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Rationale 
 
In May 2009, The Hon Lisa Neville Minister for Community Services, launched the 
Directions for out-of-home care which outlines that over the next twelve months the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) will be working closely with their partners in the 
community sector to implement an agreed reform agenda consistent with the Victorian 
Government’s vision for a Fairer Victoria where all members of the Victorian community can 
prosper. 
 
While much has been achieved already, there is still more to be done if all Victorian children 
and young people are to have the same choices and opportunities to succeed. Children and 
young people are staying significantly longer in care and outcomes for these children, in 
relation to their wellbeing, development and future opportunities, are still lower than their 
peers in the general population. 
 
One key aspect of the reform is to re-design care services to deliver greater placement 
choice and enable children and young people to be better matched to placements. Care 
services are having difficulty keeping pace with both growing demand and the increasingly 
complex needs of children in care. The increase in the overall number of children in care is 
not due to more children entering care—the numbers are decreasing—but because the 
average length of stay in the system is increasing.   
 
In advancing the new reform agenda, there will be extensive dialogue and forums to ensure 
communication and consultation with stakeholders is ongoing. This symposium is one of 
many opportunities afforded to stakeholder communication. The focus of this symposium is 
the ‘stability’ debate particularly on the long-term out-of-home care continuum. Within this 
focus, particular attention will be paid to adoption and permanent care. 
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Recent debates have again directed attention to adoption as a mechanism for the 
permanent placement and care of vulnerable children in Australia. At the same time, 
resistance to adoption persists in many sections of the Australian community and many 
child welfare professionals are actively exploring alternatives to adoption for the permanent 
care of children. These alternatives to adoption, however, remain little understood in the 
community at large, particularly among the growing numbers of couples and individuals 
looking to intercountry adoption for the purposes of family formation. In addition to these 
challenges, in Australia we must deal with the complexities produced by our federation and 
its multiple jurisdictions, and within each state and territory, multiple pieces of legislation and 
administrations which regulate different forms of out-of-home care for children. One 
response to this challenge is for sustained dialogue on child welfare matters across all 
levels of government, between professionals engaged in different forms of care provision for 
children, and between those in government and agencies and researchers. 
 
The aim of this symposium is to gather together a focused group of policy makers, child 
placement professionals and researchers to explore the future directions for child-focused 
permanent care and permanency planning for children in Australia, including children born 
overseas.   
 
To achieve the cross-sectional and interdisciplinary aims of the event, the organisers hope 
to bring together individuals with expertise in the full range of child placement options—
permanent care, foster-care and local and intercountry adoption—with backgrounds in 
government, the non-government sector and the academy for engaged dialogue and 
exchange. 
 
We hope that this event will signal an important step in securing better outcomes for 
children. 
 
Vision 
 
The outcomes sought out of this symposium include: 
 

·  To raise the profile of children in care and their ‘stability’ needs; 
·  To begin to establish research-based evidence to achieve best outcomes for 

these children; 
·  To support the willingness to explore all options of the delivery of such care; 
·  A clearer vision of how best to balance the identity issues of children with their 

need for stability issues within a practice and legal framework. 
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Day One 26 November 2009 
 

Preliminaries  9.00–9.45 
9.00 Registration, morning coffee 
9.15 Welcome to country 
9.30 Opening Address, Mr Argiri Alisandratos, Assistant Director, Placement and Support, 

Children Youth and Families Division 
 

Session 1 9.45–11.15 
The Standard of the Best Interests of the Child: History, Interp retation, Challenges  
Chair Professor Max Liddell, Monash University 
Speaker 1 Professor Marian Quartly, Monash University:  

'Rights of the Child in Historical Perspective' 
Speaker 2 Ms Muriel Bamblett, ‘Putting on the Lens of Culture: 

‘Koorie Kids and the Best Interests Framework’ 
Speaker 3 Mr. Ferdinand Zito, Ferdinand Zito and Associates Pty Ltd:  

‘The Child’s Best Interests… or Near Enough?’ A Lawyer’s Perspective’ 
Speaker 4 Mr.George Habib, Department of Human Services:  

‘How Do We 'think' about the Best Interests of the Child?’ 
 

