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Foetal alcohol

risk warning

PREGNANT women must
be wamed of the risk of
causing irreversible brain
damage to their unbom
children by drinking, drug
and rehabiiitation groups
say.

Arange of
organisations have
linked togetherto
highlight the issue of
foetal aicohol spectrum
disorder,

Campaign organisers
defined FASD is
irreversible brain damage
linked to exposure to
alcchol during
pregnancy.
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Risks of drinking while pregnant

Stephen Lunn
Social affairs writer

ONE in every 100 Australian
babies is born with some degree
of irréversible brain damage due
to the consumption of alcohol
during pregnancy, but many
women continue to drink and
doctors continue to ignore the
problemn, health experts warn.

Society’s blase affitude to
drinking while pregnant in the
face of the incurable nature of
fetal alcohol spectrum disorder
and iis capacity to leave children
with permanent learning and
behavioural problems is what
worries organisations such as the
Australian Drug Foundation, the
Salvation Army and the National
Indigenous Drug and Alcohol
Committee.

Courts and prisons are clogged
with people suffering from un-
diagnosed FASD, which is more
akin to mental illness or disability
and therefore more a medical
than legal problem, they say.

““There’s absolutely no scien-
tific proven level of safe drinking
during pregnancy. Alcohol is a
drug that can harm an unborn
baby in different ways,*’ said
Sonia Berton, chief executive of
Melbourne-based alcohol treat-
ment service Arbias.

“The most common harm is
permanent brain damage result-
ing in learning difficulties, atten-
tion deficit disorder, behavioural
problems and many other issues.

“Children, teenagers and
adults who have FASD may end
up with a significant disability.

7

RS PETIIS: ' 13nen FUSsel way versar Sesh, 24, 1325270 B Bl aieang SpeTIL @ s, © Mabome pedsy

They may end up with huge
prablems maintaining employ-
ment and a number of people will
end up in the law courts. Unfortu-
nately, FASD can be misdiag-
nosed; sometimes doctors think a
child has ADD when, in fact, the
prablem is FASD.”

There is a temptation to think
FASD is little more than a
fashionable way for parents to
hide the fact their child is down-
right bad, and for mothers to take
the blame instead.

Elizabeth Russell, mother of
24-year-old Seth, says she fer-
vently wishes that were the case,

“Tf Seth was just a bad kid, I
would be very happy because 1
know he would have the oppor-
tunity to grow out of his beha-
vioural problems. But as it stands,
he has been diagnosed with
FASD, which means it is perma-
nent,”* Ms Russell told The Aus-
trafian.

Ms Russell, 53, said drinking
was very much a part of her life
until [0 years ago, and was during
her pregnancy when she lived in
Mackay, in central Queensland.

**When Seth was 12, he started
to be truant from school, doing
badly, getting into the wrong
crowd. A year later, he was
exploring with sex and drugs,
marfjuana, sniffing, generally
doing all the things a mother
doesn*t want,** she said.

After an initial diagnosis of
ADIID, Ms Russell was still
concerned her son wasn*t getting
the right treatment, and went 1o
the US, where Seth was found to
have FASD. “He’s now on differ-

ent medications, including anti-
psychotics for schizophrenia. It's
good that we know he has a
problem, not just that he is a
problem,* she said.

The extreme end of FASD is
fetal alcohol syndrome, where the
child’s physical characteristics
are altered by the damage. But
practitioners warn the neurologi-
cal damage such as in Seth’s case
is no less permanent.

“We really have poor data in
Australia about how cornmon the
problem is,** said Elizabeth Pea-
don, developmental pediatrician
at the Westmead Children®s Hos-
pital in Sydney. *In the US,
where there is better data, they
estimate up to 1 per cent of all live
births are affected,** Dr Peadon
said.

The most recent research, con-
ducted late last year, revealed that
34 per cent of pregnant women
consumed alcohol during their
most recent pregnancy. And re-
search eatlier this year revealed
that up to two million Australians
were drinking at levels that risked
brain damage.

National Health and Medical
Research Council guidelines, en-
dorsed in 2001, advise that preg-
nant women “‘may consider not
drinking at all*’, but if they do
drink, to keep their consumption
to less than seven standard drinks
a week and no more than two on
one day. Draft guidelines under
discussion  advise  pregnant
women that the safest option is
not to drink alcohol.
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Brain-damaged siblings fight for recognition and help

By JILL STARK

ALL day at school Claire wears
her “social mask’ in an attempt
to fit in with her classmates.

"I try to pretend to be some-
one I'm not and act normal, but I
feel different. It's like hitting your
head against a brick wall,
because on the other side there
are people who are normal.”’

She sounds every bit the
articulate 17-year-old, but Claire
Duley and her brother Brendan,
14, have foetal alcchot syndrome,
Their brain damage might not be
obvious at first, but foster mother
Neroli Endacott, who has cared

- for more than 100 children with
complex needs, says they are her
biggest challenge yet.

Like toddlers trapped in teen-
agers’ bodies they suffer short-
term memory loss, meaning a

simple act like brushing teeth
must be re-learned again and
again. They are prone to fits of
rage and depression, have
trouble socialising, and need
round-the-clock  monitoring
because “they're a risk to them-
selves as well as other people”.

The children are ineligible for
a place in a special school and
get little financial help because
foetal alcohol disorder is not rec-
ognised as a disability.

Holding down a job, manag-
ing money or sustaining a
relationship will be virtually
impossible, "They say about kids
with foetal alcohol that the boys
get locked up and the gitls get
knocked up,” Ms Endacott says.
“Claire tells me that she wouldn't
get raped because she'd say no,

and she wouldn't get her drink
spiked because she'd put her
hand over her drink. That's the
way they think. It's very simplis-
tic, like a child.”

The siblings came to her
home on the Gold Coast three
vears ago after their birth
mother, Tracy Duley, could no
longer care for them. She sees
her children regularly and Ms
Endacott does not blame her for
their condition, saying Ms Duley
has been scber for almost a year.

Getting the children diag-
nosed was a struggle. “We fight
the educators to educate them
and we fight the doctors to rec-
ognise their condition,” Ms
Endacort says. .
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Sufferers
exposed to
a lifetime
of pain

EXPOSURE to alcohol can cause
a range of disabilities under the
umbrella term foetal alcohol
spectrum disorder (FASD).

At the severe end of the
spectrum is foetal alcohol
syndrome, usually characterised
by low birth weight and facial
abnomnalities of the eye, mouth
and lips.

The baby may also have a
small head and damage to the
intemna! organs. Hearing and
sight may also be impaired,

Children with FASD can have
vanying degrees of neurological
damage, which can include a
lower than average |Q, leaming
difficulties, attention problems
and hyperactivity.

Short-term memory is often
affected and many sufferers
have poor Impulse control, fafl to
understand consequences and
can be prone to extreme mood
swings. As a result, many go on
to experience mentai health
issues, spend time in jail or have
drug and alcchol problems.
Damage to the brain is perma-
nent and ireversible.

