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Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy: Child Matters Submissions 
 

Contact Name:  Jane Searle 

Email Address:  jane@childmatters.org.nz 

Phone Number: 07 838 3370 

Organisation Name: Child Matters 

Organisation Description: 
 

Child Matters is a national charitable trust that exists to upskill those 
working and interacting with children, young people and their families 
and whānau so they are able to identify risks concerning vulnerability 
and abuse and have the knowledge and confidence to take appropriate 
action. 
 
Child Matters works with all sectors including professionals, 
community organisations, families and whānau, to deliver training, 
provide advice regarding policy and procedures, and recommend 
resources regarding child protection issues.  
 
Educating all sectors of our community how to protect our tamariki is 
essential to reducing abuse and neglect in New Zealand. 

Executive Summary: 
 

The key points of the Child Matters submissions are as follows: 

 For children to experience optimal development in their first 100 days: 
 
1. Child Protection Training must be mandatory for all midwives and 
Well Child providers; 
2. Home visits must be mandatory for every newborn child; 
3. Increased funding is needed for pre and post birth support services 
 

 For children to experience optimal development in their early years: 
 
1. Child Protection Training must be mandatory for all educators; 
2. Child protection programmes must be mandatory in schools and 
early childhood education centres; 
3. All organisations who engage with children need to have Child 
Protection Policies 
 

 For the mental wellbeing of children to be supported: 
 
1. Social Workers in Schools needs to be extended to every primary 
and intermediate school,  
2. The effects of bullying need to be recognised  
3. Awareness must be drawn to self harm 
4. Suicide support services need full government funding  
5. Counselling resources must be invested in  
6. Healthy relationship programmes need to be mandatory in 
secondary schools. 

mailto:jane@childmatters.org.nz
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 For children to be safe and nurtured within their whānau and homes: 

 
1. Family Court reform is required 
2. Awareness is needed around the vulnerabilities of children with 
disabilities 
3. Nationwide campaigns are required  
4. A person’s right to silence needs to be removed in all cases of child 
abuse 
 

 

 
Contributors to these submissions: 
 
Jane Searle: Chief Executive    

Bachelor of Laws 
Diploma in Policing 
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Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy Submissions 
 

Introduction 
 

The underlying vision of the Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy is “Making New Zealand the 

best place in the world for children”. In order to achieve this goal emphasis must be placed on 

combating child abuse as this is the most predominant concern facing the children of our 

nation today. As it stands, New Zealand remains one of the most dangerous places in the 

OECD for children and young people to live1, with, on average, one New Zealand child dying 

every five weeks as a result of violence2. Every second day, a child is admitted to hospital 

suffering from inflicted injuries, including burns, broken bones and head wounds3. This is 

unacceptable. Child Matters welcomes the introduction of the Child and Youth Wellbeing 

Strategy, sharing in its aims and vision, in the hope that we, together, can make that vision a 

reality and protect our most vulnerable citizens.  

Below Child Matters has made submissions on four of the six proposed initial focus areas. 

There have been substantial submissions made by other organisations with regards to the 

focus area of reducing child poverty, and Child Matters was a signatory to the children’s 

sector joint submission on the Child Poverty Reduction Bill. Therefore, Child Matters has 

made a deliberate decision to focus on the four areas which we, as an organisation, believe 

that we can add the most value and be of the greatest assistance in helping the Government 

achieve its child wellbeing goals.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Katie Kenny   “Child homicide in New Zealand: How do the numbers compare internationally?”  (21 November 2015)  Stuff  

<https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/74207543/child-homicide-in-new-zealand-how-do-the-numbers-compare-internationally> 
2 Unicef  “Child Abuse in New Zealand”< https://www.unicef.org.nz/in-new-zealand/child-abuse> 
3 Blair Ensor and Katie Kenny “Special investigation: New Zealand's shameful record of child abuse” (21 November 2015) Stuff   

<https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/crime/73717177/special-investigation-new-zealands-shameful-record-of-child-abuse> 
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Children Experience Optimal Development In Their First 1000 Days: Safe 
And Positive Pregnancy, Birth And Parenting (Conception To Around 2) 

1. Mandatory Child Protection Training for Midwives, Well Child Providers, and Home 

Health Visitors 

Child Matters submit that in order for children to experience optimal development in their 

first 1000 days, all midwives, Well Child providers, and home health visitors, be required to 

undergo mandatory child protection training. 

