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The Office of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner acknowledges
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the Traditional Custodians across the lands, seas and skies where we walk, live and work.
We recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as two unique peoples, with their own rich and distinct cultures, strengths and knowledge. We celebrate the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures across Queensland and pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging.
We acknowledge the important role played by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and recognise their right to self-determination, and the need for community-led approaches to support healing and strengthen resilience.
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Introduction
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on A new approach to programs for families and children. My submission focuses on the following questions outlined the Department's discussion paper:
· Does the new vision reflect what we all want for children and families?
· Are the two main outcomes what we should be working towards for children and families? Why/why not?
· Do these streams reflect what children and families in your community need now — and what they might need in the future?
· Do you agree that the four priorities listed on page four are the right areas for investment to improve outcomes for children and families?
· What would you highlight in a grant application to demonstrate a service a service is connected to the community it serves? What should applicants be assessed on?
· How could the grant process be designed to support and increase the number of ACCOs delivering services to children and families?
· What else should be built into the program design to help improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families?
I note the purpose of the Australian Department of Social Services (DSS) is to improve 'the economic and social wellbeing of individuals, families and vulnerable members of Australian communities'. The Australian Government has proposed reforms to child and family services delivered by DSS with the aim of providing support that is more collaborative, efficient and effective.
The evidence summary for the proposed reforms refers to the revised national program as a 'public health approach', providing universal, secondary and tertiary services. The delivery of the three proposed streams is to be based on a 'proportionate universalism approach' where services are widely available and respond to the level of need in communities. Need will be measured by considering SocioEconomic Indexes for Areas, the proportion of children and young people not in education, employment or training, the Australian Early Development Census and the rates of engagement with child protection agencies. Summary
This submission outlines critical opportunities for reform to better respect, protect and fulfil the rights, wellbeing and development of all children, with an explicit focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.
As the Queensland Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner, I wish to emphasise that while the proposed shift towards early intervention and prevention is positive, reform must be grounded in a child rights approach aligned with obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). Reform must be grounded in child rights as only this approach will ensure early intervention and prevention measures are anchored in Australia's binding obligations of non-discrimination, best interests, participation and cultural rights, and that systems are accountable for delivering equitable, culturally safe outcomes for all children consistent with our international obligations. By adopting a rightsbased approach to this reform, the Government has an opportunity to embed core principles of the UNCRC in domestic policy. This lays the foundation for transformational reform, tethered to our enduring commitments as signatories to the UNCRC to promote and protect the rights of children and young people now and into the future. Furthermore, it enables, in fact requires, equity focussed action that ensures no Australian child is left behind or left out. Adopting the UNCRC as the core architecture for reform enables us to work from a point of agreement and clarity regarding obligations, anchored in international law. The tendency of Governments over the past 2 decades to create or adopt alternative frameworks has been a significant impediment in terms of continuity and consistency and provided limited opportunity for ongoing monitoring and accountability for outcomes (of both Governments and funded service providers).
The current framing of the national program focuses too narrowly on the skills and capabilities of individual parents, overlooking the broader structural drivers that cause distress for families such as poverty, housing insecurity, poor health and disability. The proposed changes also fail to adequately address structural racism, intergenerational trauma and the limited availability of culturally safe services for First Nations families.
