ACCSA Forum 2015

Convenor & Project Worker Report

This year marks The Australian Children’s Contact Services Association 21st year.

We’d like to take you back through a little of the Association’s history so as to place it into current context – we would then like to discuss some ideas regarding future directions.  

I notice lots of new faces in the room and see some of us who have been working in this sector for some time.   Therefore there will be different levels of knowledge about the Association and the sector in general.  Given this, we’d like to summarise what we have stood for, what we have done and what we think we’d like to do in the future!

The first meeting of ANZACC was convened in Launceston, Tasmania in 1994.  This included Australian and New Zealand representatives.  This was formed from a group of like minded people looking at providing a safe environment for the protection of children and women who were experiencing family separation where Family Violence was a reality or a possibility.  

This formative group produced the Interim Standards for Children’s Access Services in 1995.

The Australian arm of this group lobbied the then Labour government with the following outcomes:
1996
‘Needs and Expectations: Children’s Access Services in Action’ was a conference held in Canberra in October – this further explored the need for services to provide safe venues for changeovers and supervised visits and included representation from ACCSA and the federal government.  

Eventually Austalian and New Zealand went their own way and ACCSA continued with its work in the sector.

1997 
10 Pilot Programs commence operation in various locations around Australia
1998
Research and evaluation report on pilot contact services in Australia completed by Strategic Partners

1999-2000
Federal Government announces budget allocation for the establishment of 25 new contact services

2001-
The 25 new CCSs commence operation, bringing the total of funded services to 35

2004
ACCSA conference held in Brisbane with Judy Newman from the Ontario Attorney General’s Department as keynote speaker

2005
Federal government commits to a further 25 CCSs, bringing the total of funded services to 65

2007
A Guideline for Family Law Courts and Children’s Contact Services is produced. This guideline aims to inform the referral process between the Family Law Court and CCSs.

New qualifications covering the areas of family relationships and career development are added to the Community Services Training Package. A Certificate IV and Diploma of Children’s Contact Service work are included as new qualifications

2008
A fully government funded NETWORKING CCS conference held in Adelaide – government encourages all CCSs to attend and share practice, documents and processes.
2007-12
ACCSA facilitates annual National CCS Training and Networking Forums.

2014 
Framework

2015 
The 2015 Forum

The Association grew from its lobbying roots to an Association whose main tasks were to provide these new services with training and support, to unify practices, to professionalise the sector and to enhance the understanding in the community of the importance of the roles of CCSs.  

ACCSA became a central figure in the development and implementation of improved and uniform practices.

ACCSA forums provide an opportunity for CCS practitioners to get together, share effective practices and processes and ‘network’. It is the only CCS specific training and opportunity available for the sector where many staff members work in relative isolation. Funded CCSs often operate mostly within the parameters of their broader organisations (as do their full fee paying sibling services) – many or most private services have no or little interface with other services at all. ACCSA Forums out, provide an opportunity for the sharing of experience and the creation of relationships that provide ongoing peer support.

ACCSA has aimed to work collaboratively with the federal government since our inception and this has included many instances in the past where government support has been provided for the development of sector resources and for the facilitation of this sort of training and networking. 

From 2007 to 2012 ACCSA had a solid working relationship with the Attorney General’s Department and FaHCSIA, whereby applications for a yearly grant for a project worker and a yearly grant for assistance with forums were made.   These were granted each time and we were able to work on specific projects throughout the year.  Some of the works produced over that time were:

· Refurbishment of ACCSA website x 2

· Re doing the Guided to Establishing A CCS

· Code of Ethics

· Standards

· Operational Manual

· Survey into Waiting Lists

· Guiding Principles

When we put in our yearly proposal in 2012 we were advised that there would no longer be any funding for ACCSA of any kind and as funding needed to be prioritised to direct client work. 

We have persisted in applying to the Federal Government for funding for the continuation of sector related project work.  These funding applications have been rejected in each instance. ACCSA has consequently managed to provide a diminished but effective level of service and information provision despite the considerable diminishment in resources available – this situation is not sustainable though. 

We have also applied to the Federal Government for the funding of our ACCSA National Training and Networking Forums. These Forums have been pivotal in the development of:

· Consistency of practice and documentation across regions

· The sharing of effective interventions in regard to working with families who have a range of complex issues

· Increased sector specific skill levels

· A conversation with those operating private CCSs

These applications were refused with the government citing, amongst other reasons, that networking was not a valid means of delivering training. 

At our last get together we spoke about the need for uniform practice in the sector – ACCSA contends that networking and gatherings such as these where practitioners can share practice,  have been pivotal in creating more uniform practice over the years.   

Prior to ACCSA being defunded, ACCSA was commissioned to write a Framework for CCS Practice.   We had long lobbied for such a Framework and were proactive in consulting comprehensively with the sector on the content of this document.  ACCSA produced a series of drafts under contract to the Federal Attorney-General’s Department as part of a collaboration on the document’s production and it is now known as the Children’s Contact Services Guiding Principles Framework for Good Practice (2014).   This Framework, which refers to the ACCSA Standards, Operational Manual and Code of Ethics, is a central component of all of our new funding agreements .