Child protection training is relevant for all health care professionals who come into contact 

with children and should be given the same level of priority as training for any potentially life 

threatening medical condition. Effective participation in child protection work from these 

professionals requires a range of clinical competencies which include history taking, 

examination, documentation, communication skills, and decision making abilities4. Effective 

education and child protection training provides the knowledge and skills required to address 

these challenges. 

In New Zealand, children are at the greatest risk of death from assault when they are under 

five years of age, with the highest risk being to children in their first year of life5.  Health 

professionals such as midwives, Well Child providers and other home health visitors, in 

particular are in unique positions to help families and whānau of young children and to 

identify those who are in need of support at a very early stage. Provided appropriate training 

is given, these professionals can be an asset in helping to safeguard our most vulnerable 

citizens.  

The relationships that these professionals have with a family and whānau are unique as they 

have special access to families and whānau during development checks that other 

professionals do not get. These professionals are well placed to obtain a snap shot of the 

entire family unit and may observe incidents involving a child even when that particular child 

is not the subject of their visit.  Midwives in particular are instrumental in the early stages of 

identifying children at risk as they become involved with the family and whānau prior to the 

child’s birth and therefore, again, with appropriate training, can identify potential risk factors 

during the development of the unborn baby and, with a multi agency effort, can put 
                                                
4 Y Carter   “Improving Child Protection: A Systematic Review of Training and Procedural Interventions” 23 March 2006  
  <https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2082907/> 
5 M J Duncanson, D A R Smith, E Davis  

“Death and serious injury from assault of children aged under 5 years in Aotearoa New Zealand:  A review of international literature and recent findings”  
(A publication commissioned by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner - June 2009) 
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safeguards into place and intervene if and when required.  

2. Mandatory Home Visits for Every Newborn 

Child Matters submit that in order for children to experience optimal development in their 

first 1000 days, all newborn children must receive compulsory home visits by a registered 

healthcare provider 

It is submitted that mandatory home visits for every newborn child, similar to that tabled by 

Children’s Commissioner Dr Cindy Kiro in 2009, be put in place. Dr Kiro's scheme would have 

made it compulsory for every newborn's caregiver to allow a health provider to access the 

family/whānau home to conduct home visits6. The scheme was based on research 

undertaken by Auckland University researcher Janet Fanslow in 2005, who concluded that 

home visitation was one of the most effective ways to reduce the abuse rates of our very 

young children.7  

At present, contracted Well Child providers offer parents free visits to check on babies from 

three months of age. However, these providers are often under resourced and with a lack of 

authentic collaboration between services, the changeover between midwifery and Well Child 

care is often poorly coordinated, leaving children vulnerable. Added to this, given that these 

visits are not compulsory, the most at risk children are often not seen at all. This echoes the 

concerns held by Coroner Wallace Bain who in 2016, following the decision to hold an inquest 

into the death of Moko Rangitoheriri, said in his report: 

"The problem is that [Well Child] is voluntary and the obvious outcome is the risk that the very 

children in need will be the children of parents who choose not to [take part],"8 

International evidence demonstrates that high quality home visiting programmes following a 

child’s birth are the most effective way to recognise and combat the early signs of child abuse 

and neglect9.  The presence of a healthcare provider in the home on a regular basis, provides 

the opportunity to support parents learn and develop the valuable skills needed to 

appropriately care for their newborn, and these visits work to protect those children at the 

greatest risk of harm10. 