Meaningful reform requires DSS to acknowledge and address these systemic factors and to accept the Australian Government's responsibility for ensuring all children can fully enjoy their rights to safety, health, culture, and adequate living standards.
The submission proposes that DSS embed a child rights program logic, informed by the Safe and Supported action plans, to ensure programs are designed, delivered and evaluated in ways that centre children's voices, uphold cultural authority, and measure what matters to families and communities. This approach would ensure purposeful investment to reduce inequity, strengthens community capability, and is responsive to the diverse lived experience of children and families.
The submission calls for:
· a stronger commitment to community-led design, delivery and measurement, and holistic, multidisciplinary service models shaped by the children, families and communities the services aim to support
· significant strengthening of support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs)
· greater cross-portfolio integration within DSS (e.g., social security, housing, disability, employment), recognising the intersectionality of issues and interdependent imperative of responses to deliver better outcomes for families and children.
The reform represents a major opportunity for DSS to transform the child and family service system so that it genuinely supports intergenerational healing, strengthens families, disrupts cycles of disadvantage, and lays a strong foundation for future generations through rights based, equity focussed reform.
Recommendations
[image: ]Implement a child rights program logic and measures to provide clarity about obligations, priorities and accountabilities of the federal, state and territory governments to uphold the UNCRC.
2. Acknowledge the role of the Australian Government in addressing poverty and other contributing factors to family difficulty, by working across portfolio and across department.
3. Work with Treasury to align the Measuring What Matters framework, budget and outcome measures with reformed child rights child and family program, ensuring children are at the forefront of budgetary measures.
4. Align the program design, process and outcomes with Safe and Supported rather than implement a separate program, to permit the most efficient and effective use of limited funds in providing support to children and families.
5. As part of a child rights program logic, develop outcomes and measures with children, families, communities and ACCOs to ensure DSS is measuring what matters for those the services are delivered to.
6. Embed Indigenous Data Sovereignty principles within outcomes measurements and reporting and allow flexible reporting pathways for ACCOs.
7. Consider the budget required to deliver effective prevention and early intervention services, as well as intensive family supports. Specifically, consider whether stream one is an equal priority at this time.
8. As part of a child rights program logic, embed children, families and communities within grant decision-making as they are the experts in what a safe and effective provider is.
9. Ensure relational contracting is the default, and codesign contracts with children, families, communities and ACCOs, including outcomes, indicators and reporting needs.
Child rights approach and principles for program design
A revised child and family program must be intentionally designed around principles that uphold the rights, dignity and wellbeing of all children, especially Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. These principles must not sit at the margins of program design; they must drive the logic, structure and implementation of the program. Implementing a child rights program logic would actualise this.
A child rights program logic would ensure that services cannot drift towards risk-averse, complianceheavy, or punitive models and are more likely to be child safe and culturally safe. It would also ensure that outcomes reflect what matters to children and communities, and that evaluations genuinely measure improvements to safety, family stability, belonging, cultural connection, and voice.
Principles for DSS program design could centre around the articles of the UNCRC, namely:
· Article 2, non-discrimination
· Investment needs to be focused on reducing inequity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children with disability, LGBTQI+ children, culturally and linguistically diverse children, children living in regional and remote areas, and children facing intergenerational or structural disadvantage.
· Article 3, best interests of the child
· Program and service design, funding decisions, contracting and evaluation must have the best interests of the child as the highest consideration.
· Article 6, life, survival and development
· Programs and services should be designed with the aim of ensuring children develop in the best possible way. A child's development is inclusive of their physical, mental, spiritual, moral, psychological and social development. I
· Article 12, the right to be heard