With the condition being rec-
ognised in medical literature only
since the 1970s, there is still lit-
tle research and much debate on
what level of alcohol intake
causes damage to the foetus,
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Call for action on
babies damaged by
mothers drinking

By JILL STARK
MEDICAL REPORTER

A HIDDEN generation of brain-
danwged children is being born
with foetal alcohol disorders but
a huge gap in expertise is forcing
many families to go overseas for
help, experts have claimed.

A hard-hitting campaign
launched today will warn that
one in 100 Australian newborns
could be suffering irreversible
brain damage caused by alcohol
exposure in the womb.

Sufferers can have birth
defects, learning difficulties and
complex behavioural issues. But
only 2% of doctors feel confidernt
in detecting the condition and
mazy children are misdiagnosed
with attention deficit disorders,
hyperactivity and autisim.

Backed by Victoria's Chief
Magistrate fan Gray and leading
national drug support agencies,
the campaign by alcohol-related
brain damage service Arbias will
call for mandatory warning
labels on alcohol products and
training for doctors, With
research showing almost 60% of
Australians have never heard of
foetal alcohol disorders, national
education campaigns have also
been advacated.

With no diagnostic services,
the extent of the problem is
unclear, but Arbias chief execu-
tive Sonia Berton believes there
cauld be at least 200,000 suf-
ferers, based on US figures where
drinking patterns are similar.

“Foetal alcohol spectrum dis-
order is the most preventable
cause of mental disability in the
Western world but is not even
recognised as a disability in Aus-
tralia,” Ms Berton said.

Anne Russell, from the Rus-
sell Family Fetal Alcohol Dis-
orders Associationt, had to travel
to Canada to have her son Seth
diagnosed after Australian doc-
tors could not explain his violent,
sufcidal behaviour as a teenager.

“This is happening all the
time and kids are getting labelled
louts and delinquents and crimi-
nals when they've got significant
brain damage,” she said.

Canadian lawyer David
Boulding, an expert on foetal
alcohel disorders and the justice
system, says up to 60% of suf-
ferers end up in prison. ‘As a citi-
zen paying taxes you need to
demand that the Governnient
start doing diagnostic and sup-
port services because you're
paying for it three and four times
over,”' he said. “These people
plug up your courts, your social
welfare, your jails your hospitals,
yOur emergency services.”

Neuropsychologist Martin
Jackson said that every foetus
and woman reacts differently to
alcohol so it is impossible to
determine a safe level of drink-
ing. Recently revised ale¢ohol
guidelines have warned pregnant
woman not to drink atall,

But Dr Christine Tippett,
president of the Royal Australian
and New Zealand College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecolo-
gists, said telling women one
glass of wine could be dangerous
is “simplistic and alarmist”.

She said the majority of
babies with foetal alcohol dis-
orders had mothers who regu-
larly drank heavily in pregnancy.

“The message has to be to
warrten that if their child misbe-
haves it's not because they had
one or two drinks in pregnancy,”
Dr Tippett said. “People who
have a problem with excess
alcohol intake are often people
who smoke or who may use
drugs so it becomes very difficult
to isalate the part alcohol plays.”

New research shows one in
five Australians think it's safe to
have a drink a day during preg-
nancy. Another survey shows
34% of women had drunk during
their last pregnancy and 24%
said they would continue to
drink in any future pregnancy.
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TORY SHEPHERD
HEALTH REPORTER

PREGNANT women must be
warned of the risk of causing
frreversible brain damage fo
their unborn children by drink-
ing, drug and rehabilitation
groups say.

A range of organisations has
linked together to highlight the
issue of foetal alcohol spectrum
disorder (FASD).

The groups, led by Arbias, a
national organisation that

promotes education about
alcohol-related brain injury, are
pushing for warning labels on
alcohol botties.

Thousands of babies are brain
damaged by the alechol their

mothers drink, Arbias chief
executive officer Sonia Berton
said yesterday.

The group launch an aware-
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dire risk to unborn

ness campaign on FASD today.
Ms Berton said international
studies show one in 100 newborn
babies eould be born with FASD
every year, and she wants to see
the research replicated here.
FASD is irreparable brain in-
jury that can cause learning and
behavioural difficulties, and
short-term memory loss.
“Alcchoi is a drug that can
harm an unborn baby in different
ways during preghancy,” she
said. “The most common harm is
permanent brain damage result-
ing in learning difficulties, atten-
tion deficit disorder, hehavioural
problems and many other issues.
“If you are pregnant or con-
sidering pregnancy, no aleohol is
the best and safest choice for
your unborn bahy,” she said.
Normanville woman Sue Miers
is the spokeswoman for the Nat-
ional Organisation for Foetal Al-

eohol Syndrome and Related
Disorders, and has a 26-year-old
foster daughter with FASD.

She said scme studies found as
many as three or four babies in
100 could be affected by FASD.

“We know that young women
in Australia are drinking lots, we
know that pregnant woman are
drinking lots.”

Her daughter, Lola, said having
FASD meant she had
behavioural problems, struggled
to learn from her mistakes and
to control her own drinking.

“ No alcohol is the
best and safest choice
for your unborn baby.

- ARBIAS CHIEF EXECUTIVE
OFFICER SONIA BERTON
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Campaign warns of alcohol danger

AMAJOR campaign is
underwaytowarn aFeople
about the potential dan-
gers gf alcohol consump-
tion during pregnancy.

Campalgn organi?z;rs
say i's time the comumu-
nity woke up to the reality
of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder (FASD).

Inessence, FASD is
irreversible brain damage
in a baby, child, teenager
of adultlinked to expo-
sure to alcohol during
pregnancy.

e’%ﬂe c;rynpgj('ign has

been organised by arbias -
who shocked the nation

in August by revealin,
that t%\‘r:) mjﬂion 8
Australians drink atlevels
that risk brain damage -
along with NOFASARD
and the Russeil Family
Fetal Alcohol Disorders
Association,

Campaign supporters
include The Salvation
Armrl, the Community
Alcohol Action Nefwork,
the Alcohol Education
and Rehabilitation
Foundation, the Alcohol
and Other Drugs Council
of Australia, the National
Indigenous Drugand
Alechol Committee and

POTENTIAL DANGER:

arbias CEO Sonia Berton
says the campaign is designed to educate, not alarm.

the Australian Drug
Foundation.

arbias CEO Sonia
Berion said the campaign
was designed to educate,
notalarm,

Shesaid thekeywasto
get information out into
the community so that

eople can makean
formed choice.

Research indicates
that as many asonein 104
newborn babies areborn
with the effects of FASD.

Children with FASD
can face a massive range
of issues including huge
learning problems, short-

term memory loss, diffi-
culty controlling emo-
tions (especially anger),
being easily distractible,
having an inability to
manage money, difficulty
maintaining ernployment
andan inab%h‘ty tolearn
from mistakes,

Affected individuals
may also have significant
problems establishing
and maintaining friend-
ships and other relation-
ships including difficulty
parenting appropriately.