                                                
6 The Dominion Post   “$5m-a-year to save our children” (31 January 2009) Dominion Post <http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/22537/5m-a-year-to-save-our-our-children> 
7 ibid 
8 Jared Savage  “From Nia Glassie to Moko Rangitoheriri: Why are we still killing our kids"  (29 July 2017) New Zealand Herald  
  <https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11895693>? 
9 NCSL  “Home visiting: Improving Outcomes For Children” (26 April 2018)     

<4/26/2018http://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/home-visiting-improving-outcomes-for-children635399078.aspx> 
10 John EB Myers “Child Protection in America”  2006  Oxford University Press 

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11895693
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3. Funding and Support for Wrap Around Services 

Child Matters submit that in order for children to experience optimal development in their 

first 1000 days, increased funding needs to be provided for pre and post birth support 

services 

At present New Zealand has some well established and highly beneficial regionally run wrap 

around services. These services assist families and whānau both pre and post birth and have a 

positive impact, giving children the best start in life by supporting and educating parents. 

However, with inadequate funding and support these programmes are being inconsistently 

run, with some regions missing out altogether. With a growing need for intensive 

intervention, and early intervention support, these wrap around services are becoming more 

vital to ensuring that children experience optimal development in their early years. There is 

therefore an urgent need for these services to obtain appropriate funding and be given 

flexibility of contracting which will allow for the greater coordination of these services. 

 

Children are Thriving Socially, Emotionally and Developmentally in the 
Early Year (2-6) 

1. Mandatory Child Protection Training for Teachers 

Child Matters submit that in order to help ensure that children are thriving socially, 

emotionally and developmentally in the early years, all teachers and early childhood 

educators must be required to undergo mandatory child protection training. 

The school environment should be one where all children feel safe and nurtured. As children 

grow and develop, they spend more and more of their waking hours either at school or at an 

early childhood education centre (ECE) and for many young children, the school or ECE will be 

the only organisation outside of the home that they have significant contact with. This places 

teachers and early childhood educators in a unique position as they, if appropriately trained, 

have the ability to observe the appearance and behaviour of a child every day, assess that 

behaviour against the behaviour of their peers, notice the early signs of abuse, respond 

appropriately to abuse, and to work in partnership with other agencies to provide ongoing 

support and monitoring of the child. As trusted adults, teachers and early childhood 

educators may be the first person that a child turns to for help and to whom they disclose 

abuse. These educators therefore need specialised training to ensure that any instance of 
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child abuse which is brought to their attention, or which is suspected, is dealt with 

appropriately and in the best interests of the child. 

Currently, in New Zealand many teachers and early childhood educators are ill equipped to 

identify and respond appropriately to child abuse and as a result children are not receiving 

the care and protection that they have a right to. No compulsory child protection training is 

given to our teachers or early childhood educators and as it stands, New Zealand is lagging 

behind the rest of the world in this area. In many parts of the world, not only is child 

protection training a requirement for registration, but the reporting of child abuse is 

mandatory. As an example, every teacher in the United Kingdom needs a minimum of 

introductory level of safeguarding training and all teachers in South Australia must complete 

a full day course with a Department for Child Protection approved trainer in order to gain 

registration11. It is submitted that New Zealand needs to follow this example and equip our 

teachers with these valuable and necessary skills.  It would be a practicable, non onerous, 

step for this training to form a part of the training and registration process and could make a 

real difference to the lives of our vulnerable children. 

A child suffering from abuse is unable to take advantage of the safe and nurturing 

environment that schools offer and is likely to encounter difficulties within the classroom. 

The long term effects that child abuse has on a person are undeniable12 and help at school 

could mitigate these long term effects. Feedback received by Child Matters directly from 

those in the teaching profession show that child protection is considered as important and of 

direct relevance to them in their profession.  

2. Mandatory School and Early Childhood Based Programmes 

Child Matters submit that in order to help ensure that children are thriving socially, 

emotionally and developmentally in the early years, child protection programmes must be 

made mandatory nationwide in schools and early childhood education centres. 

New Zealand has a number of programmes aimed directly at school aged children about 

keeping themselves and others safe. These programmes, which include the likes of “Keeping 

Ourselves Safe”, are an invaluable educational tool which raises awareness about child abuse 

and gives children the confidence to have their voices heard. Despite these initiatives already 
                                                
11 Teachers Registration Board of South Australia  <https://www.trb.sa.edu.au/mandatory-notification-training> 
12 Kelley BT, Thornberry TP, Smith CA.   “In the wake of childhood maltreatment” Washington (DC): National Institute of Justice (1997). 
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established, there is currently no requirement for schools to sign up to such safety awareness 

programmes and those that have can simply choose to “opt out” at any stage.  