1 United Nations Committee on the Rights ot the Child. (2003). General comment no. 5 (2003): General measures ofimplementation orthe Convention on the Rights ottne child (U.N. DOC. CRC/GC,2003/5)_ united Nations. httDs://www.ohchr.ora/Documents/lssues/Women/WRGS/Health/GC4.Ddt
o Children's views are the best measure of a safe and successful program or service. Children's participation must be embedded in the program.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  United Nations. (1989)_ Convention on the Rights ofthe Child. united Nations Treaty Series, 1577, 3_ https://www.ohchr.orq/en/instrumentsmechanisms/instruments/convention-riqhts•child] 

I note that DSS has ownership of Safe and supported: The national framework for protecting Australia's children 2021 — 2031 (Safe and Supported), and its two action plans, which generally align with the UNCRC. Utilising the already existing Safe and Supported focus areas and actions would support a child rights program logic, as well as be accountable to the commitment made to the strategy. Actions relevant to this program include:
· In the Safe and Supported first action plan:
· Action 1 , addressing the social determinants of child safety and wellbeing through early and targeted support and improved access to services for vulnerable children and families.
· Action 4, embedding the voice of the child and living experience in program and policy design in the context of Safe and Supported implementation.
· Action 7, ensuring effective and timely responses for parents and carers living with disability and children and young people with disability and/or developmental concerns. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Commonwealth of Australia. (2022). First Action Plan 2023 — 2026. htt s://www.dss. ov.au/s stem/files/resourcesmnal-first-actio an. 4 Commonwealth ot Australia. (2022). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander First Action Plan 2023 — 2026_ https://www.dss.qov.au/svstem/tiles/resources/final aboriginal and torres strait islander first action plan.pdt] 

· In the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander first action plan:
· Action 1 , committing to progressive systems transformation that has First Nations selfdetermination at its centre.
· Action 2, shifting towards adequate and coordinated funding of early, targeted and culturally safe support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families.
· Action 8, working across portfolios impacting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families.4
Vision, outcomes and measures
Does the new vision reflect what we all want for children and families?
All Australians want children and families to be strong and for children to be nurtured and supported, but the suggested vision fails to acknowledge the role and responsibility of the Australian Government in ensuring families can support their children. By emphasising parents' 'skills and confidence', the vision obscures the structural conditions that shape families' capacity to nurture their children. Factors such as poverty, food insecurity, homelessness, overcrowded or unstable housing, domestic and family violence, mental health challenges, disability and intergenerational trauma fundamentally affect caregiving and cannot be addressed through individual capability alone.
In accordance with Article 24 of the UNCRC, the Australian Government has a responsibility to ensure all children have access to services that lead to the highest attainable standard of health, considering physical, social, cultural and economic conditions. [footnoteRef:3] The vision must acknowledge that families need more than 'skills and confidence' to support children's development, and that the Australian Government has a duty to ensure the conditions necessary for children to realise their rights. Under Article 21 of UNDRIP, this includes an explicit responsibility to improve the social and economic circumstances of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, particularly children. [3:  United Nations Committee on the Rights ot the Child. (2003). Genera/ comment no. 15 (2013): Genera/ comment No. 15 (2013) on the right ofthe child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of nea/tn (am 24) (U.N. Doc. CRC/C/GCJ15)_ United Nations. httDs://www.ohchr.ora/Documents/lssues/Women/WRGS/Health/GC4.Ddt] 

Further, Article 27 outlines the government's duty to ensure conditions necessary for children to realise their rights. This includes providing appropriate assistance to parents and carers with material requirements and support programmes to ensure children have a standard of living adequate for the child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. The vision should reflect that families require more than 'skills and confidence' to ensure a child's healthy development, and that the Australian Government has an obligation to ensure children can enjoy their rights.[footnoteRef:4] Article 21 of the UNDRIP also describes the government's responsibility to improve the social and economic conditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, particularly children. [footnoteRef:5][footnoteRef:6] [4:  United Nations. (1989)_ Convention on the Rights ofthe Child. united Nations Treaty Series, 1577, 3_ https://www.ohchr.orq/en/instrumentsmechanisms/instruments/convention-riqhts•child]  [5:  United Nations General Assembly. (2008). United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. United Nations. https://www.un.orq/deveIopment/desa/indiqenouspeoples/wp-contentJuploads/sites/1S/2018/11/UNDRlP E web.pdt]  [6:  Commonwealth of Australia. (2025). A new approach to programs for families and children: Consultation summary. htt s://en a e.dss. ov.au/w • content/u loads/2025/11/consultation•summa . dt] 

