
Background

In 2018, there were over 5.5 million 
children under the age of 18 years in 
Australia.¹ While most children in 
Australia live in safe and healthy 
environments and do well, there are 
some groups of children whose rights 
are not adequately protected, which 
impacts negatively on their wellbeing 
and ability to thrive. 

In 2018, Australia submitted its 
combined 5th and 6th periodic report 
on children’s rights to the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child. 
In September 2019, the Committee 
issued its Concluding Observations on 
Australia’s progress. The Committee 
urged Australia to take action in some 
key areas of concern, including 
protecting children from violence; 
alternative care; mental health, 
climate change, asylum seeker, 
refugee and migrant children, and the 
administration of justice.
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Key issue: Protecting children 
from violence

While most children tell us they feel 
safe, many children in Australia 
experience unacceptable levels of 
violence, abuse and neglect.² 

Most violence and abuse against 
children is committed by someone the 
child knows, the family being the most 
common setting. Children are also 
frequently witnesses and bystanders 
of violence in the family, commonly 
violence directed at their mother.³
Child protection statistics indicate that 
in 2018–19 there were 62,700 
substantiations of child abuse and 
neglect involving 47,500 children, an 
11% increase since 2014–15.⁴ 

Some children have also been 
maltreated in the care of institutions 
such as schools, recreational 
organisations, residential care, youth 
detention and immigration detention. 
While the Australian Government has 
committed to implementing the 
recommendations of the Royal 
Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse 
(2012–2017), there is still much to do 
to make sure that children are safe.

Key issue: Alternative care

Nationally, in 2019, approximately 
44,900 children were living in out-of-
home care.⁵ At 30 June 2018, the
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number of children living in out-of-
home care had risen by 6% since 
2014.⁶ Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children, children under the 
age of one, and children with disability 
are highly represented in out-of-home 
care.

While there have been numerous 
inquiries in Australia which have 
included out-of-home care in their 
terms of reference,⁷ there has been 
little systemic change to address the 
increasing rates of children living in 
out-of-home care and the reasons why 
children are being placed in out-of-
home care.⁸ 

Removing a child from their home and 
from the care of their parent(s) is 
considered an intervention of last 
resort across all Australian statutory 
child protection jurisdictions. However, 
across Australia, the models for 
funding and support services are not 
designed to achieve this. Early 
intervention policies and practices 
comprise a relatively small proportion 
of overall expenditure compared to 
tertiary services.⁹ 

Key Issue – Mental health

The most recent Australian Child and 
Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and 
Wellbeing in 2013–14 found that 
almost one in seven (13.9%) children 
aged 4–17 were assessed as having 
mental disorders in the previous 12 
months.¹⁰

Rates of suicide and self-harm among 
children and young people have been 
increasing in recent years.¹¹ In 2017, 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) reported 98 deaths of children 
aged 5–17 years due to suicide, 
representing a 10.1% increase in 
deaths from 2016. Nearly 80% of the 
child suicides in 2017 were aged 
between 15 and 17.¹² 

Between 2007 and 2017 there were 
35,997 hospitalisations of children 
aged 3–17 years for intentional self-
harm, the majority girls.¹³

In response to the COVID-19 
emergency, the Australian 
Government has increased support 
and funding for some key mental 
health services, including for children 
and young people, during this time. 
However, there is a need for sustained 
support for child-targeted mental 
health services beyond this crisis. 

Governments urgently 
prioritise prevention and 

early intervention 
programs to reduce the 

number of children 
entering child protection 

systems. Governments 
fully implement the 

Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Child 
Placement Principle
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Government expands 
and funds the delivery 

of child targeted 
mental health and 
support services
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https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2020/03/covid-19-national-health-plan-supporting-the-mental-health-of-australians-through-the-coronavirus-pandemic.pdf
http://www.snaicc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Understanding_applying_ATSICCP.pdf


Key Issue – Poverty and 
homelessness

In 2015–16, 17.3% of children under 
the age of 15 years (739,000—more 
than one in six) were living in 
households experiencing poverty.¹⁴ 

The Salvation Army’s National 
Economic and Social Impact Survey 2017
found that in households with children 
under 17 years of age:

• approximately one in five could 
not afford medical treatment and 
nearly one in three could not 
afford a yearly dental check-up 
for their child

• half could not afford school items 
and 56% did not have the money 
to participate in school activities

• almost three in five respondents 
could not afford an internet 
connection for their child

• nearly two in five could not afford 
fresh fruit or vegetables every day 
and nearly one in four could not 
afford three meals a day for their 
child.

Further, according to the 2016 Census, 
15,872 children under the age of 12 
years and 9,955 aged 12–18 years 
were homeless.¹⁵ Children in out-of-
home care are at high risk of 
homelessness. Nearly 35% of young 
people who leave out-of-home care 
become homeless.¹⁶ 

There is a need for early intervention 
and prevention programs that 
specifically focus on helping children 
and young people at risk of 
homelessness, for example the 
Reconnect Program. This is currently 
open to children and young people 
aged 12–18 years (12–21 years for new 
arrivals). 

http://www.salvationarmy.org.au/en/News-and-Media/news-and-media1/Economic-and-Social-Impact-Survey-2017/
http://www.dss.gov.au/families-and-children-programs-services/reconnect
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