More informationis
available at
www.arbias.org.au
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difficult needs. There is a long path of
recovery ahead of this little girl.

QUEENSLAND PREMIER ANMNA BLIGH

In the spetiight: Chidren's sexual behaviowr in Queensland's Anrulun ¥ has baen hightigh

d by a gang rape case.
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Community blighted by child sex, alcoholism and riots the backdrop for abuse of 10-year-old

Gang rape
added to
girl’s life
of trauma

SYBNEY

‘The girl at the centre of the multiple
rape case in far north Queensland has
been through more trauma in her 12
years.than most suffer in 2 lifetime,

Like so many indigenous children,
she was born with foetal alcohol syn-
drome, Disadvantaged from birth,
she is reportedly “mildly intellectual-
ly impaired™,

When she was seven, she was
molested by a family member and
contracted syphilis.

She became “highly sexualised”, so
for her protection the Department of
Child Safety removed her from her
family in Aurukun and sent her to live
with a succession of foster families,
She -was ultimately placed with a
white family in Cairns.

But the sexual assault had left its
mark, Early last year the girl’s foster
carer told child safety officials she was
offering to perform sex acts in
exchange for cigarettes and alcohol.

Nonetheless, officials returned the
gir to her family in Aurukun in April
2006, after she indicated she wanted
to go back.

-Less than two months later, at the
age of 10, she was raped by nine men,
including six aged between 13 and 16,
over a succession of days.

Cairns-based District Court Judge
Sarah Bradley did not record convic-
tions against the six teenage attackers
and gave others, aged 17, 18 and 26,
suspended sentences ,

The prosecutor did not ask for a jail
sentence and Judge Bradley, in her
sentencing remarks, said that the girl
had “probably agreed” to have sex
with the nine,

Soon after rehurning to Aurukun,
the girl presented at a medicat clinic
requiesting a pregnancy test and con-

doms. According to a departmental
report, she told clinic staff she was
having consensual sex.

The girl’s experiences have high-
lighted the dysfunction of the remote
Aurukun community, where sex
among children is not unheard of, girls
barely in their teens are having babies,
alcoholism is rife, and there are fre-
quent riots between tribes.

A Department of Community Ser-
vices official who appeared at the
multiple rape court case in Qctober
told the judge that many Aurukun
children had a precocious attitude
towards sex.

“There are a lot of children in this
community who think the same way
about sexual matters as {one of the
rapists) does,” the official said.

Her observations were echoed by
the lawyer representing some of the
offenders.

“Their level of understanding as to
appropriate sexual conduct isp’t
good, and maybe it’s because their ex-
perience in relation to other people
within the community, and their con-
duct, isn’t good,” he said,

Pointing out there were 14-year-
olds giving birth in Aurukun, he said:
“It just reinforces the lack of educa-
tion and resources that are given to
this community to assist with what
clearly is a significant problem.”

The department official said the
State Government had recently begun
running sexual health programs in
Aurukun, which included teaching
young peopleabout “the appropriate-
ness of who your sexual partner will
be”.

The 12-year-old girl is back in the
care of the Department of Child Safe-
ty and is receiving medical and psy-
chological treatment,

“She does have a number of com-

A3 She does have a number of complex and

(

plex and difficult needs,” Queensland
Premier Anna Bligh said. “Thereisa
long path of recovery ahead of this
little girl.”

It emerged vesterday that the
Queensland Crime and Misconduct
Comunission had received a complaint
about the handling of a second indige-
Nous rape case.

The complaint related to an Abo-
riginal girl who was assaulted by two
men at different times in an undis-
closed community.

A commission spokeswoman said a
complaint had been received about
three months ago and was being
looked into by investigators appoint-
ed by the Department of Child Safety.

Ms Bligh warned of “radical
action” if a review found fault with
the State’s justice system.

She said a review of 64 sentences
given to sexual offenders on Cape
York over the past two years could
help determine if the standard of jus-
tice was lower in Queensland’sindige-
ROUS comumunities.

Hetty Johnston, founder of Brave-
hearts, a group which campaigns
against child abuse, called for an
external review of child sex cases by a
retired judge.

“We believe that this problem is
endemic, it is systemic,” Ms Johnston
said.

But Ms Bligh rejected calls for an
inquiry into the gang rape case, say-
ing: “Until we have seen all of those
cases it would be premature to say this
is systemic.”

The review of cases would show
whether further action was warrant-
ed, she said,

“But if those cases show that it is, |
won’t hesitate to take very radical
action if necessary.”

A
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Alcohol during pregnancy

A CAMPAIGN is under-
way to warn locals of the
poteniial dangers ol alco-
hol consumption during
pregnancy.

A range of crganisa-
tions have linked together
with the backing of high
profile  Australians to
highlight that Australia
must wake up to the issne
of  Fetal Aleohol
Spectrum Disorder.

In essence FASD is an
irreversible, irreparable
brain injury in an unborn
baby linked to alcohol
consumption during
pregnancy.

People in the coverage
of the Argus are being
urged to download fact
sheets and become more

educated about FASD.

It is estimated one in
100 newborn babies may
be born with the symp-
toms and characteristics
of FASD each year.

Organisers highlight
that for women consider-
ing pregnancy or who are
pregnant, no alcohol is
the best and safest choice
for their unborn baby,

Campaign supporters
include The Salvation
Army, the Community
Alcohol Action Network,
the Alcohol Education
and Rehabilitation

Foundation, the Alcohol
and Qther Drugs Council
of Australia, the National
Indigenous Drug and
Alcohol Committee and

ALCOHOL CAN
HARM YOUR

UNBORN BABY

NONE: Arbias chief executive officer Sonia Berton is
launching a new campaign to highlight the dangers of
alcoho!l consumption during pregnancy.

the Australian
Foundation.

Special websites are in
place with fact sheets and
information about FASD.
People are being nrged to
{ind out more by visiting
arbias.org.au, which has
links to other websites to
help.

The new campaign is
called *It’s time (o recog-
nise FASD’. Arbias CEQ
Sonia Berton says the
campaign is designed to
educate not alarm.

She says the key is to
get information out into
the community so that
people can make an
informed choice.

She says there are no
mijor government fund-

Drug

ed services anywhere in
Australia  specifically
helping families with
FASD.

Tired of waiting for
anything to happen,
arbias — which is a not for
profit organisation with
support from a massive
list of MPs from all par-
ties around the nation —
has lannched Australia’s
first diagnostic service to
help parents, carers and
families with children or
adults with FASD.

The new service is
aleeady helping to diag-
nose Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder and
muke appropriate recom-
mendations to help some
families.
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Raped girl endured lifetime of trauma

Cosima Marriner

THE. girl at the centre of the
multiple rape case in Far-North
Queensland has been through
more trauma in her 12 years
thanmost sufferin a lifetime.