Further, the vision as currently proposed does not emphasise the important role of the wider community in ensuring a child's safety and development. Although western views emphasise the nuclear family, for many families, particularly Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, culturally and linguistically diverse and LGBTQI+ families, the definition of a family is much broader. An ecological model of child wellbeing recognises that children grow within interconnected systems family, kin, community and culture. The vision should therefore reflect the essential contributions of communities in supporting children's health, safety and development. The vision should therefore reflect the important role of communities and culture in a child's development.
Are the two main outcomes what we should be working towards for children and families? Why/why not?
The proposed outcomes focus on the empowerment of parents and carers, but without change to social and economic conditions negatively affecting children, families and communities, empowerment is not possible. These conditions are often the major contributors to the family 'challenges' the program aims to prevent and address. Program outcomes therefore need to include the reduction of inequity experienced by children, families and communities.
Consultation conducted by DSS in 2024 already heard these concerns:
Many responses acknowledged the broader social and economic pressures families are facing — especially around cost-of-living and housing affordability. These challenges are increasing demand for services and making support needs more complex, which in turn puts extra pressure on service providers.8
The DSS already has a framework through the Safe and Supported Theory of Change that would address these concerns and align more closely with a child rights program logic. This would produce an added benefit of improved implementation of the Safe and Supported action plans. Specifically, the following outcome measures could be used:
· Children, young people, families and communities have their holistic needs fulfilled. As such, fewer families experience social, emotional and economic risk factors for child abuse and neglect.
· Children and young people grow up in safe and nurturing homes, supported by strong families and communities.
· Child and family support policies and services are consistently based on reliable evidence, including living experience.
· Children and families participate in policy and program design through their own community leadership and institutions, supported by ACCOs.9
Outcomes reporting
Although the discussion of outcomes reporting mentions a focus on better qualitative reporting, this is only in the context of collecting 'success stories' from service providers. Most of the proposed outcomes reporting appears to be quantitative and based on previously established DSS reporting systems. This fails to recognise that children and families are not peripheral observers of the service system, but the primary users of it. In comparison to traditional administrative data, the experiences of children and families should be considered as equal or greater evidence of success.
As discussed previously, implementing a child rights program logic, where child participation is embedded within design, implementation and evaluation of the program, would not only ensure the Australian Government is accountable to its responsibilities under the UNCRC, but would also ensure measures respond to the children, families and communities the program intends to serve.
Further, outcomes and reporting must honour Indigenous Data Sovereignty principles. For the proposed program, this means:
· ACCOs have control of the data they create, including the analysis and dissemination of this. Reporting pathways are flexible and ensure ownership of data sits with the ACCOs.
· Data is contextual and disaggregated, including for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families, and for location. Disaggregation should allow visibility of inequitable service provision or outcomes.
· Data is relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and empowers self-determination, meaning ACCOs, children, families and communities are involved in the development of outcomes and reporting measures.
· Data structures are accountable to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 10
Program structure and prioritising investment
Do these streams reflect what children and families in your community need now — and what they might need in the future?
I welcome the focus on prevention and early intervention and intensive family supports. Genuine investment in prevention and early intervention for children and families would ensure better health and education outcomes, keep more children with their families, and reduce the number of children in the child protection and youth justice systems — particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. It is important to note however that prevention and early intervention will only be effective if the government removes the structural, cultural and practical barriers that currently prevent families from accessing timely and appropriate support. As outlined in Safe and Supported, this requires services to

