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The Fatherhood Foundation extends its congratulations to the South Australian Parliament on the foresight and solidarity displayed by your unanimous vote for an Inquiry into the Status of Fathers.  Awareness of the deleterious effects of fatherlessness, (The absence, restriction, or critical dysfunction of a father figure in the development of children), devaluation of the role of fathering and family break-up in general is mounting worldwide.  Responsible governments are reaching the conclusion that action to halt or reverse these trends is vital to the future wellbeing and stability of societies.  In Australia, South Australia is leading the way and this indeed is worthy of our applause, support and congratulation.

The Fatherhood Foundation aims to help in redressing the social problems associated with, and resulting from family breakdown and specifically fatherlessness.  The goal of the Fatherhood Foundation is to inspire fathers to be better fathers for the benefit of their children. Ultimately we believe this will lead to family renewal.  The Fatherhood Foundation believes that both fathers and mothers are equally important in the life of a child. Australia has been afflicted with generations of fatherlessness and a concerted plan of action is required to overcome this blight.  These problems are alarming and of extensive impact to all levels of our society.  A detailed breakdown of the crisis facing our children, adults and society, as a result of fatherlessness, is contained in ‘The 12pt Plan’ (attached) see Appendix, ‘The Facts on Fatherlessness’.  As its name suggests, this document contains research and statistics to support claims made therein.  It might be noted that The 12pt Plan refers to both state and federal responsibilities as there is often considerable overlap.
Many of the issues directly affecting the status and wellbeing of fathers in South Australia are effected by, or resultant from, federal legislation and policies.  For instance; Family Court policies and precedents, welfare entitlements, enforcement (or failure to enforce) of Child Support and visitation rights’ rulings.  These areas may not be under the direct control of the Government of South Australia; however the impact of these issues is experienced directly by fathers, mothers and children in South Australia.  In the best interest of its constituents the Government of South Australia should advocate for positive change in areas of federal law and policy which affect residents of South Australia.  Some of the assertions and suggestions in this submission will be concerned with Federal Law and Policies.  In these instances, it should be noted that our suggestions are concerned with advocacy by the South Australian Government toward changes in Federal Legislation.            

REFERENCE A:
RECOGNITION OF THE ROLE OF FATHERING

The role of fatherhood, as asserted by our supporting documents, is essential to the wellbeing and development of our children, and by extension, to the future shape of our society.  Unfortunately, fathers today do not receive recognition or support in accordance with the importance of their role.  This creates a self-perpetuating negative dynamic.  Lack of support and recognition for fathers discourages men from taking a positive, active role in their children’s lives.  These children grow up with an ineffective or absent male role model and often go on to become ineffective or dysfunctional parents themselves, thus expanding the problem.

· Fathers in the home
The role and position of a man in a household has changed dramatically in recent decades.  Family men today are often unsure of what is required of them or how to achieve it.  Financial, family, career and social pressures compete for their finite time and attention.  In finance, career and social skills, men have experience and training. In being a parent, men, like women must learn as they go.  A man’s success in his career, finances and friendships is very obvious, and sadly, more likely to be recognised by our society than his successes as a father.  It is understandable that a man faced with competing priorities may throw himself into the areas in which he knows he will perform and receive recognition.  Hence the important role of fathering is often neglected.
The perception of fatherhood held by other elements in a family, the mother and the children, is influenced to an extent by their awareness of this confusion.  To gain the best of his family’s respect and support for his role a father must exude confidence and capability as a father.  Further into this submission we will broach ways in which we believe that the role of fatherhood can be strengthened.  
· Fathers in the media
Another very negative impact on a family’s perception of their father is the destructive stereotypes of fathers and husbands portrayed in the media.  Images of men as incompetent, bumbling and purposelessly aggressive are destructive to the solidarity of our families, the fundamental unit of our society. Media vilification of men and fatherhood has been documented by feminist Susan Faludi in ‘Stiffed, the betrayal of modern man’, © 1999 and Professor Warren Farrell in ‘Father & Child Reunion’, © 2001. Empowerment of women does not necessarily have to happen at the cost of men.  Appealing to this base and incorrect assumption is irresponsible.  Much public opinion is based on perceptions gleaned from the media.  After all, public opinion is just what ‘everybody thinks that everybody else thinks’.  Further into this submission we will broach ways in which we believe that public perception of the role of fatherhood can be improved.