Like so many indigenous
children, she was born with
foetal alcoho! syndrome.
Disadvantaged from birth,
she is reportediy "mildly
intellectually impaired"”.

When the girl was seven,
she was molested by a family
member and contracted
syphilis. She became “highly
sexualised”, so for her own
protection the Department of
Child Safety removed her
from her family tn Aurukun
and sent her tolive with a
succession of foster families.
She was ultimately placed
with a white family in Cairns.

But the sexual assault had
left its mark, Eariy last year the
girl's foster carer told chifd
safety officials she was

offering to perform sex actsin
exchange for cigarettes and
alcohol, Nonetheless, officials
returned the girt ta her family
in Aurukunin April 2006, after
she indicated she wanfed to go
back. Less than two months
later, at the age of 10, she was
raped by nine men, including
six aged between 13 and 16,
over a succession of days,

Such earfy brutal sexual
encounters have completely
robbed the girl of her innocence
and warped her view of what is
appropriate behaviour,

Net long after returning to
Aurukun, she presented at a
medical clinic requesting a
pregnancy test and condoms.
According to a departmental
report, the girl told clinlc staff
she was having consensual sex.

The girl's experiences have
highlighted the dysfunction
of the remote Aurukun
community, where sex among
children is not unheard of, girls

barely in thelr teens are
having babies, alcoholism is
rife, and there are frequent
riots between tribes.

A Department of
Community Services official
who appeared at the multiple
rape court case In October told
the judge, Sarah Bradley, that
many Aurukun children had a
precocious attitude towards
sex. "There are alot of children
in this community who think
the same way about sexual
matters as [one of the rapists]
does,” the official said.

Her observations were
echoed by the lawyer repre-
senting some of the offenders.
"Their level of understanding as
to appropriate sexual conduct
isn't good, and maybe it's
because their experience in
relation to other people within
the community, and their
conduct, isn't good.”

Pointing out there were

14-year-olds giving birth in
Aurukun, he sald: "It just
reinforces the lack of
education and resources that
are given to this community to
assist with what clearlyis a
significant problem.”

The department official said
the State Government had
recently begun running sexual
health programs in Aurukun,
which Included teaching
young people about 'the
appropriateness of who your
sexual partner willbe™.

But the for the little girl, the
damage is done. She s back in
the care of the Department of
Child Safety and is receiving
medical and psychological
treatment. “She does have a
number of complex and difficult
needs,” Queensiand's Premier,
Anna Bligh, said, “Thereis a
long path of recovery ahead of
this little girt.”

There were 14-year-olds giving birth in Aurukun.
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ORANGE JUICE: Amy Lambert, dietitian at the Mildura Aboriginal Health Services and an expectant mother, says
most pregnant wormen should be aware of the risks of drinking alcohol. Picture: Stacey Merlin
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Booze, babies don’t mix

Zero alcohol only safe amount for unborn child

By Nat Cavallaro

WHILE pregnancy is a time of joy for
most women, there are risks.

Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
is an irreversible, irreparable brain in-
jury in an unborn baby linked to alco-
hol consumption during pregnancy.

By simply avoiding alcoho! during
pregnancy FASID can be prevented but
it is only recently that a major cam-
paign has been launched to target
pregnant women.

Until recently it was believed limit-
ing alcohol consumption during preg-
nancy was enough. But new research
released by Alchol Related Brain Inju-
ry Australian Services has shown zero
consumption is the safest option.

Despite this, the message may not
be getting through to Australian wom-
en, many of whom still think minimal
drinking is safe.

The National Drug Strategy House-
hold Survey 2004 showed 62 per cent
of women had drunk alcohol during
pregnancy.

‘We are doing our best
to get the message to
pregnant women that
less is best, none is
better.

Vicki Broad, nurse unit manager of
midwifery at Robinvale Hospital, said
many women still thought drinking a
small amount was safe.

“We have a large number of women
who come through here who think it

is acceptable to drink while pregnant
until we explain to them the harm it
can cause their bahy.

"ARBIAS have a brochure out as
part of their ‘It's Time To Recognise
FASD' campaign and [ am giving that
to pregnant women the first time I sce
them because it is important this mes-
sage gets ont in the community.

“The message has become guite
clear this year - no alcohol is best. In
the past there was a lot of information
that suggested a little alcohol was okay
but we now know better.”

Ms Broad stressed that every wom-
an was different and what might be
okay for one isn't for another.

“The fact is there are no safe levels
of alcohol for any woman during her
pregnancy.

“Some women may drink alotwhile
pregnant and their child will be fine.
Those cases cannot be explained and
it is not reccommended that pregnant
women compare themselves to their
friends or others.”

Mel Dunstan, midwife of Women's
Business at Mildura Aboriginal Health
Services, said because the disorder
was hard to recognise, it was difficult
to tell how many cases came through
the system.

“We are really promoting zero con-
sumption now, though. We are doing
our best te get the message to preg-
nant women that less is best, none is
better.”

Ms Dunstan said many wotnen still
were not aware of the dangers of drink-
ing alcohol during pregnancy.

“They know it's bad but they aren't
sure exactly what it can do. We make

sure it's the tirst thing we talk about
when we see a pregnant woman for
the first time.”

Amy Lambert, dietitian at the Mil-
dura Aboriginal Health Services and an
expectant mother, said most pregnant
woimen should be aware of the risks,

“I'd be surprised if they didn't know
about the risks, but the more informa-
tion the better.”

According to ARBIAS, one in 100
newborn babies may be born with the
symptoms and characteristics of FASD
each year in Australia.

Sonia Berton, chief executive offic-
er of ARBIAS, said the effects of brain
injury were lifelong.

"Children, teenagers and adults
who have FASD may end up with a sig-
nificant disability.

"They may end up with huge prob-
leins maintaining employment and a
numbher of these people will end up in
the law courts.

“Unfortunately FASD can be mis-
diagnosed. Doctors sometimes think
a child has ADD (Attention Deficit
Disorder) when in fact the problem is
FASD.”

Children with FASD can battle a
range of issues including learning
problems, short-term memory loss,
difficulty controHling emotions, inahil-
ity to manage money and not learning
from mistakes.

ARBIAS has launched a campaign
to target pregnant women and part of
this campaign is a logoe — the sithouctte
of a pregnant woman saying no to al-
cohal,

ARBIAS is suggesting this logo he
put on all alcoholic drinks.
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WARNING LABELS FOR ALCOHOL ON THE HORIZON

Wellington, Dec 13 NZPA - Labels on alcohol warning about the dangers of drinking during pregnancy may
not be far away now that New Zealand and Australia seem to agree on the issue, Alcohol Healthwatch
says.

Food Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) yesterday called for comment on an appiication to amend
the Australian New Zealand Food Standards Codes to require labelling of alcohol beverages with a
pregnancy health advisory waming.