[image: ]
Commonwealth ot Australia. (2022). First Action Plan 2023 — 2026. htt s://www.dss. ov.au/s tem/files/resourcesmnal-first-actio an. , Commonwealth of Australia. (2022). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander First Action Plan 2023 — 2026.
https://www.dss.qov.au/svstem/tiles/resources/flnal aboriginal and torres strait islander first action plan.pdt 10 Maiam nayri Wingara Indigenous Data Sovereignty Collective. (2018). Indigenous Data Sovereignty Communique.
htt s://staticl.s uares ce.com/statW5b3043afb40D9d20411t3512.'t'63ed934te861ta061ebb9202/1676514134724/communj 	enous-oataSovereiantv-Summjt.Ddt
be culturally safe, trauma safe, disability inclusive, coordinated, and considerate of the unique needs of each cohort accessing them so that families can access support early without stigma.
Safe and Supported also highlights the need for prevention and early intervention services to be multidisciplinary. I l DSS could expand the proposed reform to work across the areas within the department. As DSS is also responsible for social security, community financial support, housing, and employment support, there is an opportunity for DSS to provide truly accessible multidisciplinary support to children and families. Expanding the reform to include focus across these areas would make prevention and early intervention services more effective, align with the Safe and Supported action plans, and most importantly ensure children are able to enjoy their rights under the UNCRC.
It is stated that over $300 million is invested by the Australian Government into existing child and family services each year. Current service providers have shared in consultations with DSS that it has been difficult to focus on prevention and early intervention due to many attending families being already in crisis. It must therefore be recognised that the shift to a model focusing on prevention and early intervention is not an immediate fix, but rather a long-term investment. Service providers will likely still see a significant number of families in crisis and in need of intensive family supports. DSS must consider whether the current level of investment in the child and family program is adequate to fund services to continue supporting children and families in crisis, while also engaging other children and families in prevention and early intervention activities.
The evidence summary outlines that the first stream will have a significant focus on online information provision. Although I agree that access to clear, accessible and high-quality information is important for children and families, DSS needs to consider whether online information services are of equal priority to prevention and early intervention services and intensive family supports — especially if there is no additional budget associated with the reformed program. The National Parenting Pulse Survey 2024 found that more than one in two parents seek information about parenting from health professionals such as GPs or paediatricians, in comparison to approximately one in three seeking information from websites or social media. 12 If universal services are effectively promoted across health providers, parents and carers will still be able to gain clear information about services they can access for support, allowing investment to be prioritised for those who need it most.
Do you agree that the four priorities listed are the right areas for investment to improve outcomes for children and families?
Priority one
Although I agree with the importance of investing early, it's important to recognise that to 'improve family wellbeing and break cycles of disadvantage' the factors causing this disadvantage must be addressed. For example,
[image: ] It is estimated that in 2025, 15.6 per cent of Australian children are living in poveny. 13

11 Commonwealth of Australia. (2022). First Action Plan 2023 — 2026. https://www.dss.qov.au/svstemffiles/resourcesmnal-first-action-plan.pdt Commonwealth of Australia. (2022). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander First Action Plan 2023 — 2026.
https://www.dss.qov.au/svstem/tiles/resources/flnal aboriginal and torres strait islander first action plan.pdt
12 Sanders, M Ma, T_ & Meester-Buma, E. (2024). National parenting pulse survey: Understanding the current parenting experiences, challenges and needs for support in Australia https://Iitecoursecentre.orq.au/wp-contenVuploads/2024/09/2024•32-LCC-Workinq-Paper•%E2%80%93•Sanders-et-al.pdf 13 Duncan, A & Twomey, C. (2025). Child poverty in Australia 2025: The current and future impacts of rising rates of financial deprivation on child wellbeing.
[image: ]
· In Queensland, this figure is estimated to be 17 per cent, with rates varying across the state. For example, in Kowanyama — Pormpuraaw, an area with a significant population of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, 64.4 per cent of children live in poverty. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Salvation Army Australia. (2025). Social Justice Stocktake 2025 — Queensland. https://w-wu.salvationarmv.orq.au/scribe/sites/auesalvos/files/socialjustice-2025/qId/TSA.Old.SOCialJusticest0Cktae25.Pdt] 

· 17 per cent of young people report they sometimes lack material basics, including 20 per cent lacking access to safe housing. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  UNICEF. (2025). The state of Australia's children 2025 summary report https://assets-us-01.kc-usercontent.com/SSt113b4-e5f7•OOd2•23cO-
C83ca2e4cta2/SOd325Sd.52S3-4b1c-S2bt.CC1d7aeS2esa/UA.ARACY SOAC25-summarv.Report 20251118.FlNAL.LR.Pdt] 