School based programmes raising awareness should be, and need to be, delivered nationwide 

to children in a classroom setting. The impact that these programmes have on children has 

huge benefit as they are taught strategies for saying “no”, learning how to recognise 

potentially harmful situations, and being encouraged to disclose abuse to trusted adults.  

These programmes are equally important in Early Childhood Education (ECE) settings. 

Currently the “We Can Keep Safe” programme is being piloted and evaluated by the 

Government and it is recommended that a programme of this nature be mandatorily 

delivered in all New Zealand ECE centres. 

The inclusion of school and ECE based child protection programmes can be linked, and adds 

weight, to the need for mandatory child protection training for teachers and early childhood 

educators, as discussed previously in these submissions, and these two initiatives would 

complement each other. With mandatory child protection training for teachers and early 

childhood educators, those working in schools and ECE centres would have a greater 

understanding about the need for, and importance of, these types of programmes within the 

school and ECE setting. The mandatory teaching of these programmes at school, or in an ECE 

centre, is likely to encourage more children to speak out about child abuse that they have 

witnessed or suffered to a trusted adult and this heightens the likelihood of this trusted adult 

being a teacher and disclosure occurring within the school or ECE environment. 

3. Child Protection Policies 

Child Matters submit that in order to help ensure that children are thriving socially, 

emotionally and developmentally in the early years, all organisations and community 

groups who engage with children should be required to have Child Protection Policies, 

irrespective of government funding 

Keeping children safe is a collective responsibility, not just the responsibility of a select few 

who receive funding from the government. Child abuse transcends all sectors of society and it 

is important that all professionals and organisations working with children have child 

protection policies in place that reflect this responsibility.  

A child protection policy demonstrates an organisation's commitment to children and ensures 

public confidence in its safe practices. It brings the wellbeing of children to the forefront of 

organisational thinking and ensures that there is a safe environment for the children that they 
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come into contact with. A child protection policy is a tool whereby both staff and children are 

given protection by clearly defining expectations and ensuring a consistency of behaviour.  

Organisations without effective child protection policies are very vulnerable and lacking clear 

guidelines on how to respond should an incident occur. Without the guidelines of a child 

protection policy, staff may unintentionally put themselves in situations where they respond 

to concerns for a child with good intent, but may make unsafe decisions that put the safety 

and wellbeing of the child even further at risk. 

An example of how this can work effectively can be drawn from the Child Protection in Sport 

Unit (CPSU) which operates in the United Kingdom. The CPSU is a partnership between sports 

organisations in England, Ireland and Wales and which was founded following the discovery 

that children involved in sporting groups were highly vulnerable to abuse and no safeguards 

in this area were in place. The CPSU educates sporting organisations staff and volunteers on 

identifying and responding to child abuse and helps them to develop policies and strategies to 

protect children. It is submitted that New Zealand follows this example. 

 

Children’s Mental Wellbeing is Supported 

1. Social Workers in Schools Programme Extended to all Schools 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, SWiS 

needs to be extended to every primary and intermediate school in New Zealand, removing 

the focus on low decile schools. 

Research undertaken by Oranga Tamariki – Ministry for Children, and the Ministry of Social 

Development, shows evidence that the Social Workers in Schools programme (SWiS) may be 

contributing to positive outcomes for many groups, which includes the reductions in student 

stand downs, suspensions and care and protection notifications13.  

In order to improve the wellbeing for all children, it is submitted that SWiS needs to be a 

nationwide initiative. All children are vulnerable to abuse and all children deserve every form 

of protection possible. Child abuse occurs across all ethnicities, cultures, and socio economic 

groups, it makes no distinction. The extension of SWiS to all schools nationwide, coupled with 

                                                
13 Oranga Tamariki – Ministry for Children “Social Workers in Schools Evaluation” (2018) <http://www.orangatamariki.govt.nz.research/latest-research/social-workers-in-schools/> 
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the above submissions on the need for mandatory child protection training for all teachers 

and the introduction of mandatory school based programmes, would greatly support the 

mental wellbeing of our children. 