Morning Tea 11.15–11.30 
 

Session 2  11.30–1.00 
Child-focused Policy: How Do We Really Know that our Policy i s Focused on Children?  
Chair Professor Denise Cuthbert, Monash University 
Speaker 1 Ms Nell Musgrove, Australian Catholic University: 

‘The ‘Best Interests of the Child’: Historical Perspectives’ 
Speaker 2 Mr Argiri Alisandratos Assistant Director, Placement and Support Child Protection, 

Placement and Family Services, Children Youth and Families Division:  
‘Out-of-Home Care Reform in Victoria’ 

Speaker 3 Ms Debbie Sturmfels, Child, Youth and Family Service NZ:  
‘One Door: A Unified Approach for Caregivers’ 

Speaker 4 Professor Max Liddell: 
‘If child-centred policy is the answer, what's the question?’ 

 

LUNCH 1.00–2.00 
 

Session 3  2.00–3.30 
Permanency: Are We Getting ‘Permanency’ Right in Policy, Pra ctice, Public Opinion?  
Chair Professor Marian Quartly, Monash University 
Speaker 1 Professor Denise Cuthbert, Monash University: 

‘Historical and Political Reflections on the Permanency Debate: Permanency, Openness 
and Public Opinion’ 

Speaker 2 Ms Annette Jackson, Adjunct Associate Professor, La Trobe University, and Deputy 
Director, Take Two, Berry Street:  
‘Stability—the Dilemmas of Providing a Secure Base for Children Who are on Very Shaky 
Ground?’ 

Speaker 3 Lynette Buoy, Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare: Children’s voices:  
‘Home is Where Their Heart Is’ 

 

Afternoon tea 2.45–3.00 
 

Session 4:  3.00 – 4.30 
Open Discussion: Critical Reflections, Key Learnings, Key Cha llenges in ‘Re-thinking’ Out-of-Home 
Care for Children —Open Group Discussion facilitated by Professor Denise Cuthbert, Monash University  
3.00 – 3.15:  Opening remarks from facilitator 
3.15 – 4.15: ·  Round-up of points of view and experiences of participants 

·  Sharing major insights and alternative perspectives on topics addressed in sessions 1, 2  
and 3 

4.15–5.00: Blue-sky thinking 
 

5–6 pm Attendees are cordially invited to attend the launch of Other People’s Children: Adoption in 
Australia edited by Denise Cuthbert and Ceridwen Spark 

 

Dinner 7 pm—Mask of China, 115–117 Little Bourke Street, C ity 
3 course banquet with wine: $55 per head 
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Day Two 27 November 2009 
 

 

Morning Tea 9.00–9.15 
 

9.15–10.00 Plenary Session Keynote Address  
Robyn Miller, Department of Human Services: ‘Practice Dilemmas in Securing Stability for Children: 
What is in the child’s best interests?  
 
 
10.00–11.20 Working Session 1: Recruitment and Assessment of Carers: can we re-think current 
practice to achieve better outcomes for children? 
 

 

Morning Tea 11.20–1.30 
 

11.30–1.00 Working Session 2: Management of children across the service system: can we re-
think current practice to achieve better outcomes for children? 
 

 

Lunch 1.00–2.00 
 

2.00–3.30 Working Session 3: Transitions across the care system for children, carers and birth 
families: can we rethink current practice to achieve better outcomes for children, carers and birth 
families?  
 

 

Afternoon Tea 3.30–4.00 
 

4.00–4.45 Concluding Session and formulation of recommen dations and action plans 
 
 
 
 
Cliftons Conference Centre Location Mask of China Restaurant  Location 
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Abstracts 
 
‘RIGHTS OF THE CHILD: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE’  
 
Emerita Professor Marian Quartly, School of Historical Studies , Monash University   
 
This paper considers the development of the idea of children’s rights, firstly at an international level, and 
then nationally and locally. Focusing on the central ‘right’ as defined by the United Nations Child Rights 
Convention (1989) – that ‘the child ... should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of 
happiness, love, and understanding’ – the paper points to the contradiction here between the child 
imagined as a rights-bearing individual and the child imagined as in need of protection, by the family and if 
necessary by the state. Of the various means available to the state to protect children without families, the 
paper is particularly concerned with adoption, with how the state’s understanding and practice of adoption 
has been shaped by the contradiction outlined above. 
 
Biography 
 
Marian has taught at Monash since 1980. She has served as editor of Australian Historical Studies, and is 
currently editing the recently founded History Australia, the journal of the Australian Historical Association. 
Her research has ranged across nineteenth century Australia, covering the history of nationalism, the 
family, religion, and the construction of male and female sexualities. Her current research project with 
Denise Cuthbert, Shurlee Swain, Kate Murphy is an ARC-supported history of adoption in Australia, with 
the aim of giving voice to all the various parties affected by the adoption process, and of assessing their 
experience with an eye to current policy formation. 
 
