
© www.behavingbadly.co	   1 

The Australian Senate's Inquiry Forgotten Australians: A report on Australians who 
experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children (2004) 
 
 
The White Stolen Generation 
 

Over half a million Australians have experienced out-of-home care in Australia over the last century, 

referred to as care leavers (Senate 2004: xv).  As a result of the negligent treatment of these children 

they carry an enormous burden that has hampered their development and potential to lead happy, 

fulfilling lives.  1 in 3 care leavers has committed suicide, with many more contemplating suicide 

(Senate 2004: 167).  The generational effects continue to affect the families of care leavers which 

shows the detrimental impact that institutional care has had on society (Senate 2004: xiii).  A large 

proportion of the prison population and substance abusers are care leavers as a direct result of their 

experiences in out-of home care (Senate 204: xiii). 

 

Many children were removed from their families typically due to the pressures placed on single 

mothers to raise children, financial or otherwise, or when children were considered in 'moral danger' 

(Senate 2004: xv).  These children were put into out-of-home care to remove them from the dangers 

of being cared for in the home, yet these children were often subject to greater brutalities in out-of-

home care. 

 

These children are the Forgotten Australians; the purpose of this inquiry is to ensure the relevant 

parties can be held accountable for the failure in duty of care.  Policy recommendations aim to reduce 

some of the posttraumatic experiences of these members of society through attempting to right the 

wrongs of the past. 

 

 

The politics that lay behind the commissioning of the review 
 

Care leavers questioned their exclusion from the 2001 Lost Innocents report into the child migration 

scheme, and the 1997 Bringing them home report into the removal of aboriginal children from their 

families (Senate 2004: 2). Australian care leavers referred to themselves as the 'white stolen 

generation' and felt they too deserved 'equal recognition and access to services as a result of their 

childhood experiences' (Senate 2004: 2).  Care leavers felt they 'should be recognised as having a 

childhood full of emotional and social deprivation' (Senate 2004: 4).  Government should have 

recognised the third group of society who had suffered inadequate child protection rather than the 

victims themselves having to request an inquiry. 

 

The inquiry was politically charged, with strong allegations that would be made about Churches and 

charitable organisations, organisations that pride themselves on helping the community in a time of 

need through faith or practical and emotional support.  Yet, it was becoming more evident that these, 

and Government, were responsible for the abuse of hundreds if not thousands of children while in 
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their care.  It was positive to see that the Senate was completely honest about the atrocities 

committed by perpetrators i.e. charitable institutions and religious organisations despite the typically 

well-respected status of these organisations in society. 

 

Furthermore, an additional challenge in the commissioning of the review was having the Government 

itself that was partly responsible for the failure in duty of care to these children investigate allegations 

and provide recommendations without bias. 

 

 

Methods of inquiry 
 

There were numerous methods of inquiry used to obtain evidence into the nature of the Forgotten 

Australians.  These included but were not limited to: 

• A public campaign for submissions (confidentiality optional) from children who experienced 

out-of-home care.  This included media advertising in The Australian, Daily Telegraph and 

Herald Sun (Senate 2004: 3).  Print and digital advertising with some advertisements 

circulated by support groups and service providers (Senate 2004: 3).   It should be noted that 

the initial deadline of 31 July 2003 was extended to September 1 2003 due to the 

personalised nature of the inquiry and the time taken for the relevant care leavers to hear 

about the request (Senate 2004: 3). 

• Interviews with care leavers, some of which involved probing to confirm that there was a 

concealment of atrocities. 

• Public evidence hearings in Melbourne and Sydney (Senate 2004: 3). 

• Four camera hearings - with evidence provided by over 171 people who had lived in 'a broad 

range of institutional settings' as well as those representing many organisations (Senate 

2004: 3). 

Reporting was extended from December 2003 to August 2004 due to the complexity of reviewing 

evidence for the inquiry (Senate 2004: 3).  A total of 440 public submissions and 174 confidential 

submissions were received (Senate 2004: 3).  It would have been ideal to secure additional 

submissions given there were over half a million care leavers.  The process may have been simplified 

through a digital campaign inviting people to submit entries digitally via a website inquiry form. 

