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Dear Ms Strohfeldt

Thank you for your letter of 24 March 2003 expressing your concerns about the recent
deaths and injuries to very young children allegedly caused by family members of the
children.

In response to the questions set out in your letter, the following information is provided:

1. The Child Protection Act 1999 sets out the powers of the Queensland Police and officers
of the Department of Families to take action to protect a child where allegations of harm
to the child have been received. When an allegation of harm or risk of harm to a child
has been received and officers reasonably suspect the child is in need of protection,
section 14 of the Act requires the Department to investigate the allegations and assess
the child's need for protection or to take other appropriate action.

Section 14 also requires departmental officers to report the alleged harm to the Police if
they believe the alleged harm involved the commissicn of an offence. The response
provided by departimental officers will depend on the assessed level of harm or risk of
harm indicated by the inforrnation provided by the notifier. Where the allegation involves
physical abuse of a child under five years of age, departmental officers will always
investigate the allegation and assess the child's need for protection.

Departmental officers usually conduct the investigation and assessment with the consent
of parents. However, where this is not possible, the Act enables officers to apply to the
Children’s Court for short term assessment orders to facilitate the investigation and
assessment of child protection concerns. If it is assessed that the child is in need of
protection, officers may apply to the Court for a child protection order. The Child
Protection Act 1898 provides for a range of orders that can be tailored to meet the
specific needs of children and families.

These orders range from orders directing parents to take certain actions to secure the
protection of the child through to orders granting guardianship of the child to the Chief
Executive of the Department or to a relative or other suitable person.
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2. If, during an investigation, it appears to the officer that the child is at immediate risk of
harm, sections 16 and 18 of the Act enable the officer to enter and search the place
where the child is and to take the child into protective custody. Section 18 specifically
enables the officer to arrange a medical examination and treatment for the child if this is
required. Section 17 enables officers to have contact with children at schaool aor child
care services without the prior knowledge of the child's parents, if the officer believes
that the parent's knowing in advance about the proposed contact with the child would
prevent the conduct of the investigation.

If a child has been harmed and it appears that the parents are unable or unwilling to
protect the child and the child requires medical treatment, the child would not be
returned to his or her parents until the assessment of the harm and future risk of harm to
the child is completed and the assessment indicates that the child would be safe.

3. A matier constitutes a child protection notification when information indicates that a child
has been harmed or is at risk of harm and does not have a parent or other family
member both willing and able to protect the child or young person from the harm. As
much information as possible is gathered at the point of initial contact to determine the
level of harm or risk of harm to a child.

When the level of harm or risk of harm is not significant, and an initial assessment
involving contact with a child and family is not warranted, protective advice in the form of
information, resources, referral and advice may be provided to the notifier. When the
alleged harm or risk of harm is considered significant, an investigation and assessment
of the child’s protective needs is undertaken.

The level of information that is required differs from case to case. Identifying information
is necessary to enable departmental officers to locate and identify the child. In some
instances, very brief information is sufficient to enable a child protection notification to be
recorded. In other instances, more information is required to enable officers to
determine the most appropriate response.

4. Family members are considered a very reliable source of information about children
being harmed or at risk of harm due to their often close relationship and proximity to the
child. While the Department does from time to time receive allegations that are
considered malicious, this is not the norm. For the 12 months ending 30 June 2002, 16
percent of finalised investigations were notified by the child's parent/guardian and 12
percent by other family members.

The focus of the Child Protection Act 1999 is on protecting children from harm within their
families rather than on offences against children by people outside the family home, Such
offences are investigated by the Queensland Police and are prosecuted under the Criminal
Code.

Where the abuse has been perpetrated by someone outside of the child's family and the
child's parents are taking action to ensure the abuse does not recur, there is no requirement
for the Department of Families to take action under the Child Protection Act 1899. The
matter becomes the responsibility of the Queensland Police Service.

| wish to assure you that | share your concerns about the tragic deaths and serious injuries
to young babies and children. In response to these terrible incidents, | have requested all
members of the public to be vigilant and to notify concerns they may have about any child
being harmed or at risk of harm to the Department of Families.