· [image: ]In 2024, just 33.9 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children across Australia were assessed as developmentally on track in all five domains of the Australian Early Development Census. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Commonwealth ot Australia. Socio-economic outcome area 4: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children thrive in their early years. htt s://www. c. ov.au/closin -the- a -data/dashboard/outcome•area/children-thrivin /
The University of Sydney. (2022). Children witn disability in out-of-home-care: Summary of the literature.
httos://www.ndisreview.aov.au/sites/detault]files/documents/children-andanuna-oeoole-with•disabilitv-in-out-ot-home-care summarv-ot•theevdence_odf] 

· [image: ]Children with disability are at greater risk of abuse when parents are not adequately supported to deal with care responsibilities and stress associated with caring for a child with disability and are therefore overrepresented in the child protection system. 17 o In 2022, 15.3 per cent of children in out-of-home care were reported as having a disability. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  The University of Sydney. (2022). Children witn disability in out-of-home-care: Summary of the literature.
https://www.ndisreview.qov.au/sites/detaultlfiles/documents/children-anda,'ounq-people-with-disabilitv-in-out-ot-home-care summarv-ot•theevidence.pdt
Commonwealth of Australia. Socio-economic outcome area 12: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are not overrepresented in the child protection https://www.pc.qov.au/closinq-the-qap•data/dashboard/outcome•area/children•thrivinq/] 

· Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are overrepresented in the child protection system.
· In 2024, the rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in out-of- home care was 50.3 per 1000, compared to 4.6 per 1000 for non-Indigenous children. 19
· LGBTQIA+ children and young people are at a greater risk of abuse in the home and discrimination by systems especially if presenting as queer at a young age.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  McGeough, B. & Sterzing, P. (2018). A systematic review ot family victimization experiences among sexual minority youth. The joumal ofprimary prevention, 39(5), 491-528_ htt s://d0i.or 110.1007/510935-018-0523.x Kaasbøll, J & Paulsen, V. (2019)_ What is known about the LGBTQ perspective in child welfare services? A scoping review protocol. BMJ open, 9(9)_ httos://d0i.oramo.1136/bnooen.201s-030675] 

· Inequity for many children is compounded due to experiencing multiple factors that contribute to disadvantage.
The Australian Government must focus its efforts on addressing these inequities, and this could begin through implementing a child rights approach to the child and family program reform.
Priority two
Connected, co-located and integrated services would be a step in the right direction, and I encourage the Australian Government to explore this further. Integration should expand across department activities, portfolios and jurisdictions.
Priority three
Services need to not only be informed by community but embedded into, and accountable to, community. Communities are the experts in relation to their own needs. Outcomes and service expectations should be defined by the people intended to benefit from the support. Services should be built from the ground up, and grants should support training, recruitment, governance and ongoing needs to ensure sustainability of services and peak effectiveness. This is especially important for regional and remote areas, where services are often inaccessible or infrequent.
Priority Four
As discussed in point one, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children experience higher rates of poverty, are less likely to be developmentally on track, and are overrepresented in the child protection system and youth justice system. Investment for ACCOs cannot only be proportionate to the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in an area but needs to reflect their level of system representation. This is already reflected in the language of Safe and Supported but has not been realised in implementation or in the practice capacity of funded services.
Further, DSS's National Child and Family Investment Strategy is a key activity of Safe and Supported and focuses on shifting service delivery towards prevention and early support and investing in ACCOs. The strategy resulted in grants totalling $9.8 million being delivered to 10 ACCOs across Australia in July 2025. It is noted that this work is intended to help guide future funding decisions for the child and family sector. It therefore makes sense for this work to be integrated with the proposed reform. Improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families and responding to community need
What would you highlight in a grant application to demonstrate a service is connected to the community it serves? What should applicants be assessed on?
Children, families and communities, as the primary users of the services, have the greatest insight into what is needed and what would be most useful for them. DSS should share grant decision-making with these children, families and communities to identify the outcomes sought, service expectations and consideration of providers best placed to deliver services. Implementing a child rights program logic, aligned with the Safe and Supported action plans, would ensure this decision-making is embedded within the program and allow children their right to be heard under Article 12 of the UNCRC. [footnoteRef:12] As well as including children, families and communities in grant decision-making, DSS should consider: [12:  United Nations. (1989)_ Convention on the Rights otthe Child. United Nations Treaty Series, 1577, 3_ httos://www.ohchr.ora/en/instruments• mechanisms/instruments/convention-ri hts-child] 