 

 

Nature of evidence 

 

'Without a doubt this inquiry has generated the largest volume of highly personal, emotive and 

significant evidence of any Senate inquiry' (Senate 2004: 4).  This statement displayed the powerful 

impact the inquiry had on the Senate Committee and the nature of the evidence supplied.  'The 

evidence was graphic and disturbing and publicly providing personal accounts required great courage 

from all those who were willing to formally document and submit evidence' (Senate 2004: xv). Care 
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leavers wanted 'their voice to be heard' with many of them telling their families for the first time  

(Senate 2004: 4). 

• 'To think that a human can treat another in such a psychologically and physically abusive 

manner is unthinkable, to treat a child in such a manner incomprehensible. Yet it happened' 

(Senate 2004: 4). 

• 'And so began my life of fear, confusion, humiliation and shame...' (Senate 2004:17). 

• 'I was transferred to 8 different institutions in 7 months so as not to speak out against sexual 

abuse' (Senate 2004: 45). 

• 'You needn't bother studying, you're nothing, you'll always be nothing, you're from the gutter 

and you'll end in the gutter' Matron (Senate 2004: 51) 

• 'If I didn't have my only son I don't know what I would live for' (Senate 2004: 51) 

 

Some care leavers submissions brought up emotional memories, others it was a cathartic experience, 

some wanted to speak on behalf of other care leavers (Senate 2004: 5-6). Some positive stories e.g. 

a report of the home at Turana but by far the overwhelming majority were negative (Senate 2004: 59). 

 

The nature of the evidence proved that it would be difficult for many of these people to engage in 

traditional litigation, at this point in the inquiry a public campaign for submissions for a class action 

may have been a positive response to reading such graphic and inhumane accounts of treatment in 

care.  It isn't clear what the value is in having the full names published in the appendix of those who 

submitted evidence, it appears this could only do more harm than good in identifying these victims. 

 

Recommendations 

 

Recommendations were varied and ranged from public apologies and acknowledgment to financial 

and practical support.  The most important part of the inquiry should refer to how the 

recommendations will be actioned.  Examples included: 

 

Public Apology and Acknowledgment Statements  

From Governments, Churches and agencies acknowledging their past role accompanied by positive 

measures (Senate 2004: xx).  This seemed a simple action that would become very meaningful for 

care leavers. 

 

Establishment of a national reparations fund  

Created to provide compensation to care leavers for the life long detrimental impact of their 

experience in out of home care (Senate 2004: xx).  Practical compensation for past social deprivation 

was a small price to pay for the emotional turmoil experienced by care leavers. 

• Critics stated that international law clearly and explicitly imposes an obligation to pay 

compensation as a measure of reparation for any acts, which constitute a violation of human 

rights (Senate 2004: 10).   
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• The reparation fund would have funds derived income from Government, Churches and 

Charities that played a role in the failure of duty of care.  

 

Provision of identity records and assistance with finding and reading personal information 

Locating and accessing records have become very important.  'There are no photographs, no medical 

histories, school reports or personal mementos' (Senate 204: 253).  Many of us cannot imagine a life 

without knowing who our families are and where we came from, this recommendation was another 

simple way of helping care leavers understand their past. 

• Sadly, many records had been destroyed, were extremely short, falsified to sound positive 

and lacked knowledge that would provide information about the possibility of hereditary illness 

(Senate 2004: 265).   

• Care leavers complained that they were provided with no counselling to read files and argued 

they should not be directly requesting personal records from organisations considered 

responsible for wrongdoing (Senate 2004: 265).   

• Charities don't have to abide by freedom of information acts; in many cases it was difficult to 

source records, often being asked for money to view them or permission from estranged 

relatives (Senate 2004: 277-278). 

 

Addressing legal barriers 

How can the State supply a justice system that includes limitations that don't cater for sensitive 

litigious situations like those experienced by care leavers?   

• Victims are expected to attend court when recalling these events can be considered 

extremely traumatic often feeling like they are 'on trial' and that the onus is to prove their story 

rather than what their attacker is guilty (Senate 2004: 208). 