‘THE CHILD’S BEST INTERESTS… OR NEAR ENOUGH?’ A LAWYER’S  PERSPECTIVE’ 
 
Ferdinand Zito, Solicitor with Ferdinand Zito & Associates Pty Ltd 
 
The ‘best interests of the child’ is rhetoric often applied and to an obscure legal concept. Nevertheless, it 
remains one of the most important standards, if not the most important, to be applied when attempting to 
determine what might be the interests of children at law. But as might be the case with other supposedly 
fundamental principles, there is much ambiguity in the meaning and uncertainty in the application of this 
principle and the standard it presumes to impose. Not surprisingly, many questions remain unanswered. 
 
Firstly, what exactly is the paramount status of the best interests standard? Secondly, in deciding the best 
interests of the child, does the ultimate responsibility lie with the judge or does it require some judicial 
deference to community values, as presumably expressed in the legislation? Lastly, does the standard, as 
it stands today, run the risk of being so general that its application can easily be distorted? 
 
Indeed, given the inherent difficulties in articulation and application of the standard, it might be unrealistic to 
expect mere legal provisions to ease social and emotional tensions that exist in the realm of child welfare 
today. As children themselves generally do not make applications to the court , their interests inevitably will 
be dependent on those of other parties, such as parents and the various professionals who assist them.  
As long as these principles are sought to be upheld in a system which is philosophically and practically 
adversarial, our ability to promote maintain and protect the best interests of children will be inhibited. 
 
Is near enough good enough… or is it just the best we can do? 
 
Biography 
 
Ferdinand Zito is a former independent children’s lawyer and now a solicitor who has been practising in 
adoption for 25 years (as distinct from “family law” which he also practices). He is an advisor to several 
agencies and children’s groups (pro bono); a solicitor for charitable bodies associated with children and 
youth; and serves on the board of an aged-care facility. Ferdinand is a past member law institute family law 
committee. 
 
‘PUTTING ON THE LENS OF CULTURE: ‘KOORIE KIDS AND THE BES T INTERESTS FRAMEWORK’ 
 
Muriel Bamblett, Chief Executive Officer of the Victoria n Aboriginal Child Care Agency 
 
In this talk Muriel will explore VACCA’s perspective on the best interests framework and how using the lens 
of culture when considering Aboriginal children’s needs will enable better outcomes. When assessing, 
planning and addressing the needs and interests of the child, due consideration must be given to the 
cultural identity of the child. For Koorie children it is critical that culture and connection to community is 
maintained so that their safety, stability and developmental needs are addressed appropriately. 
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Biography 
 
Muriel Bamblett is a Yorta Yorta woman who has been employed as the Chief Executive Officer of the 
Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency since 1999. From 1997-99 Muriel was the Chairperson of VACCA 
and from 1998-2008 was the Chairperson of the Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care, 
the peak agency representing Indigenous Child and Family Services nationally. Muriel is active on many 
boards concerning children, families and the Indigenous community, including being a Member of the 
Victorian Children’s Council; a member of the Australian Institute of Family Studies Advisory Council; a 
Community Member on the Victorian Youth Parole Board; and Chairperson of the Aboriginal Community 
Elders Service. Muriel has been the recipient of a number of awards, including the 2003 Robin Clark 
Memorial Award for Inspirational Leadership in the Field of Child and Family Welfare; and was awarded an 
AM (Membership in the General Division) in the 2004 Australia Day Honours for her services to the 
community, particularly through leadership in the provision of services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children and families. 
 
‘HOW DO WE 'THINK' ABOUT THE BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD?’ 
 
George L. Habib, Principal Practitioner for Child Protection in t he Southern Metro Region, 
Department of Human Services 
 
The CYFA 2005 states in s.10 that the best interests must always be paramount when making a decision, 
or taking action with regard to a child. Included in these principles is section 10(3)(e) which must consider 
‘the effect of cumulative patterns of harm on a child’s safety and development’. The grounds for statutory 
interventions when a child is in need of protection have not changed, however, the Act seeks to place 
attention on safety, as well as a child’s development and wellbeing as central when considering a child’s 
best interest. Whilst the Act provides the structures and processes to enshrine the child’s best interest as 
the work of Child Protection, what do Child Protection staff and the broader service system make of s.10? 
How do we as case planners and practitioners do more than enact a change in names from Case Planning 
to Best Interests Planning? The presenter will seek to discuss the focus on practice both through the 
development of the Best Interest Best Practice Case Practice Model, specialist assessment guides and the 
ongoing introduction of more thinking into the doing of Child Protection work. This will include discussion of 
case dilemmas where the issue of what forms the best interests of the child is a place of contestation 
amongst professionals and families. 
 
