and family life. He says: “ Something as vague as concern
might be tittle-tattle or trivial. That's textured language
and open to abuse.”

Eileen Munro, reader in social policy at the London School
of Economics, agreesthe plan is “bedevilled by alack of
clarity”. She says: “If everyone working with children
records the slightest worry, because they’re afraid of
getting into trouble if anything happens to the child, then
fileswill quickly get clogged up with minor concernsthat,
on investigation, are discounted.”

Sadig Khan, of Christian Khan solicitors, callsfor proper
safeguards about who can access the data, how long it
can be stored and how its accuracy can be challenged. He
says. “There must be a watchdog to monitor children’s
records. The police national computer should only be
accessed when officers have good reason, but some have
been disciplined for selling theinformation to newspapers.”
Andrew Christie, director of the Hammersmith and Fulham
children’s trust in west London, plays down these fears.
Thecreation of children’strusts, which amalgamate social
services, education and healthcare, should resolve data
protection problems about the transfer of information
between different agencies, he claims. “ Responsibility for
child health - and children’s medical records - will be
formally delegated to the trust.”

Histrust, however, does not intend to set up a database as
comprehensive as those proposed by ministers. “The
government might want to keep atrack on every child but
that’snot our priority,” he says. “We're setting up awebsite
that will store basic biographical details on children we
know to be at risk of social exclusion. It won’t exchange
confidential data.”

Christieacceptsit will bechallenging to verify the accuracy
of the information stored. Last year, Hammersmith and
Fulham council found that 48% of itssocial servicesfiles,
covering 55,000 peopl e, did not match up with local NHS
records. Nearly 1,450 records disagreed on whether a
person was alive or dead.

Thedisparity arose from flawsin the NHS patient tracing
service, which only matched records by surname. In
response, the council set up a computer system that
checked the full name, age and address of patients at one
GP surgery, which achieved a 100% match with social
services filesin amonth. But Christie admits a complete
match of all local recordswill takefar longer.

The education secretary, Charles Clarke, isfighting for a
bill inthe Queen’s speech next month that will addressthe
legal and technical problemshindering information sharing.
Phil Cain, co-author of the safety netsreport, warnsthat if
thelegidation failsto removethesebarriers IRT will prove
a “white elephant”. He says: “IRT is the last roll of the
dice. It may be a pilot scheme but the government has no
alternative plan. So we're stuffed if it doesn’t work.”

Woomera

Max Liddell
Monash Univer sity

Many of us, as we grew up, read Alice's
Adventuresin Wonderland and Through the
Looking Glass. We probably regarded
Alice’'sstory asa ‘fairy story’ and did not
see any other implications. Alice’s
adventures were further sanitised and
minimised by theWalt Disney film version
of them. Yet Lewis Carroll’s recorded
treatment of Alice, viewed through a
different lens, can be seen asa manual on
the brainwashing and emotional abuse of
children.

Onewonderswhether John Howard hasinstructed
Federal Ministerstoread Alice' sadventures, just as
Ministers in the Victorian Government were
instructed to read the‘ Yes, Minister’ scriptssome
two decadesago. Federa Ministershave subjected
childrenandfamiliesinimmigration detention, child
protectionworkers, state governmentsand externa
criticstothesamekind of paradoxica communication
and entrapment that Lewis Carroll’s characters
practiced on poor Alice.

‘Double-bindtheory’ helpsexplaintheimpact of such
communication. Inbrief, thistheory suggeststhat,
inarelationshipthat hassurvival vauefor theweak,
thestrong will issue ordersor make statementswhich
they requireto beobeyed or agreed with. Inpractice
it isimpossible for the weaker party to do this.
Children repeatedly subjected to such
communication frequently devel op schizophrenia.

AmericansPaul Watzlavick, Janet Beavinand Don
Jackson, in their book ‘Pragmatics of Human
Communication’, provideasimpleexampleof the
double-bind by drawing attention to asign placed
on abridge which spanned an American freeway.
Thesignsaid‘IgnoreThisSign’. Inorder to obey,
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youmust first noticethesign. But noticingthesign
violatestheingructiontoignoreit. Youaretrapped;
no matter what you do you will bewrong.

