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To Ms April Freeman KC and members of the Expert Legal Panel

Feedback on Making Queensland Safer Bill 2024 - Additional Adult Crime Adult Time
Offences

1. Introduction

1.1. Act for Kids Limited (Act for Kids) welcomes the opportunity to submit further
feedback on the Making Queensland Safer Laws 2024 to the Expert Legal Panel.

1.2. Act for Kids is a nationwide organisation that uses evidence-based practices to
support children, young people and their families who have experienced or are at-
risk of harm. In 2023-24 we supported more than 36,000 people, including 21,111
children. Many of these children and young people experienced trauma from abuse,
neglect and family violence and as a result often become disengaged from society.

1.3. Act for Kids’ extended feedback is focused on the following key areas:

e Child development and unintended consequences
o Cognitive development and decision-making
o The impact of custody on a child’s cognitive, social and emotional
development

e The critical need for holistic support and collaboration for disengaged children

2. About Act for Kids

2.1. Act for Kids is a for-purpose organisation that delivers evidence-led professional
therapy and support services to children and families who have experienced or are
at risk of harm. Our purpose is to help keep kids safe, heal from trauma, and lead
happy lives.

Learn more at actforkids.com.au
Act for Kids Limited ABN 98 142 986 767
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2.2. Established in 1988, our dedicated team of allied health practitioners, family
support and residential care workers have helped hundreds of thousands of
children and families for over 35 years.

2.3. Act for Kids team members are developmental experts including a number of
people with PhDs in child development and nationally more than 400
psychologists, occupational therapists, social workers and speech pathologists
- all specialists in child development, trauma and wellbeing.

2.4. Support Act for Kids provides ranges from protective behaviours education to
intensive therapeutic support for children who have suffered neglect, and
physical, sexual, and emotional abuse and domestic and family violence. Over
the past six years alone, these services have supported over 300 thousand
children and families.

3. Actfor Kids’ extended feedback to the Expert Legal Panel on the Make
Queensland Safer Laws 2024

3.1 Child Development and Unintended Consequences

3.1.1 As you may be aware Act for Kids has extensive expertise in child
development and the impact of trauma on child development. Sadly, there is
a strong lack of political and public understanding about child development,
in particular, children’s cognitive development and decision-making
capabilities at different ages. There is ample research evidence into child
development to help inform evidence-based legislative reforms.

3.1.2 In Australia, by law, persons are children for democratic and governance
purposes until they turn 18 years of age. Therefore, as a society we deem
them incapable of making decisions about which political party should be in
office at any level of government, however, we also deem them, by law, as
able to make decisions that result in them being incarcerated at 10 years of
age. Act for Kids still strongly believes the new laws defy logic regarding
children’s cognitive decision-making capabilities, and the decades of
international research on children’s brain development. Sentencing children
under adult crimes does not give any consideration to a child’s development
or lack thereof. This is also why we continue to see children repeatedly
committing crimes because they do not have the cognitive capacity to
understand the consequences or impact of their actions.

3.1.3 Additionally, increasing the number of offences for which children will be
sentenced as adults simply means that they are likely to be incarcerated for
longer periods of time, reducing the likelihood of appropriate re-engagement
into society, re-engagement to the education system and increasing the
chance of repeat offences, which is clearly an unintended consequence of the
laws. The longer a child spends in custody, the more significant negative
impacts we see on their social, emotional and cognitive ability to rehabilitate.



3.1.4 The ‘Adult Crime Adult Time’ strategy does not address the root cause of why
children offend, instead it disregards a child’s upbringing despite extensive
evidence showing that an overwhelming number of young offenders are
victims of trauma and crime. The Queensland Youth Justice Strategy
Report 2023-2024 outlines that 53 per cent of young offenders had been
impacted by domestic and family violence, 30 per cent are living in unstable
accommodation and at least 25 per cent had a parent who had been in
custody. Many young offenders have also experienced abuse and neglect and
most repeat offenders have had statutory child protection interventions. Act for
Kids believes the new laws will contribute to the generational cycle of abuse
we are trying to break. This again highlights a clear unintended consequence
of the stronger sentencing laws for children.