Consideration of the application, made by the Alcohol Advisory Council (ALAC), has been awaiting the
completion of the review of the Australian Drinking Guidelines.

The draft of these guidelines includes a clear message that alcohol consumption when planning
pregnancy, during pregnancy and breastfeeding is not recommended.

Alcohol Healthwatch director Rebecca Williams said that bodes well for the consideration of the
warning labels application as both countries were now aligned on the issue.

Previous Australian guidelines offered mixed messages about drinking during pregnancy, which was a
barrier {o warning labels.

Ms Williams said if the new Australian guidelines were adopted they would be consistent with the New
Zealand Ministry of Health advice which also recommends women abstain from alcohol during
pregnancy.

She said warning labels formed an essential part of a strategic approach to preventing Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder (FASD).

"It is of paramount importance that there is a clear and consistent message to women of child bearing
age that drinking alcohol during pregnancy carries a high risk," she said.

“There is no known safe consumption level so abstinence is the only way to ensure that alcohol is not
damaging a baby 's heaith."

Brinking alcohol during pregnancy can cause irreparable damage to the brain of the developing baby and
a range of other effects known as FASD.

NZPAWGT hh dj kn13/12/07 11-18NZ
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WHAT HAPPENED?

A10-YEAR-OLD girl was pack-raped twice in an
indigenous community in far north GQueensland -
the second time after being returned there by
child safety officers.

Cairns district court judge Sarah Bradley did not
record convictions against six teenage attackers
and gave three others, aged 17, 18 and 26,
suspended sentences over the 2006 rape, She
found the 10-year-old girl "probably agreed” to
have sex with the rmales.

The ruling caused public outrage.

The case has sparked a review of 64 sentences
given to sexual offenders in Queensland's far
north over the past twe years, and the prosecutor
in the case, Steve Carter, has stood aside while
the case was invesfigated.

He had described the attack as "naughty” and "a
form of chifdish experimentation” involving a
willing participant.

Second case emerges

THE handling of ancther indigenous rape case is
under investigation in Queensland.

Yesterday it emerged the Queensiand Crime and
Misconduct Comnmission has received a complaint
about the handling of a second indigencus rape
case,

The cemplaint relates to an Aboriginal girl who
was assaulted by two men at different times in an
undisclosed community.

Queensland Premier Anna Bligh warned of
“radical action” if a review finds fault with the
state's justice system.

Ms Bligh says a review of 64 sentences given to
sexual offenders on Cape York could help
determine if the standard of justice is lower in
Queensland's indigenous communities.

But Hetty Johnston, founder of iebby group
Bravehearts, called for an external review of child
sex cases by a retired judge. AAF
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Judge Bradley defended

AN AUSTRALIAN barrister yesterday said that the
district court judge was right not to jail nine males
who pleaded guilty to the gang rape of the
10-year-old girl in far north Queensland,

Greq Barns, a barrister with a special interest in
prisen reform, believes the outrage over the
sentences and remarks of Cairns district court
judge Sarah Bradley is unwarranted.

Mr Barns, based in Tasmania, defended Judge
Bradley.

"It has to be remembered that six of the nine
defendants were under the age of 16 and jail is
rightly regarded as . . . inappropriate as a
punishment for them,” he said.

“Secondly, custodial sentences are not the way to
rehabilitate people, particulariy Aboriginal
Australians. They simptly lead to increased
recidivism and an exacerbation of existing
behavioural difficulties.”

...
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‘So you know, there hut for the
grace of God goes most of the
children in this community.’
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Born with foetal alcohol syndrome. First gang-raped at the age of
seven. Gang-raped again three years later. Offers sex in exchange for
booze and cigarettes. This is the world of the young victim in the rape

case that has shocked Australia, Cosima Marriner reports.

HE little girl at the centre of the gang-

rape case in far north Queensland has

been through more trauma in her 12

years than most suffer in a lifetime.

Like so many indigenous children,

she was born with foetal aleohol
syndrome, the daughter of a mother with a
drinking problem.

Disadvantaged from birth, she has
reportedly been diagnosed as being
“mildly intellectually impaired”.

When the girl was seven years old,
she was gangraped by five youths and
contracted syphilis,

The Queensland Child Safety De-
partment removed the girl from
her family in the remwote com-
munity of Aurukun and sent her
to live with a succession of foster
families.

She was ultimately placed
with a white family in Cairns.

But the sexual assault had left
its mark.

Early last year the girl’s fos-
ter carer warned child safety
officials that she was offering to
perform sex acts in exchange for (
cigarettes and alcohol.

Nonetheless, officials deemed
it best to return the girl to her
family in Aurukun in April 2006.

Less than two months later, at the
age of 10, she was gangraped by
nine men, including six aged be.
tween 13 and 16.

Such early brutal sexual encounters
have robbed the girl of her innocence - -
and warped her view of what is appropri-
ate behaviour. Not long after arriving
back in Aurukun she went to a medical
clinic requesting a pregnancy test and con-
doms.

According to a departmental report, the 10-year-
old told clinic staff she was having consensual sex.

The shocking experiences of the girl have
highlighted the dysfunctionality of the Aurukun
community, where sex among children is not un-
heard of, girls barely in their teens are having

A

babies, alcoholism is rife, and there are frequent
riots between warring tribes.

A Community Services Department official
who appeared at the gang-rape court case in Octo-
ber told Judge Sarah Bradley that many Aurukun

children had a precocious attitude toward sex.
“There are a lot of children in this com-
munity who think the same way about sexual
matters as [one of the gang rapists] does,” the
official said. “So you know, there but for
the grace of God goes most of the children
in this community.”
Her observations were echoed by
the lawyer representing some of the
gangrape offenders,
“Their level of understanding as
to appropriate sexual conduct isn't
good, and maybe it's because their
experience in relation to other
people within the community,
and their conduct, isn’t good,”
the lawyer told Judge Bradley.
“There'd be a niunber of sex-
ual relationships that occur at
Aurukun between teenagers
under the age of 16.”
Pointing out there were
14-year-olds having bables in
Aurukun, the lawyer said: “It
just reinforees the lack of edu-
cation and resources that are
given to this community to assist
with what clearly is a significant
problem.”
The department official said the
state government had recently be-
gun running sexual health pro-
grammes in Aurukun, which in-
cluded teaching young people about
“the appropriateness of who your sexual
partner will be”.
But for the girl, the damage has been done.

She is now back in the care of the Child Safety
Department and is receiving medical and psycho-
logical treatment.

“She does have a number of complex and diffi-
cult needs,” Queensland Premier Anna Bligh said

this week. “There is a long path of recovery ahead
Af thic 13HTA it 32 The A=~
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Outrage should be aimed at effects of soft bigotry

BEING named after a mass murderer (Hitler,
Stalin) is a harsh reminder of the extent of
hard bigotry to which the indigenous elders
who celebrated their native title at Pirnini
(**Justice on ancient land®, 11/12) this week
were subjected to as young stockmen.