2. Bullying 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, the 

effects of bullying must be recognised and anti-bullying policies must form a part of every 

school’s Code of Conduct  

Children spend a significant portion of their lives within the school environment and it is 

therefore important that they feel safe and nurtured. Awareness around bullying and the 

impact that this can have on a child needs to be a focus in keeping children safe. Many 

victims of bullying are afraid of reprisals if they speak out and the effects and impact of 

this behaviour can escalate resulting in the bullied child missing school, grades dropping,  

becoming isolated, dropping out of school, abusing alcohol and other illicit substances, 

turning to crime, developing a mental illness  and  may even turn to self harm and/or 

suicide.  

 

With the increase in technology, children find it difficult to escape from bullying behaviour 

as it is no longer just confined to the school environment, but comes home with them via 

cyber bullying. This has a huge detrimental impact on the mental wellbeing of our 

children. 

 

Awareness around why the bullying behaviour is occurring is also important. Often, for the 

offender this behaviour is a cry for help and they themselves may need support.   

 

It is submitted that an anti-bullying policy should be a part of every schools code of 

conduct. This policy needs to place emphasis on prevention and contain clear processes 

and procedures for investigation and dealing with the behaviour.  

 
3. Self Harm 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, 

awareness must be drawn to the self harm epidemic that New Zealand is currently facing 

and the urgent need for education and support 

 

Self- harm is a hidden epidemic in New Zealand with research finding that almost half of all 
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New Zealand teenagers will self harm in some form before they leave school14.  

A survey of 8500 high school students by the University of Auckland found one in 10 had self-

harmed in the past year15. A survey carried out by Victoria University in Wellington of 1500 

students aged 16 to 18 years old found almost half had intentionally harmed themselves 

during school16. 

 

Self harm is often seen as a coping strategy for underlying issues. It is a sign that something is 

wrong, a way to communicate emotional distress and unmet needs. Self harm must never be 

perceived as “attention seeking” behaviour but a communication of something that a child 

or young person is unable to say through usual means.  

 

“While some would argue that self-harm is in fact the opposite of suicide, i.e. a way of coping 

with life rather than giving up on it, there is an equally compelling argument that they are 

part of the same continuum, both being a response to distress. There is sufficient evidence to 

suggest that skilled support at the time of the first episode of self-harming offers an 

opportunity to prevent further self-harming and, potentially, a suicide attempt.” NSPCC 

Annual Report, 2009.  It must therefore always be taken seriously. 

 

Research shows that New Zealand is failing its young people due to a lack of professional 

training in the area of self harm, prevention education, and support. Currently in New 

Zealand very few GPs and teachers undertake specific training on the aetiology and 

management of self-harm. Schools have varying and different approaches when it comes to 

managing self-harming students17.  

 

It is important that all school teachers have a general understanding of self harm, signs to 

look out for and what to do if they become aware that a young person is self-harming. It is 

also important for teachers to know the limits of their role to avoid making things worse. As 

with bullying policies, all schools should have a self-harm policy. All teachers should receive 

appropriate training regarding self harm and should have a good awareness of their roles and 

responsibilities as well as procedures to follow, when students in the school are self harming.  

Such training would include how to and when to involve senior teachers in the school, 

parents, other key services including if required, emergency medical care, child protection 

                                                
14 Olivia Carville “Break the Silence: Self-harm epidemic 'elephant in room'” (26 July 2017) New Zealand Herald < 

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11894602> 
15 ibid 
16 ibid 
17 Marc Wilson  “Why young New Zealanders self-harm – and what you can do about it” (17 February 2018)      
  <https://www.noted.co.nz/currently/social-issues/why-young-new-zealanders-self-harm-and-what-you-can-do-about-it/> 
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services, Child and Youth Mental Health Services and any others deemed necessary. It is 

important to understand that the underlying causes of a child self harming could be anything 

from bullying, domestic violence, abuse, trauma, relationship issues, mental health issues, 

sexuality or gender identity issues, exam failure and at times a number of stressors co-

occurring resulting in one thing being the final straw.   