Biography  
 
George is the Principal Practitioner for Child Protection in the Southern Metro Region. He consults with 
Child Protection staff, families, caregivers and community agency staff to address parent/child difficulties 
and the emotional and psychological needs of children and adolescents who have experienced traumatic 
events and attachment related problems. He has previously worked as a senior mental health clinician and 
has had over a decade of experience in working therapeutically with clients involved with Child Protection. 
George is currently also a member of the Therapeutic Treatment Board. 
 
‘THE ‘BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD’: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES’ 
 
Dr Nell Musgrove, Australian Catholic University 
 
In the middle of the nineteenth century, Australian responses to children in need were significantly 
influenced by the belief that such children posed a threat to society.  At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, child welfare legislation states that ‘the best interests of the child must always be 
paramount’.(Children, Youth and Families Act 2005, Victoria) This paper will survey some of the local and 
overseas influences which directed child welfare practice and policy towards a philosophy in which the well-
being of the child is central. It suggests that the concept of the child’s personal welfare influenced the 
understandings of welfare officials long before the term ‘best interests’ was widely employed, but also that 
this transition in thought did not necessarily correlate with marked improvements in the outcomes for 
children within the welfare system. 
 
Biography 
 
Nell Musgrove has recently completed a PhD at the University of Melbourne.  Her thesis examined history 
of child welfare in Victoria from the 1850s to the 1950s. She has also completed a Master of Arts (by 
research) which explored the history of family and child welfare in Victoria from 1945 to 1965.  Professor 
Shurlee Swain, who has extensive experience in researching and writing welfare history, was involved with 
the supervision of both of these projects, and she has contributed to the preparation of this paper. 
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‘OUT-OF-HOME CARE REFORM IN VICTORIA’ 
 
Argiri Alisandratos, Assistant Director, Placement and S upport, Child Protection, Placement and 
Family Services Branch in the Children, Youth and Families Divis ion, Department of Human 
Services. 
 
The Victorian government has embarked on a reform agenda for children and young people in out of home 
care. The agenda places children at the centre of an integrated and child centred care and protection 
system which aims to meet the needs of children and their families from early intervention, prevention and 
reunification, through to quality placements and supports which meet the child's needs, all the time 
supporting life connections and ensuring children leave care with adequate life skills and connections. 
 
Biography 
 
Argiri Alisandratos has extensive experience across the child and family welfare field as a practitioner, 
operational service delivery and policy manager within the public sector environment.  He has held a 
number of senior roles within the Department of Human Services and has been responsible for the 
management and implementation of major policy and program change initiatives and the implementation of 
significant systems of reform and redevelopment within the operational environments. 
 
‘ONE DOOR: A UNIFIED APPROACH FOR CAREGIVERS’ 
 
Debbie Sturmfels is the Manager Care and Protection for Child, Y outh and Family in New Zealand 
 
New Zealand currently operates separate doors and different entry pathways for people wishing to adopt, 
foster or offer permanent care for a child. This presentation outlines the work now underway to develop a 
unified application, preparation, assessment, training and support system for applicants wishing to care for 
a child, whether by adoption, guardianship or as a transitional (foster) caregiver. Placing the child at the 
centre, One Door uses a framework comprised of six core attributes for parenting a child not born to you; 
safety; attachment; resilience; identity; integrity; support and a seventh of particular relevance to the 
transition (foster) caregiver. A challenge for the One Door design team will be the application of the model 
to the family/whanau caregiver whose entry into the care system is, in the main through necessity not 
desire. 
 
Biography 
 
Debbie Sturmfels (MA Social Work) is the Manager Care and Protection for Child, Youth and Family in New 
Zealand with more than 20 years experience in child protection, foster and permanent care.  She is a 
systems thinker, committed to the development of responsive service systems that meet the needs of the 
most vulnerable children and their families. 
 
Associate Professor Max Liddell, Department of Social Work , Faculty of Medicine, Nursing and 
Health Sciences, Monash University. 
 
In arguing for more proactive and child-oriented policy Max suggests that developing such a policy 
oversimplifies what is required. Drawing on a combination of current events, international developments 
and research, and history, Max argues that child, or family, or community oriented policies need to address 
what the issues will be like in the future rather than only addressing current deficiencies. 
 
