of child abuse 
and neglect in Australia has made it difficult to assess the 
effectiveness of previous or existing policies that have aimed to 
reduce rates of violence against children. This also continues 
to impede the development of appropriate and effective 
prevention, early intervention and recovery services for children 
and families experiencing violence. 

Existing national strategies to promote the safety of 
children are under-resourced, insufficiently focused on the 
prevention of violence and abuse, and are also due to expire 
in the coming years. A number of key actions under these 
strategies have not been implemented. There is no ministerial 
accountability or responsibility for progress against agreed 
outcomes and no framework to monitor impact or progress.

There has been little evidence of a genuine prevention-
focused ‘public health’ approach to address high rates of 
violence against children. The prevention of child abuse and 
neglect requires a multidisciplinary strategy that focuses more 
broadly on children’s health and wellbeing. This includes 
implementing population-wide interventions that address 
known risk factors and recognise that all parents face common 
challenges, while also enabling more intensive services for 
children and families with higher need.

3. Establish and fund a child and youth focused 
national strategy on mental health4 
There is a critical need to address the causes of increasing 
rates of mental distress in children and young people 
and increasing rates of youth suicide. During the national 
consultation, children and young people across the country 
spoke of “an empty feeling, like you’re not worth being alive”, 
of having “lost count” of the number of friends they have lost to 
suicide, and of feeling “broken” or “uncontrollably sad”. They 
described feeling patronised and intimidated by mental health 
professionals, and of lacking the knowledge to understand or 
take action to address their mental health concerns.

The consistent message from children and young people was 
the need to evaluate, adapt and expand mental health service 
delivery at all levels – from low intensity to crisis response 
and recovery – to be more relevant, accessible and culturally 
appropriate for all children and young people in Australia.

4. Develop a national measure and strategy to end 
child poverty5 
One in six children under the age of 15 is currently living in 
poverty in Australia. Children and young people in Australia are 
also experiencing growing intergenerational inequality. This is 
unacceptable in a high-income country that has enjoyed a long 
period of sustained economic growth. 

There has been a reduction in social security spending and 
income support, and an increase in discriminatory and punitive 
approaches to social welfare, with single parent families and 
single mothers being at particularly high risk. 

A measure needs to be developed to identify the areas where 
child poverty is entrenched and track the deprivation that is 
experienced by children as a direct consequence of poverty. 
A national strategy with set targets to address child poverty 
should also be developed and implemented.

5. Undertake systemic reform to the child 
protection, education, and youth justice systems
Australian governments have demonstrated insufficient 
commitment to the systemic reform and capacity-building 
that is urgently needed to improve outcomes for children and 
young people in the following areas:

Child protection6

Since 2000, the number of children entering and remaining 
in out-of-home care has more than doubled. An increasing 
proportion of children are entering care at a younger age 
and remaining in care longer. Australia’s current response to 
children and families experiencing challenges occurs too late, 
and significant systemic failures to support ‘at risk’ families 
and prevent children entering the child protection system 
remain. The majority (59.5 per cent or $3.1 billion) of the  
$5.2 billion allocated to the child protection budget continues to 
be directed towards out-of-home care, and only 17.4 per cent 
of national child protection expenditure is dedicated to family 
support services. There is still significant underfunding of 
ongoing services for children in out-of-home care and their 
carers and birth families, and little targeted funding to enable 
the reunification of children with their families. 

Numerous state and territory inquiries have consistently 
highlighted issues of overwhelming need, inadequate 
workforce capacity and poor quality decision making within 
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experiences and personal messages obtained during a national 
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used to it. My first instinct is just to get my younger brothers 
out of the house, the main thing is to keep them safe.  

The current lack of data on the nature and extent of child abuse 
and neglect in Australia has made it difficult to assess the 
effectiveness of previous or existing policies that have aimed to 
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There has been little evidence of a genuine prevention-
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• removal from their families at increasing rates. They continue 
to be disproportionately overrepresented in the out-of-home 
care population, and the child protection system does not 
adequately facilitate the preservation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children’s cultural and linguistic identity 
or connection to community12;

• higher rates of disability, high infant mortality rates, low 
immunisation rates, high prevalence of fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorders, limited access to primary health supports, and 
higher rates of youth suicide13;

• high rates of poverty, homelessness and housing instability14;
• persistent structural barriers to accessing quality and 

culturally appropriate education, and low rates of access to 
early childhood education and care15;

• increased overrepresentation in the youth justice system.16

Asylum seeker and refugee children17

The pillars of Australia’s asylum seeker framework, including 
mandatory detention, ‘offshore processing’ arrangements and 
naval interception and return of people seeking protection 
by sea, continue to cause serious harm to asylum seeker and 
refugee children and their families. The removal of almost all 
references to the United Nations Convention relating to the 
Status of Refugees from Australia’s legal system, in particular 
the repudiation of non-refoulement obligations, is a clear breach 
of international refugee law. Concerns about the integrity, 
procedural fairness and transparency of Australia’s refugee 
status determination and review processes remain.