[image: ] the applicant's understanding of the communities it intends to serve [image: ] how children and families will participate in the design of their programs and services [image: ] whether proposed service delivery is culturally safe [image: ] whether children and families find the proposed service accessible and trustworthy [image: ] the alignment of the applicant's proposed service with child rights and child safe standards.
How could the grant process be designed to support and increase the number of ACCOs delivering services to children and families?
It is likely that in many communities there are already individuals, programs and initiatives delivering successful services to children and families. DSS should consult with communities to determine these existing Aboriginal- or Torres Strait Islander-led initiatives and encourage or support them to put in a grant application. This will mean the best places services are identified and funded, and that investment is focused primarily on genuine community-led programs, providing safe, connected and informed services, as well as employment and development opportunities to local community members.
We don't need a new program or another service, we need the right money and resources for the programs that are actually working and doing better for the youth and community. (Young person, NSW, Safe and Supported consultation)22
I note that the proposed reform will improve flexibility for providers across the previous five program areas, including through relational contracting. It is important that relational contracts are co-designed with not only the prospective provider, but also the children, families and community the service intends to engage. Relational contracts should be the default option and should be designed to allow flexible service delivery and reporting methods.
Evaluations of the shared goals identified in relational contracts should include qualitative evidence from children, families and communities. Indicators should measure:
· connection to family, culture and language [image: ] participation in decision-making [image: ] safety, wellbeing and stability [image: ] developmental outcomes [image: ] reduced entry into child protection and youth justice [image: ] cultural safety and experiences of racism.
What else should be built into the program design to help improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families?
As well as the child rights program logic already discussed, it needs to be enshrined in program design that ACCOs are the primary service providers in locations with significant Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander populations. ACCOs are best placed to provide support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families, The strengths of ACCOs in providing support to children and families was outlined by SNAICC in their 2023 report to DSS, Stronger ACCOs, Stronger Families. These strengths include:
· connection to the communities they serve [image: ] holistic model of care, delivering integrated, wraparound and culturally safe services.
Many ACCOs already operate in the connected, integrated and collaborative manner described by DSS in the proposed reform, and many begin at a grassroots level, after identifying significant need in their communities. These services often span health, healing, social and emotional wellbeing and children and family services, recognising that these areas are interconnected. The SNAICC report found that participants saw this multidisciplinary service provision as a key strength of ACCOs. 24 Despite this, current funding models, including the proposed reform program, do not provide grants and funding for multidisciplinary service delivery. Even with this current reform in place, many ACCOs will still find

22 Australian Human Rights Commission. (2021 Keeping kids safe and well: Your voices.
https://humanriqhts.qov.au/ data/assets/file/002S/4S6S4/Ahrc keeping kids sate and well 2022.pdt
23 SNAICC_ (2023). Stronger ACCOs, stronger families report. htt s://www.snaicc.or .au/w -content/u loads/2023/OS/230502 8 Stron er-ACCOs•Stron erFamilies-Re ort. dt
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SNAICC_ (2023). StrongerACCOs, strongertamiliesreport_ htt s://www.snaicc.or .aulw -content/u loads/2023/OS/230502 8 Stron er-ACCOs•Stron erFamilies-Re ort. dt
themselves needing to apply for and comply with multiple separate grants, to support this successful form of multidisciplinary service delivery.
To truly improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families, the need for multidisciplinary services provision that spans department divisions and governmental portfolios must be recognised and acted on. DSS has an opportunity to work across their portfolio and also with the
National Indigenous Australians Agency and the Health department to fund ACCOs that can address the drivers of disadvantage that are leading to poor outcomes for children and families.
About the Office of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner
Under the Queensland Family and Child Commission Act 2014 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner is granted functional and operational independence in the exercise of their powers and functions. Our vision is that:
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children grow up strong in their identity, culture, and community, free from systemic racism and discrimination. They are safe, nuttured, and thriving in their families, with systems designed to support, not separate. They exercise their rights, participate in decision making, and contribute to solutions that are aligned to their identities and aspirations. The child protection and youth justice systems are defined by early intervention, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family-led solutions, and culturally safe care. The Queensland Government strengthens accountability by integrating child rights into policy, legislation and service delivery.