Biography 
 
Max Liddell has extensive experience in family and children's services, as a practitioner, manager, lobbyist, 
consultant and researcher. His current research interests include child welfare history, early intervention, 
and international and cross-cultural issues. 
 
 
‘BEYOND APOLOGIES: CHILDREN’S POLICY AND THE BURDENS OF HISTORY IN 
CONTEMPORARY AUSTRALIA’ 
 
Professor Denise Cuthbert, Head of the School of Political and Soc ial Inquiry, Monash University 
 
A series of harrowing reports which emerged throughout the 1990s on the past removal of children, black 
and white, from their families has had many consequences for both children’s and family policy in 
contemporary Australia, and the way in which it is reported by the media and understood by the public. In 
this presentation, I briefly survey some of these consequences and ask how we, as a community, can learn 
from the past with respect to questions of the welfare of children, without being burdened by it. 
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Biography 
 
Denise Cuthbert is a member of the School of Political and Social Inquiry at Monash University. She has 
published widely on a range of topic with a focus on gender, children and families. She is currently working 
with Marian Quartly, Shurlee Swain and Amy Pollard on an Australian Research Council funded history of 
adoption in Australia. 
 
 
THE DILEMMAS OF PROVIDING A SECURE BASE FOR CHILDREN WHO  ARE ON VERY SHAKY 
GROUND 
 
Adjunct Associate Professor Annette Jackson, LaTrobe University School of Social Work and 
Social Policy, Deputy Director, Take Two, Berry Street 
 
One of the many dilemmas in providing children-at-risk with security and stability and to meet their best 
interests is whether reunification or permanent care is the best way to achieve this. It is of course usually 
not an either/or option but rather one where we need to consider many complex factors in both the 
decision-making and making it happen. These factors include: the basis and process for decisions; the 
importance of timing (child’s, parent’s, carer’s, service system and legal system); how to meet the child’s 
heightened developmental needs before, during and following this process; the importance of identity; and 
the level and type of real-life support needed on the ground. It is also about the relationships needed to 
provide the children with the foundation of a secure base and a safe haven so they can learn that adults 
can provide comfort, safety and a base upon which they can learn to explore the world. 
 
Biography 

Annette has worked as a social worker regarding children who have experienced abuse and neglect for 
over 25 years. She has extensive experience in Child Protection, different types of care and therapeutic 
services. She is a fellow of the Child Trauma Academy in the US (www.childtrauma.org).  

Annette has worked with Take Two since its inception in 2003. Take Two is a therapeutic, mental health 
program for children of all ages who have experienced abuse and neglect. Annette is the Deputy Director 
which includes the role in managing the Take Two practice development and training team; the information 
management team; and the research team. Take Two is a Victorian program of Berry Street in partnership 
with Austin Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service, LaTrobe University, Mindful and the Victorian 
Aboriginal Child Care Agency.  

Areas of interest include understanding the impact of trauma and disrupted attachment on children’s 
development and wellbeing; working with children, families, carers, teachers, child protection and the 
broader system to reduce the impact of trauma and to promote resilience, positive wellbeing and safety; 
family reunification; permanency or stability planning; leadership and management in the field: and 
Aboriginal children’s social and emotional wellbeing. 

 
‘CHILDREN’S VOICES: ‘HOME IS WHERE THEIR HEART IS’  
 
Lynette Buoy, Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfar e 
 
The paper discusses the negative effects on children who are placed in Out of Home Care and the need for 
early intervention and support for families to enable children to remain at home. 
 
Biography 
 
Dr Lynette Buoy commenced with the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare in September 
2009 as the CEO. Prior to this Lynette spent three years with The Smith Family as the General Manager in 
Western Australia and prior to this was the CEO for the Lady Gowrie Child Centre (Melbourne) Inc. Lynette 
has a broad range of experience working in organisations that work towards improving outcomes for 
vulnerable and disadvantaged families and their children. Lynette has served on a number of community 
and educational boards and more recently has been appointed to the Curtin Graduate School of Business 
Advisory Board. Her professional passions relate to creating healthy working environments built around 
sound business practices and a personalised working culture within the community sector. Lynette’s PhD is 
in organisational change with focused on employee’s perceptions of change. 
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Social Worker, Adoptions and 
Permanent Care Program Anglicare 
Victoria 
emily.munro@anglicarevic.org.au 
 

Robyn Peel  
Implementation Officer Out of Home 
Care Barwon South West, DHS 
 
Robyn.Peel@dhs.vic.gov.au 
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Denise.Cuthbert@arts.monash.edu.a
u 
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Regional Director, Hume Region, 
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