The Framework contract was fulfilled below budget and ACCSA applied, as per the contract conditions, for the outstanding amount to be utilised for continued project work. This proposal however was not successful – ACCSA is not sure why this is the case given that the expenditure had already been budgeted for.

So without Government funding, ACCSA has been able to maintain the project worker role on a more limited basis and with that assistance of that role and the Board has: 

· Maintained a full and nationally representative Board of Management which includes members from each State and Territory and four General Representatives. Convened monthly meetings with the Board to discuss sector and operational practice development issues and concerns

· Maintained a healthy membership base. This year we have the highest number of memberships we have ever had.

· Maintained and administered the www.accsa.org.au website. 

The Association’s site has become a first point of call for those wanting a variety of current information about Children’s Contact Services in Australia. ACCSA has received feedback that many organisation’s who receive enquiries regarding the use of their CCS refer the family member to the ACCSA website’s information and resources – this includes explanatory video’s and current operational hours and waiting periods. The ACCSA website logged over 87,000 pages views during the 2014 calendar year. The relevance and effectiveness of this site is dependant upon CCS services providing current information when prompted to do so – we ask you to engage with us to keep families and those working with them as well informed as possible. An overview of the website will be provided later in this presentation.

· Lobbied for the government accreditation of all CCS services. 

ACCSA holds the position that all CCSs – government funded, full fee paying and privately operated - need to be accredited to a common standard in order to best respond to the needs of vulnerable children and family members and in order to protect staff members working in these services. ACCSA has repeatedly put this position to government representatives without any adoption of this policy being put into effect. ACCSA has also written to every federal government member outlining the Association’s concerns regarding lack of accreditation and the withdrawal of funding for ACCSA Forum’s and project undertakings. 

ACCSA supports the recommendations made to the Australian government by The Australian Law Reform Commission in 1995 via their government published paper “For the sake of the kids - Complex contact cases and the Family Court “

In this paper it was recommended, in relation to the yet to be established CCSs, that:

Recommendation 4.1 

Contact supervision services should be child centred. They should see themselves as providing a service to children, not primarily to parents. Their primary concern is the best interests of the child. 

The interim standards being developed by the ANZACAS should be tested and evaluated before there is any consideration of legislating to ensure quality service in contact centres. Standards, quality control and evaluation of service should be linked to funding. Legislation on accreditation, guidelines for conduct and the quality of service and supervision should be considered after services have been operational for a period and evaluated. 

The centres should employ appropriately qualified persons to undertake the supervision. 

ACCSA holds the position that the 20 year period that has lapsed since this report was tabled is a long enough wait for the enactment of legislation on accreditation of all services.   (LOVE IT!!!!)

We have also, 

· Presented at conferences –

 ACCSA has recently presented on the topic of “Current and Emerging Issues in CCS Service Delivery in Australia” at the New Zealand CCS association’s national conference in Wellington.  ACCSA is also booked to present to the Victorian and Queensland Family Law Practitioner’s gatherings during the course of this year on the need for regulation and the need for safe and relevant referral processes.

· Produced resources –

 ACCSA has produced both the ACCSA CCS Referral Checklist and the CCS Fact Sheet. These are available on the website and have been circulated to federal government politicians, family law practitioners, family dispute resolution practitioners, Family Court staff and Family Law Pathway practitioners. Further resources such as these are to be developed.

· Engaged with those who are planning to operate a private CCS. 

In the absence of any accreditation or regulatory process ACCSA provides information via phone consultations and it website.  The Association encourages all those who are operating, or intending to operate, a private service to become members and thereby practice and self-regulate according to the ACCSA Standards, the ACCSA Code of Ethics and the Children’s Contact Services Guiding Principles Framework for Good Practice.  ACCSA is not resourced to implement an accreditation process, nor is it resourced to investigate complaints made by clients in regard to the practices of privately operated services.

· Formulated proposals and lobbying strategies for the government provision of additional funding for qualified interpreters when required and supplementary government funding for those services that have extended waiting lists.

· Developed a Strategic Plan – 

Board members met in Melbourne in 2014 for this purpose. The 2014-2017 Strategic Plan can be accessed from the member’s area of the ACCSA website.

· Future directions

· Continued lobbying for the accreditation of all CCSs – to protect the interests and safety of the child, family members, staff and those who are operating services.

· Lobbying for supplementary funding for those services who have waiting lists and require additional resources to meet the demands of court and other referrals.

· Lobbying for supplementary funding for instances where qualified interpreters are required.

· Exploring a user pay system to view information on the website in the form of subscriptions from legals and others for access to information regarding CCSs – i.e. waiting list/operating hours/locations etc are embedded in a password protected area of the website so that revenue can be raised by this means.

· Undertaking periodic reviews of ACCSA sector resources to ensure that they are relevant and consistent with emerging best practice – this includes publications and video resources.

NEXT    

· A tour of the ACCSA website

· Questions/comments from the floor