 

The publication developed on behalf of the Ministry of Education called Preventing and 

Responding to Suicide - Resource Kit for Schools, 2013, is an extremely useful publication with 

regards, informing and guiding teachers in the event of any self - harm and suicide of young 

people within schools. Unfortunately while the resource exists, a number of teachers and 

SWIS spoken to are unaware of its existence as well as how useful the information contained 

within would be if situations arose requiring specific management of self-harm or suicide. In 

the first instance it would be beneficial for all teachers to receive training in self-harm and 

then be requested to utilise this resource going forward.  

 

4. Suicide Support Services 

 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, non 

government suicide support services receive full government funding and that any 

government support service is effectively managed 

 

Provisional annual suicide statistics released from the office of the Chief Coroner of New 

Zealand, for the year 2017/2018 show that 668 people died by suicide. Of the total, 61 were 

aged between 10 and 19 with a total of 8 falling into the 10-14 age group. The report also 

notes that the number of suicides per 100,000 population is at the highest level since the 

provisional statistics were first recorded for the 2007/08 year and has increased for the 

fourth year in a row. 

 

High youth suicide rates link with other data including child poverty, child abuse, family 

violence, bullying in schools, high rates of school dropouts, anxiety and depression. It is highly 

noted in mental health services that young people who drop out of school struggle with their 

mental health and are more likely to report thoughts of self harm and suicide. 

 

There is an urgent need for suicide support services to receive full government funding. In 
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September 2018, Lifeline, New Zealand’s highest profile suicide prevention hotline, reported 

missing one in four calls due to a lack of funding.18 This helpline receives approximately six 

phone calls from people in extreme distress per day19 and it is vital that when young people 

reach out for help, that this help is received immediately.  

 

Lifeline applied for government funding in 2015 but was unsuccessful. The Government chose 

instead to launch a new helpline (“Need to Talk?”) but because of the Governments failings to 

launch this new helpline effectively, and as a result of Lifelines established branding and 

history, it is Lifeline that continues to be the main organisation that young New Zealanders 

reach out to for help. It is submitted that given Lifeline is an established service, with a long 

history of helping vulnerable children, in order to best ensure the mental wellbeing of our 

children, the Government provide this service, and other services of its nature with full 

funding, including 0800 What’s Up, Youthline, Kidsline, Samaritans and others.   

 

5. Counselling Resources 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, 

counselling resources need to be invested in to provide children with a safe place to seek 

advice and support 

Counsellors play an important role in supporting the mental wellbeing of our children, 

providing help and support to students, teaching staff and parents. Investment into 

counselling resources needs to take place to ensure that counsellors are equipped to 

effectively carry out their role and so they are accessible for children in need of help and 

support. Counsellors are responsible for a range instrumental services including the 

provision of information and instruction on psychological and social issues, assistance 

with the early intervention of learning difficulties and psychological concerns, as well as 

providing counselling and mediation services. 

A good working example of an effective model is that of the Youth Health Hub (Health West) 

in West Auckland which provides a range of free health services across the Waitemata District 

Health Board area which includes - Waitakere City, North Shore and Rodney including, youth 

engagement services, youth health clinic, Your Choice (Counselling, mentoring), Young Dads, 

School based services (GP and Nurses in schools) and Alternative Education (nurses). Referrals 

are received from schools, GP’s, child and Youth mental health services and self, with 

                                                
18 Isaac Davison “Lifeline makes plea for donations as funding shortages lead to missed calls” (3 September 2018) New Zealand Herald 

<https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12118028> 
19 ibid 

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/author/isaac-davidson/
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providers contracted to do the work required. 

 

This model operates with funding from the local District Health Board and Primary Care 

Providers and while it is extremely effective it is understandably inundated and at times 

various aspects of delivery are forced to shut down due to limited funding. There are likely a 

number of similar collaborative approaches in other parts of New Zealand, however in order 

to truly support the psychological well-being of our young people, the government needs to 

provide greater support in order to enable such services to deliver effective support.  

 

6. Mandatory Secondary School Based Programmes 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children’s mental wellbeing is supported, 

healthy relationship programmes must be made mandatory nationwide in secondary 

schools. 