Now the outrage expressed at the handling
of the case of the 10-year-old Aurukun gang-
rape victim by the Queenstand legal and
welfare authorities (*Prosecutor who called
gang rape of girl, 1, “naughty® stoed down?’,
12/12) should be directed at the pernicious
effects of the contemporary soft bigotry of
cultural relativism. Such cultural relativism
prevents indigenous children achieving the
equality of health and education which are
the building blocks of epportunity for engage-
ment in the mainstream economy.

How does it work? From the absence of
parental education and close supportive
surveillance of mothers so that they under-
stand that by not washing their babies they
witl inevitably get widespread sores infected
by streptococcus that leads to kidney and
heart disease that teads to early death. From
no one bothering that few Aboriginal babies
outside of wrban centres in Australia®s far
north get fed enough to grow properly, so that
they are labelled as having “failure to thrive™
as though it were a disease rather than the
inevitable consequence of nutritional neglect.
From no one having the responsibility to step
in to stop the social outrage of alcohol abuse
amongst young women so that fetal alcohol
syndrome {with permanent brain damage to
the baby) is at least 100 times more common
in places such as Fitzroy Crossing and Halls
Creek than in white socicty.

Noel Pearson argues that white guilt leads
to soft bigotry. The fragedy of society’s
response to the child victim of sexual assault
at Aurukun should act as a turning point in
how mainstream socicety treats the children of

the powerless and dispossessed.
Dr John Boulton
Newcastle, NSW

IT appears that part of the failure of the
justice system lies in not acknowledging the
counter phobic reaction of children subjected
to sexuai abuse, Unable o protect themselves,
the only way to rtetain some measure of
mental survival to the horror they are
presented with, is to accept their fate and to
comply, in an attempt to prevent further
physical violence and mental torment.

The correct response of any older person is
to recognise that such a child is desperately in
need of help, not a ready participant to the
acts. It would appear that such simple
understanding has been severely lacking in
the justice system, not only in the tragic case
of the Aurukun girl, but sadly in many courts,
where this behaviour is used as an excuse by
the legal profession in protecting those who
abuse children and vulnerable adults.

Ruth Goozeff
Nowra, NSW

PROFESSOR Freda Briggs (Letters, 12/13) is
absolutely right in suggesting that Australia
has been shamed by the Queensland child sex
abuse saga. As evidence of the worldwide
impact of this case, it was reported on
Tuesday, December 11, in the front section of
my local newspaper in Bloomington-Normal,
Hlinois, under the “Our World® section,
where it was presented as just as newsworthy
as the swearing-in of Argentina's first elected
fernale president. We are a city of only
120,000, so that means the sex abuse story ---
headlined **Rapists of girl, 10, escape prison
terms** — reached all major US newspapers.

Crown prosecutor Steve Carter should be
dismissed and the judge, Sarah Bradley,
removed from the bench. Judges are supposed
to overrule ignorant and biased prosecutors.

Laura E, Berk
Distinguished Professor of Psychology
Emerita, lllinois State University

SURELY all people who live in Australia
should be equally subject to its laws, regard-
less of their “culfural differences?. If child
rape, forced marriage or genital mutilation —
just some of the culiural deviations that occur
in our scciety — are illegal, why should these
be given lenient treatment because of the
cultural background of the perpetrators?
Similarly, should those suspected of terror-
ism, often on dubious evidence, have their
normal legal rights taken away? In a fair and
democratic society, all citizens are deemed to
have equal rights under the law. This is not a
principle we should so easily forsake.
Daphne Benham
Magill, SA

WE entrust the courts to deal with complex
and sensitive legal maftters then become
outraged when the resulf does not suit us.
The offenders admitted their behaviour was
wrong by pleading guilty. A very harsh
penaliy would not help the little girl rebuild
her life with her family and community. The
prosecutor and the judge did their best, and
those who insist the girl be kept isclated from
the ““evil blacks® should revisit the child
when she is 40 years old, after going from
foster home to foster home, isolated in white
society and not allowed back to her own.
1t*s no more wrong for the court to consider
the attitude of the victim®s Aboriginal com-
munity to which she will eventually return
than it is for Anna Bligh to insist her white
community atiitudes must prevail. Tmposing
white rule over Aboriginal society creates the
problem. Isn’t it time to find real solutions?
Michael Manseil
Legal Director, Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre
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No charges laid in another vile rape

Renee Viellaris

ANOTHER shocking case has
emerged of an indigenous girl being
repeatedly raped and denied justice.

The girl, now 12 and living on the
Gold Coast, was high from paint
sniffing when she was raped by a
least three men last year in an
undisclosed indigenous community.

No charges were ever levelled
against the middle-aged men and
it's understood Child Safety officers
have come under fire for being too
lax in investigating the girl’s claims.

The case is being investigated by
an external agency appointed by the
Child Safety Department but Minis-
ter Margaret Keech admitted yes-
terday that the review had not
been finalised.

Ms Keech
told The
Courier-Mail
she wanted the
review to be
thorough and
would not put
timeframes on
investigations,

Ms Keech in-
REPORT . herited the case
Desley Boyle from former

minister Desley
Boyle, who ordered a report into the
matter at the time.

Ms Boyle was told the girl had
been engaged in sexual behaviour
before she was 10 and was treated
for sexually transmitted diseases.

Doctors must refer suspect cases
of rape and underage sex to police.

Although she has been through
counselling, it's believed the girl
may have fetal alcohol syndrome
and is struggling to overcome her
trauma. .

1¥'s not known whether doctors
referred the girl's case to the
department or police.

The external agency, which has
interviewed case workers and other
relevant parties, will refer its report
to the Crime and Misconduct
Commission when it has been
completed.

It comes as more details are
revealed about a 10-year-old who
was pack-raped in Aurukun. The
nine males escaped a custodial
sentence and convictions because
they were not requested by
the prosecutor,

The girl, now 12, also has fetal
alcohol syndrome and has a mild
impairment.

One of the case workers who
failed the girl has been sacked and
two others, who faced disciplinary
action, are in the process of disput-
ing the findings.

The details about the girl were
released in a report by Ms Boyle last
year but the case only sparked
public outcry when the media
revealed Judge Sarah Bradley did
not impose a jail term on the nine
males responsible.

She also said in her sentencing
remarks that the girl probably
“agreed to have sex with all” of the
offenders.

It's understood the girl was trad-
ing sex for alcohol and drugs.
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Alcohol abuse with unborns
Organisations come
together to stop FASD

A RANGE of top organisa-
tions have linked together with
the backing of high profile Aus-
tralians to highlight that
Australia must wake up fo the
issue of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder (FASD).

In essence FASD is an irreversi-
ble, irreparable brain injury in an
unborn baby linked to alcohol con-
sumption during pregnancy.

People in the Gatton, Lockyer
and Brisbane Valley areas are be-
ing urged to download fact sheets
and become more educated about
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder.