Lewis Carroll was the master of this kind of
communication. Remember hisdia ogue between
Alice and the Red and White Queens? Aliceis
asked how to make bread. Sherepliesthat you
get some flour, and is asked where you pick the
flower? When sherepliesthat you don’t pick it
becauseit’sground, sheisasked how many acres
of ground she means, and told to stop leaving so
many thingsout. Onit goes; no matter what Alice
says, sheiswrong. Humpty Dumpty in hisfamous
‘when | useaword it meanswhat | say it means
speech spelled out the purpose. It was not about
the meaning of words, but about whowasin control.

The Federal Government’s communication over
childrenindetention mirrorssuch exercisesin control
and entrapment. Everyone el se hasbeen blamed.
Thechild protectionworkerswhoinvestigated abuse
of children at Woomera and seem to have
ubgtantiated the exi stence of abuse (admittedly such
wordswere not used publicly) werewrong, aswas
the SouthAudraian Government. Thetrgpissprung
tight by the existence of a Memorandum of
Understanding which in essence retained the
respongibility for protecting childrenin detentionin
Woomera(and subsequently in Baxter) inthehands
of the Federal Government. Confidentiality
provisonsprevent the South Australian Government
from commenting without Federal permission. So
the Federd Government cansafdly criticiseeveryone,
knowing that theevidence of what abuseshave been
officidly subgtantiated can never seethelight of day.

The Federal Government’s paradoxical
communication hasa so been aimed at childrenand
their parents. Fifteen-year-old Alamdar Bakhtiari
was interviewed by a Melbourne Age reporter
Russdll Skeltonearlier thisyear!. Skelton described
him asshowing all thesignsof institutionalisation
(having been in detention for nearly threeyears).
Alamdar said he hated Australia, hated Baxter, but
wasafraidtoleave; fearing the outsideworld more
than hisdetention. Inacurioustwist, one of the
factorsholding up the Bakhtiari family’sreturnto
Pakigtan (Mr. Baktiari had had hisdlamtobeAfghan
rejected) wasthat it wastoo dangerousfor officids

totravel to Pakistanto get travel documents.

Anlragi family who had been in detention for four
yearswasdeported. They weregivenaone-month
tourist visafor Vietnam, and openticketstofly from
thereto Syriaand Iran, though they had no visasfor
those countries. They hoped to obtain these in
Vietnam. However Australian authoritiesfaxed
authoritiesin Vietnam before the family arrived,
warning that they were deporteesand to use caution
indealingwiththem. Not surprisingly they were
forced to returnto Perth, and detention, after only
two days. One of the children was said to have
early psychosis. A spokesman for the Minister
blamed thefamily for contacting the media, saying
they had been repestedly cautioned that ahigh profile
would not helpthem. Soweforcedthemtoleave,
madethisimpossible, then blamed them. Thetrap
par excellence.

Earlier the link was drawn between such
communication patternsand schizophrenia. One
would never suggest that the government intendsthis
with regard to children in detention, but it is
reasonableto say that they havetaken mind games
far beyondwhatismord or defensble. Thedistress
and damage caused to children and families in
detention show thisclearly.

In somerespectsAlicewaslucky; shewoke up, and
her nightmaresfaded. For childrenindetention, the
nightmares continue, bothinthe abusesinherentin
detention itself and in the double-bind in which the
Federal Government hastrapped them.

Thisisashort version of the paper presented
by Max Liddell at the 9" Australasian
Conference on Child Abuse and Neglect in
Sydney in November 2003.

Footnotes

1. Skelton, R. (2003) ‘I hate Austradia. | am not acriminal, | have done
nothing wrong’, The Age, 28 July: 1.

Editorial Note: Some features of the protocol are reproduced in the
Full Court of the Family Court’s Judgment in B (Infants) and B
(Intervener) and the Minister for Immigration & Multicultural &
Indigenous Affairs (2003) FLC 93-141 available at
www.familycourt.gov.au. Findings as to harm are found in the
subsequent decision of (B and B) and the Minister for Immigration &
Multicultural & Indigenous Affairs [2003] FamCA 62, not yet
reported, at the same site.
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