3.1.5 Act for Kids acknowledges that detention is a valuable tool when a young
person is an immediate threat to the community or themselves, however new
amendments to the Youth Justice Act, particularly when applying an adult
sentence to a child as young as ten, do not allow scope to address or take into
consideration a child’s own life experiences, including being victims of crime,
and the root causes of their offending and disengagement from society.
Instead, as previously mentioned it can be the catalyst to re-offending and
cause more harm long term by undermining the goal to rehabilitate young
offenders back into society. The laws already ignore international research
evidence showing the negative impact on brain development from the
experiences of trauma, disability and disadvantage of young offenders. The
laws do not address the rights of children with vulnerabilities and undiagnosed
disabilities, as the majority of children in the youth justice system are likely to
be due to their life experiences.

3.2 Holistic support for children who disengage

3.2.1 Act for Kids would like to take this opportunity to highlight to the Legal Expert
Panel the critical need for all stakeholders to work together holistically to
address the root cause of a child’s offending behaviour, their disengagement
from society and the need to consider a whole-of-community approach when it
comes to sentencing and evaluating their circumstances, including the impact
of their past experiences and upbringing and a child’s opportunities to re-
engage.

3.2.2 In our original submission, Act for Kids shared the highly impactful outcomes
we are seeing through two of our own bespoke programs, which work with high-
risk young people and their families who have had touch points with Child Safety
and the Youth Justice system. We want to re-emphasise to the Legal Expert
Panel, that these programs, which work predominately with Child Safety and
Youth Justice’s most complex children and families, by providing therapeutic
interventions across the whole family and ecology, are seeing incredible results
because of the collaboration between all stakeholders. The team is working
intensively to address a number of key factors including keeping children safely
with their families, working towards getting children home safely, stabilising at



risk kin/foster placements to avoid children entering out of home care and
potentially the residential care system, where there are further risks of
disengagement. It cannot be understated the benefit of this wrap around
service, which involves a team of practitioners including psychologist, therapist,
speech therapist, occupational therapist and child and family practitioners. The
teams are enhanced by community stakeholders, including youth justice to work
holistically with the child and family rather than the one worker per child standard
approach. In one instance, the collaborative approach and highly intensive
supports led to a child remaining with their foster carer who also received the
appropriate support to manage the child’s behaviour. Act for Kids can provide
more specific details of these programs if the Legal Expert Panel feels it would
be of benefit in establishing your own recommendations to the Queensland
Government.

4. Recommendations

4.1 Act for Kids believes stronger pathways between the youth justice system and
support services, such as Act for Kids, to holistically address a child’s
circumstances and behaviour will help reduce crime in Queensland and better
protect the community. Without engaging a young offender’s family, and aligning
all key stakeholders in their life, there is limited evidence to support positive long-
term change, especially when relying solely on a period in custody. In fact, we
believe that children sentenced under ‘Adult Crime Adult Time’ laws, innately
have a much higher chance of reoffending as there is likely to be ineffective
immediate interventions or an intensive care plan established in the short-term.

4.2 Act for Kids is strongly urging the Expert Legal Panel to consider the age of
children who will face ‘Adult Crime Adult Time’ sentencing laws and the lifelong
implications this has for their development and therefore, for their future capacity
to participate as responsible, productive citizens.

4.3 Whilst acknowledging the seriousness of some offences, community safety and
support for victims as a key priority, Act for Kids would continue to support further
amendments, which removed the ‘Adult Crime Adult Time’ sentencing regime
for children who have committed nonviolent offences under the 13 prescribed
offences. This would allow for more evidence-based collaborative intervention
programs and community approaches in alignment with the justice system’s role
in addressing the cause of a child’s offending rather than relying on long-term
incarceration for their rehabilitation. This measure would also reduce the
overrepresentation of children in detention. Sentencing alone does not deter nor
prevent young people from committing crimes.

5. Conclusion

Act for Kids thanks the Expert Legal Panel for the opportunity to provide further
considerations, including outlining what we believe are the unintended consequences of
‘Adult Crime Adult Time’ sentencing laws. We feel it is important to emphasise they do
not adequately address or prevent children from offending however they do negatively



impact a child’s development and ability to re-engage with community, education,
employment and be responsible productive citizens.

This submission has been prepared by Act for Kids team of experts. We would be willing
to share further information on our collaborative programs, which are having a positive
impact in the community and for children in the youth justice system, if it would be helpful
to the panel.

We look forward to working with you and the Queensland Government and further
opportunities that arise to support the delivery of Making Queensland Safer strategy.

Yours sincerely,

Katriva Lixes

Dr Katrina Lines,
Chief Executive Officer
Act for Kids