Appendix 1 Articles applying to proposed reform
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
Article 2
[image: ]States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child's or his or her parent's or legal guardian's race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.
2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that the child is protected against all forms of discrimination or punishment on the basis of the status, activities, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the child's parents, legal guardians, or family members.
Article 3
[image: ]In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration.
2. States Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection and care as is necessary for his or her well-being, taking into account the rights and duties of his or her parents, legal guardians, or other individuals legally responsible for him or her, and, to this end, shall take all appropriate legislative and administrative measures.
3. States Parties shall ensure that the institutions, services and facilities responsible for the care or protection of children shall conform with the standards established by competent authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, in the number and suitability of their staff, as well as competent supervision.
Article 6
[image: ]States Parties recognize that every child has the inherent right to life.
2. States Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child.
Article 12
[image: ]States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.
2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.
Article 24
[image: ]States Parties recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health and to facilities for the treatment of illness and rehabilitation of health. States Parties shall strive to ensure that no child is deprived of his or her right of access to such health care services.
2. States Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right and, in particular, shall take appropriate measures:
a) To diminish infant and child mortality;
b) To ensure the provision of necessary medical assistance and health care to all children with emphasis on the development of primary health care;
c) To combat disease and malnutrition, including within the framework of primary health care, through, inter alia, the application of readily available technology and through the provision of adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking-water, taking into consideration the dangers and risks of environmental pollution;
d) To ensure appropriate pre-natal and post-natal health care for mothers;
[image: ]To ensure that all segments of society, in particular parents and children, are informed, have access to education and are supported in the use of basic knowledge of child health and nutrition, the advantages of breastfeeding, hygiene and environmental sanitation and the prevention of accidents;
f) To develop preventive health care, guidance for parents and family planning education and services.
3. States Parties shall take all effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional practices prejudicial to the health of children.
4. States Parties undertake to promote and encourage international co-operation with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of the right recognized in the present article. In this regard, particular account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.
Article 27
[image: ]States Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development.
2. The parent(s) or others responsible for the child have the primary responsibility to secure, within their abilities and financial capacities, the conditions of living necessary for the child's development.
3. States Parties, in accordance with national conditions and within their means, shall take appropriate measures to assist parents and others responsible for the child to implement this right and shall in case of need provide material assistance and support programmes, particularly with regard to nutrition, clothing and housing.
4. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to secure the recovery of maintenance for the child from the parents or other persons having financial responsibility for the child, both within the State Party and from abroad. In particular, where the person having financial responsibility for the child lives in a State different from that of the child, States Parties shall promote the accession to international agreements or the conclusion of such agreements, as well as the making of other appropriate arrangements.
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
Article 21
[image: ]Indigenous peoples have the right, without discrimination, to the improvement of their economic and social conditions, including, inter alia, in the areas of education, employment, vocational training and retraining, housing, sanitation, health and social security.
2. States shall take effective measures and, where appropriate, special measures to ensure continuing improvement of their economic and social conditions. Particular attention should be paid to the rights and special needs of Indigenous Elders, women, youth, children and persons With disabilities.
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