Further, cuts to basic healthcare and income support for 
families and children who are currently seeking asylum in 
Australia are reportedly leading to homelessness, depression, 
anxiety and self harm among the asylum seeker population.

CONCLUSION
The Children’s Report is about a fair chance for Australia’s 
children. The report exposes the serious and often entrenched 
problems experienced by children and young people in 
Australia today. It also outlines the steps that can be taken 
to remedy these problems, and the solutions necessary to 
improve outcomes to the standard that can be expected of a 
country like Australia. 

Australia owes all of its children the best it has to give, and it is 
not giving them nearly enough. It is time to make that fair chance 
for children and young people in Australia less of a gamble, and 
more of a reality.

Australia’s child protection systems. Children continue to 
experience chronic inadequacies in the quality of their care, 
including physical, emotional and sexual abuse, and unsafe 
placements where their basic needs are not met. Children in out-
of-home care experience poorer educational outcomes than the 
general population; are more likely to experience chronic health 
issues, often due to a lack of access to health care services; and 
are more likely to experience mental health issues. As a young 
advocate with lived experience of out-of-home care in South 
Australia stated during the national consultation:

}} Personally, I was put in four different homes before I even 
found one, so that’s going to mess with a kid’s head, you 
know? And I’m traumatised from residential care. …There 
are other traumatised kids with you, with workers that 
abuse you in care.  

Education7

Australia is drifting from an ambition to provide high quality 
and accessible education for all children. More than one in 
five Australian children is starting school developmentally 
vulnerable. Since 2000, Australia’s academic performance 
has continued on a consistent downward trend, described as 
“equivalent to a generation of Australian school children falling 
short of their full learning potential”. This is accompanied by 
a wide disparity in learning outcomes, high rates of student 
disengagement, and increasing rates of school suspensions. 

The current framework of Australian schooling, including the 
way schools are resourced and regulated, is showing serious 
signs of dysfunction, and for most children in Australia, there is 
no legal entitlement to education. 

Australia’s education system needs fundamental change 
to become one that is sufficiently adaptable, engaging 
and relevant to a changing society. This change involves a 

broader approach to curriculum teaching and practice that 
includes critical and creative thinking alongside ethical and 
intercultural understanding.

Youth justice8

Substantial reforms and investments in evidence based, early 
intervention strategies are needed to address the underlying 
causes and particular vulnerabilities that lead children to 
criminal behaviour. However, there has been an increase in 
‘tough on crime’ and punitive policies that have prioritised 
punishment over rehabilitation, and deterrence over the best 
interests of children involved in the criminal justice system. 

In every jurisdiction in Australia, the minimum age of criminal 
responsibility remains as low as 10 years of age. In addition, 
the continued operation of mandatory sentencing legislation 
in some Australian jurisdictions, the increased proportion 
of unsentenced children held in detention on remand, and 
the limited use of diversionary strategies demonstrates that 
detention is not being used as a last resort. 

Widespread and systemic failings in the administration of 
youth justice continue. Since 2015, more than 14 inquiries have 
condemned Australia’s inadequate youth justice facilities, 
where children have been subject to practices that may 
amount to torture and cruel and inhuman treatment. 

6. Address sustained disadvantage experienced by 
key groups of children and young people
The Children’s Report identifies that children and young people 
with a disability; those who identify as LGBTIQ+; children and  
young people living in regional and remote areas; those from  
migrant backgrounds; and children and young people with 
experiences in out-of-home care, are at greater risk of facing  
discrimination, disadvantage and poorer outcomes. In particular:

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 
people experience persistent, systemic, intersecting and 
entrenched disadvantage, as well as consistently poorer 
outcomes across every area of the Children’s Convention. 
The Australian Government’s efforts to address disparities 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 
people have failed to achieve necessary outcomes, including 
the ‘Closing the Gap’ strategy. A critical and urgent need 
remains for the Australian Government to ensure adequate 
participation, leadership and involvement of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children and communities in developing 
long-term solutions to address this disadvantage. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people 
experience: 

• persistent racism9;
• continued obstacles to birth registration10;
• higher rates of family violence11;
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