It is estimated that one in 100
newborn babies may be born with
the symptoms and characteristics
of FASD each year in Australia.

Organisers highlight that for wo-
men considering pregnancy or who
are pregnant, no alcohol is the best
and safest choice for their unborn
baby,

A major campaign is now under-
way to warn people in the Gatton,
Lockyer and Brisbane Valley areas
about the potential dangers of alco-
hol consumption during pregnan-
cy.

Campaign organisers say it's
high time the community woke up
to the reality of Fetal Alcohol Spec-
frum Disorder (FASD).

FASD is irreversible brain dam-
age in a baby, child, {eenager and
adult linked o exposure fo alcohol
during pregnancy.

The campaign has been organ-
ised by Arbias (who shocked thena-
tion in August when they revealed
2 million Australians drink at le-
vels that risk brain damage) along
with NOFASARD and the Russell
Family ¥etal Alcohol Disorders As-
sociation.

It's now estimated as many as
one in 100 newborn babies are be-
ing born with the effects of Fetal Al-
cohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD)
each year in Australia.

New Roy Morgan research just
released shows 58 per cent of Aus-
tralians have never heard of Fetal
Alcohol Spectrum Discrder and 19
per cent of those surveyed believe
that one drink or more daily is safe
for the foetus. 75 per cent of people
surveyed want the Federal govern-
ment to create a national advertis-
ing campaign on FASD and 71 per
cent want warning labels on alco-
hol products.

The new campaign is cailed 'It's
time to recognise FASD'.

Arbias CEO Sonia Berton says
the campaign is designed to edu-
cate not alarm. She says the key is
to get information out into the com-
munity so that pecple can make an
informed choice.

She says there are no major go-
vernment funded services specifi-
cally helping families with FASD.

Tired of waiting for anything to
happen, Arbias - which is a not for
profit organisation with support

from MPs from ali parties around
the nation - has now launched
Australia’s first diagnostic service
to help parents, carers and families
with children/adults with FASD.

To get more details visit www.ar-
bias.org.au.

The new service is already help-
ing to diagnose Fetal Alcohol Spec-
trum Disorder and make appro-
priate recommendations to help
some families.

The new campaign has gained
the support of many high profile
people including the Law Reform
Commissicher for NSW, ex-Royal
Commissioner and ex-Supreme
Court judge the Bon Greg James
QC, the Chief Magistrate of Victo-
ria lan Gray and other well known
people.

Sonia Berton said, “There's abso-
lutely no scientific proven level of
safe drinking during pregnancy.

Alcohal is a drug that can harm
an unborn haby in different ways
during pregnancy.

The most common harm is per-
manent brain damage resulting in
learning difficulties, attention def
icit discrder, behavioural problems
and many other issues."

"Children, teenagers and adults
who have FASD may end up with a
significant disability.

“They may end up with huge pro-
blems mainfaining employment
and a number of these people will
end up in trouble with the law.”
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| ALCOHOL CAN
HARM YOUR [}
UNBORN BABY |

ARBIAS CEO SONIA Berton is launching a new campaign with thers to highlightthat Australia hasavery real isslie
with FASD, A new [ogo has been unveiled warning pregnant women of the dangers of drinking whilst pregnant,
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Pregnant warned:
stay off alcohol

WITH the Christmas season nearly
here, a timely campaign is under-
way to warn Katanning residents of
the potential dangers of alcohol con-
sumption during pregnancy.

Campaign organisers are pushing
awareness of Foetal Alcohol Spec-
trum Disorder (FASD), brain damage
caused by exposure to alcohol during
pregnancy.

It is estimated that 1 in 100 babies
are born with the effects of FASD
each year in Australia, ‘

Representing one of the campaign
organisers, Sonia Berton of arbias, ex-

plained there had not been a scientific
level of safety during pregnancy.

*Alcohol is a drug that can harm an
unborn baby in different ways during
pregnancy, the most common harm is
permanént brain damage resulting in
learning diffcultics, attention deficit
disorder and behavioural problems,”
Ms Berton said, She explained FASD
could commonly be misdiagnosed as
Attention Deficit Disorder.

“We have-a simple message, if you
are pregnant, no alcohol is the best
and safest choice for your unborn
baby,” Ms Beston said.
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Pregnancy and

alcohol a bad mix

AMAJOR campaign is under way
towarn people inthe Bridgetown,
Manjimup and Boyup Brookareas
ofthe potential dangers of aicoho!
consumption during pregnancy,

Arange oftop organisations have
linked together to highlightthe
issue of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder.

FASDisanlirreversible,
irreparable brain injuryinan
unborn baby linked to alcohol
during pregnancy and people inthe
Lower South Westare being urged
to download fact sheets and
becomae better educated onthe
issue.

ltis estimated onein 100 newborn
babies may he born with sympioms
and characteristics of FASD each
year.

Anyone wanting more
information can visit
www.arbias.org.au



Page: 9

Type: Regional

Pubtished: =T~

Oberon Review
Thursday 6/12/2007

Section: General News
Reglon: NSW Circulation: 1,274

Size: 115.23 sq.cms.

Campaign begins to thwart
alcohol abuse during pregnancy

A major campaign is underway to
warn people in and around Obercn
of the potential dangers of alcohol
consumption during pregnancy.

A range of top organisations with
the backing of high profile Austral-
ians to highlight that Australia must
wake up to the issue of Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder (FASD).

In essence FASD is an irreversible,
irreparable brain injury in an unborn
baby linked to alcohol consumption
during pregnancy.

People in the Oberon area are be-
ing urged to download fact sheets
and become more educated about
FASD.

It is estimated that one in 100
newborn babies may be born with
the symptoms and characteristics of
FASD each year in Australia.

Organisers highiight that for wom-
en considering pregnancy or who are
pregnant, no alcohol is the best and
safest choice for their unborn child.

In essence, FASD is irreversible
brain damage in a baby, child, teen-

ager or adult linked to exposure to
alcohol during pregnancy.

The campaign has been organised
by ‘arbias’ who shocked the nation in
August when they revealed that two
million Australians drink at levels
that risked brain damage, along with
NOFASARD and the Russell Family
Fetal Alcohol Disorders Association.

CEO of ‘arbias, Sonia Berton, ex-
plained the risks associated with
drinking during pregnancy further.

“There's absolutely no scientific
proven level of safe drinking during
pregnancy,” she said.

“Alcohol is a drug that can harm
an unborn baby in different ways
—the most common harm being pez-
manent brain damage resulting in
learning difficulties, attention deficit
disorder, behavioural problems and
many other issues.”

The campaign has culminated in a
logo being unveited, which organis-
ers say should be attached to all al-
cohol products a la the warnings now
found on cigarette packets.
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‘A BORDER counsel-
lor has supported -
a national push -

to warh pregnant
women of the risk of_

gausing irreversible.

braln’ damage to their
unborri chitdren’ by
drinking alcohol.

