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Thank you for the invitation to address this third National Conference of Family Relationships Services Australia. I begin with a brief historical reflection that will help to place my subsequent comments in context.

Soon after my election to Parliament, I was appointed to a select committee to inquire into the operation of the child support system.
 Under the court system that had operated in Australia till the end of the 1980s, financial support for children of separated parents had become virtually a voluntary payment.
To put this in context, between 1974 and June 1991, sole parent families increased as a proportion of all families from 9.2 per cent to 16.3 per cent. (By 2007, the proportion had risen to 22 per cent of all families with children under 15 years. Most were the result of separation or relationship breakdown.
 As around two-thirds of these sought social security benefits, at least for a period, the costs to Australians were huge, rising from $160 million in 1973-74 to $1,700 million in 1985-86, and $2,900 million by 1991-92.
 
Prior to the introduction of the Child Support Scheme, many former spouses, principally men, had an appalling record of not paying maintenance for their children. In 1988, only 25.6 per cent or 62,000 of the 240,000 sole parent pensioners were declaring maintenance income. The amount paid was an average of $27 for each child.

Faced with a barrage of complaints about child support, the Parliament asked the Committee to examine the operation of the new child support scheme.
The Committee received more than 6,000 submissions, the largest number then for an inquiry ever conducted by the Australian Parliament, and more than 150,000 attempts were made by Australians to contact the Inquiry on a special telephone hotline.
 
The Scheme and the Inquiry raised a number of cultural issues.
 
Cultural attitudes
 The level of dissatisfaction with the Child Support Scheme did not merely reflect complaints about the appropriateness of the formula that was applied to determine payments, and the administration of the Agency. One consequence of the introduction of the Family Law Act was to engender a cultural attitude that partners could simply walk away from marriage upon its ending. The Child Support Scheme challenged that attitude and required ongoing financial responsibility for children.
 
The Inquiry also touched upon the cultural significance of the family as a bridging structure between the individual and larger society, what the sociologist, Peter Berger, described as a “mediating structure”.

 
The idea of the family as an integral bridge between the individual and society is not new. It was Aristotle’s view that if children did not love their parents and family members, they would love no one but themselves.
 
As Martin Luther King eloquently said:
 
The institution of the family is decisive in determining not only if a person has the capacity to love another individual but in the larger sense whether he is capable of loving. . . The whole of society rests on this foundation for stability, understanding and social peace.

 
What happens to individual when a significant mediating structure, such as the family, has to deal with a broken marriage?
 
Many former spouses seek new relationships, whether for economic or social reasons or both, but many also portray an alienation they feel as individuals because the structure that gave their lives meaning and identity has been fractured. This is not to say that there is not also a sense of relief about the ending of an unsatisfactory relationship, but there is often a sense of confusion, alienation, and loss of identity about their family. 
This is particularly the case for children. As Lynne Graham wrote in the recent Anglicare State of the Family Report, “family breakdown and family dysfunction have a price.”
 The subsequent frustration was evident in hundreds of submissions to the Child Support Inquiry.
 
It was also particularly felt by many non-custodial parents, invariably fathers, who complained bitterly about the lack of access to their children. Whatever their relationship with their children may have been beforehand, the sense of injustice that many fathers felt in not being able to maintain a real relationship subsequent to separation was undeniably evident in hundreds of the submissions to the committee.
The cross-party committee agreed that there were inequities that should be remedied. Yet within an hour of the release of the report, the then Minister categorically ruled out any substantial change. Apart from the substantive issues involved, the curt response was unproductive. It was part of the reason, I believe, why child support remained a political issue for so long.

The issues had not been resolved when the Howard government was elected in 1996. On regular occasions, government MPs would raise the issue in the Party Room. As a consequence, further inquiries were established, leading ultimately to reforms and the creation of the Family Relationship Centres, in which so many of you work. 
We can draw an important lesson from these events. If issues of significant concern to the community are not addressed, they do not disappear. To the contrary they fester and compound until policy makers confront them.
As the committee travelled around Australia, it became clear that often children had been the losers from the major upheavals in cultural attitudes and social policy over the preceding two decades. 

This was reinforced a few years later in the report into strengthening marriage and relationships, To have and to hold, which I chaired. As I wrote in the preface to the report, “This is a report about strengthening marital relationships. It is about preventing marital distress and the consequent breakdown of relationships. It arises from our concern for children: for their future, their happiness and their ability to form their own loving and fulfilling relationships.”

That report called for an alternative to the polarizing debate between those who say that divorce is a right, not to be encumbered in any way; and those who maintain it has led to social breakdown and adverse consequences for both adults and children, by adopting a national strategy to strengthen marriage and relationships.

Importantly, it called for a renewed emphasis on prevention.
Prevention
Prevention remains an elusive goal of social policy, but it is worth pursuing. As evidence to the inquiry revealed, many people regret their separation and divorce, and wish it had not happened. This is supported by research that shows that many people who work through the difficulties and challenges have a fulfilling relationship a few years later.

