Safe environments for young people: The Working with Children Check
Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to speak about the Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian’s work to promote safe service environments for children and young people. 
I would like to start by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we are meeting.
In my address this afternoon I’d like to focus on how the Commission contributes to Queensland’s child protection system, in particular the role of the Working with Children Check.
We all recognise the severe impact of child abuse on the long term social, emotional, psychological and physical development of children. 

Not only is the impact on individual children severe, there are significant costs for governments and the community in the long-term as we try to address the consequences of child abuse.  We have to work together to create a community of care to avoid these risks and achieve positive outcomes for our children - particularly our most vulnerable. 

The Queensland Government has identified that protecting our children and enhancing community safety as one of its key priorities.

As an independent statutory authority, the Commission is well placed through its Child Guardian, Strategic Policy and Research, Employment Screening and Risk Management functions to promote and protect the rights, interests and wellbeing of children in Queensland, particularly our most vulnerable. 
Our Child Guardian function provides independent, external monitoring of the child safety and juvenile justice systems in Queensland.  The combined efforts of our investigation, monitoring and review teams - along with the Community Visitor Program and Complaints team - make sure effective services are provided to children and young people in these systems.  As well as monitoring the child protection and juvenile justice systems, we report on them. Our findings are released in a range of comprehensive reports each year, including:

· the Child Guardian Report, and

· an Annual Report on the deaths of children and young people in Queensland.
The Commission’s Strategic Policy and Research function monitors, reviews and promotes laws, policies and practices relating to services to children and young people, or those which impact on them.
We do significant research around the rights, interests and wellbeing of children and young people. This includes:

· a comprehensive bi-annual survey of all children and young people in care, in detention and in residential facilities, and 
· an annual report - the Snapshot – which looks at the wellbeing of Queensland’s children and young people. It contains data on their health, education, child protection issues, child care, employment, homelessness, crime and drug use. 
Of most relevance to this conference are the Commission’s risk management and Employment Screening Services functions.  Many people here today would know that we administer Queensland’s Working with Children Check, or blue card system. 
The Working with Children Check is an extensive criminal history check of employees, volunteers and businesses who work in certain essential and developmentally focussed child-related environments identified in the Commission’s Act.  If a check on a blue card applicant shows they have police or disciplinary information which could pose a risk to the safety and wellbeing of children or young people, they’re given a negative notice.  This means they’re not allowed to engage in regulated child-related service environments.
Since the blue card legislation was introduced in 2001, the Act and the regulations governing the blue card system have been monitored and updated in response to government and community needs.  
For example, the legislation was recently amended to clarify the scope of health care workers required to have a blue card.  This followed a case where a massage therapist with a child-abuse conviction argued he did not need to hold a blue card despite having unsupervised contact with children.
Criminal history screening allows us to prevent contact between perpetrators of abuse and children and young people in an organisational setting.  However, only those who have been charged or convicted of a crime appear on our radar.  A criminal history check looks at the applicant’s past, but cannot predict the likelihood of future offending.  So we can’t rely on criminal history screening as the sole method of protecting our children. 
To address this, organisations providing child-related, regulated services must also have risk management strategies in place to safeguard children and young people from harm.  This provision was included in the Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian Act 2000 in January 2005.   
Since then, regulated organisations providing child-related services are legally required to have a written risk management strategy in place. 
The obligation to develop and implement a risk management strategy has been mandatory for all organisations which fall within the blue card system since January this year.
As you are ware students undertaking a student placement in a regulated child-related field such as child care, schools, sport and active recreation, health, counselling and support services, as a mandatory component in course of study with an education provider, require a blue card.
While the Commission’s Act is clear that the Education Provider is not the employer and therefore does not have the responsibility of developing the risk management strategy, the education provider assists in protecting children in essential and developmentally focussed service environments by ensuring students hold a valid blue card.

Most education providers have procedures in place to educate their students about the blue card requirements either through information on their websites, links to the Commission’s website, information packs, brochures or correspondence.