· Government action to confirm the role of fathers

Governmental recognition of the importance of fathering is essential not only to public opinion regarding fathers but also to enable the provision of adequate support, referral and advocacy services for fathers.  See points 1 through 8 in The 12pt plan (attached), for our suggestions to all three levels of government concerning direction for improvement in the status of fathers.  We believe that parenting should be defined in government documents and nomenclature to include fathers on an equal footing alongside mothers.  

Some of the suggested initiatives are simple semantic changes; others will require a substantial effort and refinement process in all levels of government. 

· Fathers at work
Unemployment of family age men is without doubt contributing to the crisis in Australian families and fathering, including South Australia.  For those men already in a family, unemployment or underemployment creates a range of severe pressures on the family unit.  In most long term relationships, the majority of serious disputes arise because of money.  A critical lack of money brought about by unemployment puts tremendous strain on families.  The detrimental effects to self esteem and confidence of being unemployed would in no way contribute to good fathering in an individual.  

For single men, prospective fathers, the effects of unemployment are also destructive.  A single man of low socio-economic standing, is perhaps less likely to want to create a family.  He is certainly less attractive, pragmatically speaking, to a potential partner.  We believe that unemployment in fathering age men is a significant contributor to the flagging rates of marriage and population replacement evident in Australia today. The current crisis in male unemployment further exasperates the above issues.
Fathers in the workplace are beginning to be afforded the leeway they need to juggle career and family commitments.  The ACTU is getting behind the Family Work Balance movement.  We applaud an initiative which allows fathers to maintain a steady and upwardly mobile career, whilst committing a significant portion of their time to quality in their family relationships.  “What is the benefit of a forty hour work week to Australia anyway?”, to quote Sir Robert Menzies.  Of course this system, like any, is open to abuse.  We would advocate a careful approach of point and counterpoint to refine any work reform systems.  Changes in a father’s work commitments should be through a process of consultation  rather than a watershed decision.

REFERENCE B: 
DIFFICULTIES FACING FATHERS

In the previous paragraphs we have touched on some of the economic, social and financial difficulties confronting fathers.  Herein we shall address some problems regarding the health and legal standing of fathers which we perceive, feel qualified to dissertate upon and believe need urgent amendment.  The legal issues mentioned are, again, predominately under federal jurisdiction. (see paragraph 3)

· Incentives to divorce or live de facto
The overwhelming majority of appellants in non-mutual divorce applications are women.  Where children are involved, custody is almost always awarded to the mother.  Often this is because although the separated parents can both show themselves to be capable and loving parents, it is the mother who has taken the children and had them in her custody for the substantial period of time it takes for these matters to be resolved in court.  Almost invariably the court will award the greater share of assets and significant access to an ex-partners future income, to the custodial parent (usually the mother).  At all socio-economic levels this could be construed as making the prospect of divorce financially attractive to mothers, remembering that the majority of tensions in relationships are to do with money.  

Aside from assets and child support, Australia’s welfare and tax system provides financial incentives for couples to divorce or live in an undeclared de facto relationship.  A separated family suddenly finds itself with two tax free thresholds whereas together, the family’s combined income is taxed above $6000 PA.  Single people (including divorcees) and especially single parents, are eligible for much higher rates of welfare assistance than married or declared de facto couples, for example a family with two children, the father and mother both unemployed.  In a fortnight the father will receive $330 Newstart allowance, the mother will receive Family Tax Benefit parts ‘A’ & ‘B’ to a total of $360.  If this couple were living separated or as undeclared de factos, the father would receive $440 Newstart, the mother would receive a pension of $540 plus another $220 Family Tax Benefit.

      

Traditional Family

Undeclared de facto relationship 
      Fortnightly  

      Income

Father’s                     $330                                                                $440

Mother’s                    $360




    $760

      Total                          $690




    $1200
`
At the Fatherhood Foundation we believe that the best conditions for fathering, and the best environment for raising children are found in a stable, loving, married, two biological parent family.  See preamble of The 12pt Plan (attached).