It also highlights the facts that every dollar spent on prevention saves many dollars in services later. The Parliamentary Committee estimated that the direct cost of marriage and relationship breakdown in 1998 was at least $3 billion per year, and as much as $6 billion when indirect costs were included.
 This is similar to overseas findings. The Canadian Institute for Marriage and Family found the costs to that country to be around $7 billion a year.
 The British Relationships Foundation put the cost of family breakdown at 37 billion pounds annually,
 while the Centre for Social Justice estimated that it was 20 billion pounds per year.

When family dysfunction and marital breakdown costs the nation billions of dollars a year, prevention deserves greater attention.

This is why the Coalition promised at the last election to provide a $200 voucher for couples getting married to encourage them to use marriage education, counselling or parenting programs. The voucher would be redeemable on an approved marriage education, counselling or parenting service.

Each year, more than 100,000 Australians wed.
 They do so in the high hopes that their marriage will be happy and successful. Regrettably, many of these marriages dissolve. The costs are enormous, both financially and emotionally.
Two generations ago, the Coalition introduced support for marriage education and counselling and expanded these policies when last in government to include parenting skills programs.

While these services have been shown to be beneficial in identifying and resolving marital problems, they are still underutilised. With a majority of couples now getting married in civil ceremonies, and many partnering and having children outside marriage, the need to expand preventive services is crucial.
Indigenous policy

Prevention and a concern for the plight of children were significant factors in the Howard government’s decision to intervene in the Northern Territory.
In his book, The Politics of Suffering,
 anthropologist, Peter Sutton, observed: “The first consideration must be to focus on those conditions that are conducive to the emotional and physical wellbeing of the unborn, infants, children, adolescents, the elderly, and adult women and men. It is remarkable how many people living in the comfort, affluence and healthy surroundings of Australia’s suburbia have, in the debates over indigenous policy and especially the Intervention, covertly promoted the view that respect of cultural differences and racially defined political autonomy takes precedence over a child’s basic human right to have love, wellbeing and safety. It is as if political feelings and political values are more important than one’s emotional feelings and moral values as fellows of those other human beings in the ghettos.”
The measures contained in the Northern Territory response aimed to rebuild social and economic structures and give meaningful content to Indigenous rights and freedoms. Many indigenous people continue to face significant social and economic barriers to the enjoyment of their rights to health, development, education, property and security.
As Sutton wrote: “caring measures, based on the vital human right of freedom from abuse, the right to adequate nutrition and medical treatment, the right to economic and spatial mobility, rather than documentary measures based on increasingly stratospheric rights and international covenants, lie at the effective end of realistic processes of improvement.”
The recent report into child protection in the Northern Territory reinforces the need for decisive action.
The Coalition has supported the Government’s decision to allow the extension of income management beyond the original indigenous areas to the whole of the Northern Territory, and, potentially, to other areas of Australia. We will continue to monitor these developments.

The causes of poverty

A recent report in the UK identified five causes of poverty today, namely:
· Family breakdown,

· Economic dependence and worklessness,

· Educational failure,

· Addictions (and, I would add, the associated mental health problems), and

· Serious personal debt.

The causes seem equally applicable in Australia. Each requires an honest assessment of the causes; and each requires serious programs of prevention if we are to succeed in limiting the consequences, especially for children.

The work which your agencies do is an important facet of our societal response to these and related issues.
The third sector
Before concluding, I would like to make a final reflection on the role of organizations in the third sector. It relates to their relationship with government. 
There is a danger that government can seduce community groups into becoming its mouthpiece. There is also a danger that government will see the voluntary sector as just an extension of itself.

The essence of the third or voluntary sector of civil society is that individuals gather together to address issues that they perceive as in need of a response. Most often, this is at a local level. 

The institutions of civil society are important because they are neither created nor controlled by the state. Public funding requires accountability and services require training, skills, and a professional approach, but there is also a role for the volunteer. We should guard against unnecessary state control of the civil sector.

It is for this reason, I believe, the relationship between government and service providers should be simplified.
Cutting  red tape and supporting family service providers

Government contractual and reporting requirements cost family service agencies significant sums of money to administer. Much data is collected, but little of it is ever used. Many agencies have multiple contracts with government, with different requirements, different obligations, and different reporting. 

The Coalition supports transparency and accountability in the use of taxpayer’s funds. It also supports simplicity and efficiency.

Accordingly, we should simplify the reporting and contractual requirements for family service agencies. In particular, we should:

· Implement one contract with the Department for each agency, instead of multiple contracts;

· Negotiate the content of the contracts with the agencies rather than simply imposing it upon them;

· Replace the current system of rolling audits with an initial benchmarking audit and such further spot audits that are required from time to time;

· Simplify the reporting requirements to an annual financial return; and annual governance return; and a simple quarterly data return for each agency; and

· Support transparency by requiring agencies in receipt of government funding to place on their website details of all expenditure of government funds where the item of expenditure exceeds a certain amount. (The style of this reporting would be discussed with the family service agencies before being implemented.)

These changes would save on expenditure for both the Department and the Agencies. In particular, it would obviate the need for the costly, time-consuming FRSP online.
The measures would reduce reporting requirements by an estimated 90 per cent. The significant savings generated by agencies through the implementation of this measure could be retained by them for the provision of services.

Conclusion
I hope these remarks give you some understanding of our thinking about aspects of the important work you do.

A focus on children, prevention and support for service providers remains at the core of the Coalition’s approach to family services.

Ends.
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