As per Child Matters submissions regarding mandatory child protection programmes in New 

Zealand ECE centres and primary schools, healthy relationship programmes are equally 

beneficial in secondary school environments to support young people to develop healthy 

relationships and to have a better understanding of dating and sexual violence. There are a 

range of programmes which are delivered in secondary schools, such as the “Mates and 

Dates” programme, but, like the primary and ECE level programmes, these are only offered to 

students at the discretion of the school. Delivering programmes supporting young people to 

develop healthy relationships is an evidence based primary prevention approach and an 

initiative which needs to be mandatory in all secondary schools. 

 

Children are Safe and Nurtured, in the Whānau and their Homes 

1. Reform of the Family Court to Better Protect the Rights of Children and Young People 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children are safe and nurtured within their 

whānau and homes, their rights within the Family Court need to be protected and reform 

needs to occur to achieve this. 

In 2014 the New Zealand Family Court system underwent huge reforms with the purpose of 

empowering families and whānau and minimising the stress caused to children. These 
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reforms have themselves caused greater harm to our vulnerable children. The overriding 

principle of the “welfare and best interests of the child” isn’t currently being adhered to by 

the Justice System itself. This is a fundamental failing. The reforms have resulted in a clogged 

Court system due to the rapid rise in without-notice applications. The increase in these 

applications is as a result of applicants seeing this option as the quickest way to get their case 

before a judge, and a way to assist in gaining legal aid support. These applications have 

pushed on notice applications aside with many now taking in excess of a year to resolve20. 

This was a foreseen consequence of the reform prior to the changes coming into effect and 

yet the views of the professionals at the time were overlooked and dismissed. 

The result of the reform is that it is having a detrimental effect on the families, whānau and 

children involved in these proceedings. Not only are these children dealing with extended 

periods of uncertainty, but relationships with parents and children are breaking down while 

families and whānau care and contact disputes are resolved, in some cases putting the safety 

of the children at risk. Further, access to justice is being denied to parents and caregivers who 

cannot afford to seek legal representation. None of this is in the welfare and best interests of 

the child. Children are caught even further in parental disputes and are at serious risk of 

suffering long term detrimental effects.  

It is acknowledged that an independent panel has been set up and public submissions have 

been filed however, this issue currently facing the Family Court is having a serious impact on 

the wellbeing of children and must also be considered within the ambit of the Child and 

Youth Wellbeing Strategy.  

2. Disability 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children are safe and nurtured within their 

whānau and homes, awareness and education has to be achieved around the specific needs 

and vulnerabilities of children with disabilities 

All of our children and young people are vulnerable to abuse, but the risks are even greater 

for children with disabilities who experience their own unique vulnerabilities.  Children and 

young people with disabilities are at a greater risk of abuse because: 

 - They have fewer outside contacts compared with other children;   

 - They receive intimate care which can possibly be from a number of carers, and which may 

                                                
20 Harricon Christian “Children left 'in limbo' by Family Court system” (2 June 2018)        
  <https://www.stuff.co.nz/auckland/104421678/Children-left-in-limbo-by-Family-Court-system-barrister> 
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increase the risk of exposure to abusive behaviour and make it more difficult to set and 

maintain physical boundaries;   

 - They may have an impaired capacity to resist or avoid abuse;   

 - They may have communication difficulties that makes it difficult to report abuse and seek 

help;   

 - They may be scared about reporting abuse for fear of losing services;  

 - They can be especially vulnerable to bullying and intimidation;   

 - Of the increased use of residential services to provide care 21 

Despite the known heightened risk for children with disabilities, the abuse of these children 

continues to go largely undetected and under-reported. This is a huge failing in the way that 

New Zealand cares for people with a disability. Added to this, currently in New Zealand there 

is no statistical data gathering undertaken specifically relating to children with disabilities and 

abuse. This needs to be introduced to support a greater understanding of the issue. 

In order for children with disabilities to be safeguarded, a greater awareness of their needs 

and vulnerability has to occur, coupled with specialised training for caregivers, disability 

providers, teachers and health professionals around how to recognise risk and indicators of 

abuse, and intervene early to ensure children with disabilities are appropriately protected.  