Education providers coordinate student blue card applications – some through individual faculties, others adopt a centralised approach to the administration of student blue card applications.

The Commission assists education providers by pre-filling the education providers details on relevant Commission forms, in the interests of streamlining student applications.
In December 2006, the Commission hosted a forum in Brisbane for education providers to discuss their administrative processes and identify difficulties experienced with a view to sharing effective practices.

While blue card applications are generally processed within 28 working days, applications can take longer. Factors that impact on the processing time include:
· the Commission seeking further information from applicants where applications are not completed in full;

· the time taken to receive information from external sources, including Qld and interstate police, courts, prosecuting authorities and professional organisations where disciplinary information is received;

· where applicants do not inform the Commission of updated address details to ensure renewal invitations reach students; and

· where renewal applications are not lodged at least 30 days prior to the expiry of the blue card system.

Some of the strategies identified at the forum to streamline processing and avoid unnecessary delays included:

· requesting that students complete their blue card application as part of their acceptance into a course of study and

· ensuring that renewal applications are lodged at least 30 days prior to the expiry of their current blue card.

As a blue card is current for a period of 2 years, once students have received their card, they do not have to wait for processing when they renew their card, provided the application is lodged 30 days prior to the expiry of their card.

Education providers play a vital role in the administration of the blue card screening for students. By assisting students in the application process it establishes a relationship with the Commission for the purpose of information sharing and ongoing monitoring of the students eligibility to engage in regulated child-related activities.

For example, the Commission advises the education provider of the outcome of the WWCC, any change in police information relevant to their child-related activities, suspension of a blue card where a student ahs been charged with a serious child-related sexual offence or certain child pornography offences and subsequent cancellation of a students blue card.
But the student also has certain statutory obligations. For example, they must advise the Commission within 14 days of any change in person details, or where their card has been lodt or stolen.

The student must also notify their education provider where they have had a change in their criminal history. While they do not have to advise the particulars of the change they must not continue to engage in regulated activities unless they have lodged a change in criminal history form with the Commission.

The Commission has been represented at Combined Universities Practicum Working Party meetings and has provided information and resources regarding the application of the Commission’s legislation and the process of obtaining a blue card.

The Client Services & Information Quality team have also conducted presentations for education providers and provided information booths on orientation days to assist in streamlining the processing of student applications.

In the 2006-2007 financial year, the Commission processed  67 232 student applications for blue cards.

Notwithstanding the valuable contribution of the blue card system in ensuring that people with known past offending are prevented from working with children and young people, the value of the blue card system is enhanced by its monitoring functions through the daily exchange of police information with the Qld Police Service and disciplinary information with relevant government agencies.  

This enables the Commission to act swiftly to suspend a card to prohibit continued contact with children thereby minimising the risk of harm to children and young people.
I know you’ve heard it before, but child protection is everybody’s business.  Even if you or your staff don’t hold blue cards, or you’re not from Queensland, there is still an onus on everyone who has contact with children, to check that the children are safe from the risk of harm.

Although the Commission’s Working with Children Check acts as a deterrent for potential child abusers, it is still important to be aware that a person intent on abusing children may look for a workplace with less stringent systems and procedures in place.
Research by Petraitis and O’Connor, 1999 has found that multiple child sex offenders often deliberately place themselves in an occupation, sporting or service activity, a geographic location or family situation that allows them to access children.  For 39% of the offenders examined, children were accessed through participation in some type of organisation.
In exercising its key functions, the Commission works together with service providers, such as yourselves, to prevent foreseeable harm to our children and young people.
The blue card system, coupled with vigilance on the part of service providers in identifying risks and implementing clear policies and procedures to minimise risks of harm to children in their care helps ensure the safety of Qld’s children and young people.
We are all responsible for supporting our children and young people to live, learn and play in environments where risks are reduced and protective factors are embraced and accentuated.  There is much to be gained in helping young people achieve their potential. As partners, we can help create and maintain child-safe and child-friendly environments, so our children feel valued, protected and listened to – wherever they are. 
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