-Dr Penny Vine sald

while it was impor-
tant to prevent foetal
alcohol spectrum
disorder, it was
equally Important to
identify the disorder’
in children.

Several drug and

health
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rehabiiitation groups
linked together to
highlight the disor-~
der which can leave

children exposed to '
aleohal during preg-
nancy with learning, :
communication, be-

‘haviour and attention

span problems.
They have caited .-

for warning labels

-on alcohol bottles to
. ' warn women about
the disorder and a
-¢ampaign to educate -
'ithe wider community

~-And they say

‘seeing many parents
_having ehormous,; =

' for.children with. the
Ed:sorder R

‘there.1s no'scientific

proven level of safe
drinking dursng preg
nancy.

Dr Vine sald In her
experience she was

difficulty in caring

. She sald some

" of these children

tind themselves n '

“trouble later in fife :

.with the law beeaus’
~of thelr peroeived 3
isbehaviour.
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Girl’s life highlights everything wrong in Aurukun

By COSIMA MARRINER

THE girl at the centre of the rape
case in far north Queensland has
been through more trauma in 12
years than most in a lifetime.

Like so many indigenous
children, she was born with foe-
tal aleohol syndrome, the daugh-
ter of a mother with a drinking
problem. She has reportedly
been diagnosed as “mildly intel-
lectually impaired”.

When the gitl was seven, she
was molested by a family mem-
ber and contracted syphilis. She
became “highly sexualised” and
for her owm protection was
removed from her family in
Aurukun by child safety officials
and put in foster care, She was
eventually placed with a white
family in Cairns.

But the sexual assault had left
its mark. Early last year, the gitl's
foster carer warned child safety
officials that she was offering to
perform sex acts in exchange for
cigarettes and alcohol. Nonethe-
less, officials deemed it best to
return the girl to her family in

Aurukun in April 2006, after she
indicated she wanted to go back.

Less than two months later, at
the age of 10, she was raped over
a few days by nine men, includ-
ing six aged between 13 and 16.

Such early, brutal sexual
encounters have robbed the girl
of her innocence and warped her
view of what is appropriate
behaviour. Not long after arriving
back in Aurukus, she turned up
at a medical clinic requesting a
pregnancy test and condoms.
According to a departmental
report, the girl told clinic staff
she was having consensual sex.
Child safety officials were
alerted, but they did not imme-
diately contact the police.

The girl’s shocking experi-
ences have highlighted the
dysfunctionality of the remote
Aurukun community, where sex
among children is not unheard
of, girls barely in their teens are
having babies, alcoholism is rife
and there are frequent riots
between warring tribes.

A Department of Community
Services official who appeared at

the gang rape court case in Octo-
ber told Judge Sarah Bradley that
many Aurukun children had a
precocious attitude towards sex.

“There are a lot of children in
this community who think the
same way about sexual matters
as (one of the gang rapists)
does,” the official said. “So, you
know, there but for the grace of
God go most of the children in
this conmmunity.”

The official said the state gov-
ernment had begun running
sexual health programs in Auru-
kun, which included teaching
young people about "the appro-
priateness of who your sexual
partner will be”.

But for the girl, the damage
has been done. She is back in the
care of the Department of Child
Safety and receiving miedical and
psvchological treatment,

“She does have a number of
complex and difficult needs,”
Queensland Premyer Anna Bligh
said.

“There is a long path of recov-
ery ahead of this little girl.”
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Justice for all is unconditional. It is unjust to believe otherwise

A 10-year old girl
was raped and her
assailants were
freed. This should
not have happened
anywhere under
Australian law.

T THE heatt of the case in Octo-
ber in which nine attackers who
pleaded guilty to gang-raping a
10-year-cld girl were allowed to
walk free by a Cairns judge is
neither the appalling behaviour of the young
men involved nor the dubious rationale of the
now suspended prosecutor, Steve Carter, who
described the incident as “childish exper-
imentation™ and “consensual in a non-legal
sense”. The essence of the case does not rest
with the curious decision of the judge, Sarah
Bradley, who ordered no conviction be
recorded against six of the offenders, who
were juveniles, and that six-month sentences,
suspended for a year, be given to the three
other offenders, including a 25-year-old.

Nor does it pivot on the fact the gang rape
took place in April 2006 within an indigenous
community on Queensland’s Cape Yotk Pen-
insula. All the above are, by comparison,
peripheral to the real central element: the
physical and mental vulnerability of a girl who
cannot be named — in a cruel irony, her legal
anonymity allows her possibly the only dignity
in a disgraceful affair that has further blighted
a wretched life already beset by violence,
trauma and upheaval.

This girl, diagnosed as "mildly intellectu-
ally impaired” and affected by foetal alcohol

syndrome was raped in Aurukun by five juv-
eniles when she was seven, contracting
syphilis and severe genital injuries, Authorities
from Queensland'’s Department of Child
Safety took her out of the area and put her
with various foster families, including a non-
indigenous family in Cairns, until the depart-
ment, reportedly wary of “stolen generation”
accusations, returned the girl against her
wishes to Aurukun, where she became the vic-
tim: of a second multiple rape, contracting
gonorrhoea, This “victim-statement”, on
behalf of the girl who is now 12, shows how
she also fell victim to the workings of a state
government child-welfare department as well
as the processes of the law. She deserved far
better in each case.

An eight-month investigation into the Child
Safety Department’s handling of the case
shows that, although the departinent had
been told the girl had been gang raped and
had a sexually transmitted disease, it did not
pass this information on to police in line with
statutory obligations, One senior officer has
been sacked and two others remain sus-
pended on full pay, pending appeal. Other
findings by the investigating committee, and
of wider concern, include possible non-
reporting to police of other alleged criminal
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offences against children, and loss of critical
departmental documents.

Public reaction has, at least, been swift and
decisive. Queensland’s Director of Public
Prosecutions, Leanne Clare, SC, has steod
down Steve Carter (the senior legal officer
responsible for Cape York matters in the DPP’s
Caimns chambers) pending an inquiry into his
conduct. Queensland’s Attorney-General Kerzy
Shine is appealing against the sentence, and
the DPP is also reviewing 75 sentences
handed down for sexual assaults in Cape York
indigenous communities over the past two
vears. Queensland’s Premier Anna Bligh has
called the sentence “completely out of touch
with comurnunity expectations” and said it
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begs “serious questions about the way that
the court has applied itself”. These questions
could well include why Mr Carter appeared to
defend those charged rather than prosecute
them, and why Justice Bradley should have
accepted Mr Carter’s recommendations even
though it is she who ultimately decides the
sentencing.

In the end, justice suffers. Australia’s laws
and legal system apply to all. When the law
does not allow for discrimination, then there
can be no favouritism or leniency on any
grounds. A girl was repeatedly raped and her
assailants have walked free, This paradox
should not have occurred. An inquiry is the
only way to a just resolution.