3. Campaigning 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children are safe and nurtured within their 

whānau and homes, nationwide campaigns need to be undertaken to raise awareness of 

child abuse and act as an important education forum for the whole of society 

By its very nature, child abuse is hidden behind doors by the adults who are trying to conceal 

it. This means it is important to raise awareness of these issues and of the risk factors 

involved. 

Awareness of child abuse, family violence, and positive parenting choices should be raised 

through media-based public awareness programmes with the aim of spreading messages 

among the general population through the use of television, printed materials and the 

internet. The aim being to change social norms with regards to the acceptance of abusive 

                                                
21 Plan International “Protect Us! Inclusion of Children with Disabilities in Child Protection” (16 June 2016)  

<http://reliefweb.int/report/world/protect-us-inclusion-children-disabilities-child-protection> 
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behaviour, encouraging the reporting of abuse, and education.   

4. Reporting – Right to Silence 

Child Matters submit that in order to ensure children are safe and nurtured within their 

whānau and homes, a person’s right to silence should be removed in all cases of child abuse 

In New Zealand a person’s right to silence is enshrined in the Bill of Rights and comes from 

the principle that a person cannot be expected to incriminate themselves. However, even in 

England where this principle was founded, this right is no longer universal and Judges can 

direct juries to “draw an adverse inference” in some situations, effectively using silence as an 

indication of guilt22. 

There should be no right to silence when it comes to the protection of a child or young person 

as that child has family, whānau and/or caregivers who live with them on a day to day basis 

and it is those people who need to be held to account for failing to keep the child safe, and 

for the offending, until proven otherwise. These people have a responsibility for, and a duty 

of care to, that child. The words “right to silence” and “child protection” do not work 

together.  

 

All Areas 

1. Funding and Support For Non Government Organisations 

Child Matters submit that all Non-Government Organisations working to protect our 

children and young person receive full Government funding 

Statutory child protection services are predominantly mandated to respond to a problem only 

after it has occurred. With the high rate of child abuse incidents, New Zealand Government 

agencies are becoming overwhelmed and are essentially fire fighting services, reacting to 

serious incidents as they occur. On the other hand, Non Government Organisations (NGOs) 

are working hard to raise awareness and aid prevention. Financial support from government 

to NGOs is only partial support and does not reflect the entire cost of running these services. 

                                                
22 Geoff Cummings “'Code of silence' a barrier to justice” (8 September 2007) New Zealand Herald 

<https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=10462331> 

 

https://sst.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=0f340f30fd9f6a0fe03e0b545&id=6ed4a84708&e=03f2a8a9df


Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy – Child Matters Submissions 18 

As a result it is submitted that these organisations are hindered in their attempts to operate 

effectively as a large portion of their valuable time is used trying to obtain the additional 

funding required to effectively carry out their role. The time spent finding financial assistance 

could be better used helping and protecting children and young people and their families and 

whānau.  

There is a need for the Government to partner authentically with social service providers to 

support the delivery of these essential services. This includes providing these organisations 

with full funding, based on evidence informed programmes, and not partial funding simply 

because they are not a Government agency.  

As a nation, child abuse isn’t made enough of a priority and currently we have an ill designed 

system to respond to the nature and scope of child abuse. We should instead be asking 

whether we are making the best possible investment to protect our nation’s most vulnerable 

children, now and into the future.                                           

 

Conclusion: 

Increased knowledge improves a person’s ability to intervene and have a better grasp of what 

to do to prevent child abuse from occurring. Training and education around how to protect all 

children, including our most vulnerable children, highlights the unique roles that key 

professionals can play in keeping our children safe and enhances the coordination and 

collaboration needed between the government, community organisations and professionals. 

The Government is to be applauded for the creation of the Child and Youth Wellbeing 

Strategy but it is the action that follows that will bring about change for children and young 

people in Aotearoa New Zealand. There is no denying that the State has failed to protect its 

most vulnerable citizens in the past and although numerous reports and reviews have been 

undertaken in an attempt to combat the problem, many of the initiatives coming out of these 

reports and reviews have never translated into action. Whilst the Government is 

communicating good intentions around the issue of child abuse, a clear strategy, and the 

implementation of that strategy, is urgently required. This is what would give all children and 

young people in Aotearoa New Zealand the very best start in life and make all of their dreams 

come true. 
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