Clearly the current legal and welfare policies are not conducive to the maintenance of strong, stable families which are essential to the wellbeing of fathers, mothers and children.  Resources should be devoted to strengthening the family unit rather than adjudicating and perpetuating conflicts resulting from the dissolution thereof.  Further into this submission we will make proposals and detail existing activities which we believe can help to solidify the family unit through strengthening and supporting fathers.  This process would be greatly assisted and expedited by the removal of social and legal impediments to happy, healthy families.  Of course there are exceptions but all families should not be governed by rules made to protect family members from dysfunctional parents who are, quite distinctly, a minority.

· Legal equality for fathers
Whilst our goal is to work toward strengthening families before they deteriorate to the point of separation (see paragraph 2), we believe it is crucial to the status of fathers that they receive equal treatment by the legal system should separation occur.  Non-custodial parents (usually fathers) are not entitled, post-separation, to the same degree of free legal representation and assistance in the Family Court as custodial parents are.  Some examples of this are; Community Legal Centres which provide free legal representation to custodial parents only, Legal Aid provision to cover the cost of paternity testing for custodial parents only.  This system makes it more difficult for fathers to attain an equal legal footing in the Family Court and is perhaps indicative of the presumption of guilt of the father in the majority of custody disputes where allegations of misconduct are made by appellants. 

This leads into another major legal problem for fathers, that is, the serving of frivolous or malicious AVOs (Apprehended Violence Orders).  These orders can be issued on no evidence other than the testimony of the appellant, often not even requiring their appearance at court.  Many fathers who have contacted us have made the assertion that unjust and unfounded AVOs were used as evidence against them during Family Court proceedings.  Apparently these AVOs are at no time questioned in regards to their validity, rather it is apparent that a party with an AVO served against them can be presumed to be violent and dangerous.  This inequality and injustice is a major stumbling block to a father’s right to see his children and be valued and respected by them after separation.  The Fatherhood Foundation holds that, except in cases where there are proven mitigating circumstances, a non-custodial father and his children have a fundamental right to unimpeded access to each other.  AVOs are issued under state law, thus legislation tabled by the South Australian Parliament could directly affect the rectification of this misused system.
· Father’s health
The South Australian Government tabled a report on the issue of men’s health that was ground breaking in every respect.  The South Australian Government Health Department should be congratulated.  Many other states still refer to it today.  Men’s health generally is in crisis.  Being male is associated with a number of health disadvantages for males; this results in higher rates of:

· Hospital admissions for most injuries and illnesses

· Premature death by unnatural causes such as suicides and accident

· Undiagnosed mental illness

· Suicide

· Alcohol and drug abuse

· Addictive anti-social behaviour

· Addictive gambling problems

· Early mortality as compared with women

Father’s health is obviously the same as men’s health and in the case of fathers especially separated fathers, it is in crisis proportions.  To put this issue in perspective:  Men’s suicide is far worse than the national road toll.

· Lack of support services for fathers

Considerable advances have been made to support women’s health, women’s legal aid, women’s counselling services, women’s refuges, motherhood training and support and many other notable achievements.  These advances have been greatly needed and much appreciated.  The time has come to provide a greater level of support for men as fathers in our communities.  
FATHERHOOD FOUNDATION’S TEN KEYS FOR POSITIVE CHANGE
The Fatherhood Foundation therefore proposes the implementation of the following initiatives by the South Australian State Government:

1) Acknowledge the importance of fatherhood by establishing an official body to support and strengthen Australian fathers such as the State Government Office for the Status of Fatherhood or a Ministry of Fatherhood.

2) Acknowledge the need to lift the level of Australian fathers by establishing state based fathering, training courses and mentor programs to help fathers be better fathers for the benefit of their children.  Better fathers will ultimately be better husbands.  This will have a positive flow on for mothers and children.  It is envisaged that these courses will be developed with community based partnerships.  The Fatherhood Foundation has established curriculum and seminars which we would be happy to discuss in detail with appropriate government departments.
3) Lift the level in funding for fathers’ support services and training in state budget, including providing more crisis care and counselling services for men as fathers.