• Numerous statutory limitations need to be reviewed, for example, the time period imposed on 

prosecuting someone.  Many victims only feel they have the courage to come forward years 

after the attack, and became costly for the plaintiff.  Often, when a claim was successful the 

defendant didn't have the funds to pay compensation (Senate 2004: 202-206). 

• Many religious institutions are not legally incorporated which made it difficult to litigate against 

them, it was proposed if Churches could be incentivised to become incorporated through 

concessions (Senate 2004: 207). 

 

Provision of services 

Perhaps one of the most important recommendations was to provide sufficient emotional support for 

care leavers.  Due to the highly traumatic experience of many children in out of home care there are 

numerous substance abuse and relationship problems (Senate 2004: 150). As a result of this the 

Senate recommended substantial counselling services be provided to care leavers.  In addition, other 

services include health and aged care for the homeless, adult literacy and numeracy (Senate 2004: 

287).   
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CLAN (Care leavers Australia Network) was set up as a support group run by care leavers for care 

leavers.  To date it has run off a very little investment and has been very successful in offering 

support to care leavers.  CLAN believes there is a service gap and additional services are required 

including health, mental health, housing and family services as well as drug and alcohol and income 

support (Senate 2004: 335). 

 

Recognition 

Care leavers hope to be recognised through memorials, plaques and even museum exhibitions.  They 

feel it's important for the story of the 'white stolen generation' not to be forgotten and to be shared 

amongst fellow Australians (Senate 2004: 326). 

 

Research 

It has been recommended that research be undertaken into the role of institutional care in Australia's 

history, including social and economic impact including relationship between child protection and 

welfare dependency (Senate 2004: xxvvii). 

 

Overall, recommendations were thorough and covered off most of the concerns of care leavers in 

terms of seeking recognition, driving awareness and receiving emotional and practical support.  

However, it may be noted that too many recommendations can prove unachievable.  The Senate 

should ensure that recommendations are duly noted and followed up so the value in the 

commissioning of the inquiry can be realised. 

 

 

Impact on current policy or practice 

 

The Forgotten Australians Senate inquiry produced an enormous amount of evidence that highlighted 

a large failure in duty of care by the State of children. The evidence produced without a doubt proved 

Government; charitable and religious organisations in Australia had failed to act responsibly and in 

the best interests of these vulnerable citizens. Since the inquiry a few positive measures have 

occurred ensuring reparation and redress for care leavers: 

• In 2009, Kevin Rudd apologised to the forgotten Australians 'We come together today to deal 

with an ugly chapter in our nation's history and to offer our nation's apology...sorry, that you 

as children were taken from your families and placed in institutions where so often you were 

abused' (2009 Kevin Rudd Apology).   

• The Department of Human Services in Victoria has gone to impressive lengths to care for 

Forgotten Australians.  Offering a care leavers helpline and tailored counselling for care 

leavers and also their families (DHS VIC 2012).  In addition, the provision of 'open place' a 

community centre where care leavers can attend support groups (DHS VIC 2012). 

• A report into the progress being made detailed some apologies to the Forgotten Australians, 

with some redress schemes established.  Some State Governments chose not to apologise 
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or implement redress schemes, which shows there is still a way to go for the Forgotten 

Australians until full reparation is restored (DOHA 2012). 

• A national find and connect service was established to allow care leavers the chance to 

discover their identity and connect with relatives.  

• In addition, an amendment to legislation allowed care leavers to be recognised as having 

special needs (DOHA 2012).   

• A Forgotten Australians history website was also set up to enable care leavers to reflect on 

their past and drive awareness for current and future Australians so that this dark chapter 

never be forgotten (DOHA 2012). 

 
The Senate Inquiry into the Forgotten Australians has shown a gap in effective social policy practice a 

few decades ago for over half a million Australians.   It's important for us to protect care leavers and 

their families so as to avoid additional social issues around substance abuse, suicide, family 

breakdown and more (Senate 2004: 333).  Current policy and practice has acknowledged past 

wrongdoing and aims to ensure care leavers can now be cared for appropriately and not 'forgotten'.  

While there are still several recommendations from the 2004 inquiry to be actioned, recent positive 

measures prove Australia is on the road to repairing the traumatic experiences of children in out-of-

home care and supporting care leavers to achieve their full potential.   
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