4) Initiate a state based campaign to promote good fathering and fatherhood.  Remember that fatherlessness is costing Australia thirteen billion dollars per year.  Even a 5% improvement in fatherhood could save the state government tens of millions of dollars in reduced costs in health, crime and education.

5) Initiate a specific strategy to help low socio-economic fathers by increasing their employment opportunities.

6) Initiate a reform process for all previous legislation to ensure that it is family friendly, father friendly and mother friendly and that it puts families and children at the highest level of priority.

7) Initiate pre-requisite marriage training courses for those wishing to be married.  Establish state wide marriage refresher courses to strengthen and renew existing marriages and strengthen families and their relationships. Work with community, churches and NGOs to partner for positive change for stronger marriages.  It has been proven that traditional marriage is the best way to sustain fathers in a long term, continuous relationship with their children.
8) Include the word ‘father’ in state government department language along with the word ‘mother’ bringing a resultant positive change of attitude within governmental bureaucracy towards fathers. When the word ‘parenting’ is defined, it must state clearly that it means parental care by both mothers and fathers.
9) Initiate father friendly reform within the education department and training organisations to benefit boys and male adults.  The Fatherhood Foundation affirms the view of a recent report to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training that: 

· While at school, more attention must be paid to the differing needs of boys and girls and their tendency to favour different learning styles. One should not be pursued at the expense of the other.

· From primary school through to tertiary education, the nature and importance of fathering should be recognised (and if needed, introduced) within the relevant curriculum standards framework.

· Boys need male role models and mentors who may be both (a) teachers/lecturers, and (b) peers. To facilitate this, there is a need to increase the participation rates of males as educators.
· Establish school based ‘fatherhood’ mentoring programs for young men and women at school.

10) Initiate father friendly health reform with South Australia to address the current crisis in men’s health.  The suicide issue as it relates to men undergoing family and relationship breakdown needs urgent consideration and review.  The overall crisis is men’s health needs state government intervention.  The Fatherhood Foundation believes that that a large number of deaths, injuries and illnesses that men experience are preventable. In addition, the health and well-being disadvantages of men and fathers is closely associated with social and economic disadvantage such as unemployment.  Men of Aboriginal and Torres Strait descent are particularly vulnerable to these health disadvantages.  These issues require an urgent response from both the government and non-government sectors. 

The Fatherhood Foundation supports the national strategies for the prevention of: suicide, accidents, substance misuse and gambling addictions. We urge that these strategies be implemented at a state level with greater emphasis to the unique needs of men and fathers.

We thank you for the opportunity to table our submission for the enquiry into the Status of Fathers.  The Fatherhood Foundation includes The 12pt Plan as part of our official submission to the South Australian Parliament.  It might be noted that The 12pt Plan is a joint document of 23 key organisations and individuals from around Australia who met together to formulate joint policy to turn the tide of fatherlessness in Australia.  This initiative was supported by the Australian Federal Parliament in a bi-partisan approach to policy development.  The 12pt Plan was released by Mr Mark Latham, Federal Leader of the Opposition, the Minister for Youth and Children, Hon Larry Anthony, and the Hon Ross Cameron, Secretary Assisting the Minister for Family & Community.  We include a copy of the transcript of the speeches made at The 12pt Plan launch in Federal Parliament on the 26th June, 2003.
The Fatherhood Foundation would be happy and honoured to appear before the inquiry to give further evidence.  Further information can be obtained from the Fatherhood Foundation’s South Australian Office by contacting: 

Mr James Troup
32 Cavendish Ave, 

DEVON  PARK  SA  5008

Ph : 08 8346 5757

Mob : 0403 090980

Email : admin@linuxterminal.com 

Yours faithfully

Warwick Marsh and James Troup
Fatherhood Foundation National Office

PO Box 440

WOLLONGONG  NSW  2520

Ph: 02 42 72 6677

Fax: 02 4272 9100

Email: info@fathersonline.org
www.fathersonline.org
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