600 Christchurch newborns a year at risk
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Up to 600 children a year are born into "at-risk" Christchurch families. 
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	Christchurch early-intervention programme Early Start is calling for adequate funding for its programmes, which aim to reduce child abuse, before the Government embarks on other initiatives.


  FRONT LINE: Canterbury District Health Board child protection co-ordinator Sue Miles says 30 babies were taken from their mothers in the year to April.

The Government has announced a $14 million campaign against family violence, to begin next month, and says extra money for support agencies is on the way. 

Early Start manager Hildegard Grant said 251 families were enrolled in its programme, offering support from before children were born until they began school. 

Grant said 500 to 600 babies were born in Christchurch each year to families that met the criteria for early intervention. 

"We can take on only 30 or 40, or a maximum of about 50 a year – there's no way we can meet the demand," she said. "If you totted up all the programmes in Christchurch, we would be lucky to meet half (the need). It's a big problem," Grant said. 

Some of the families that most needed the help would slip through the cracks, she said. 

Factors that can lead to families being identified as at risk include the age of a mother, poverty, lack of education or social skills, mental health problems, addiction and previous Child, Youth and Family or justice system involvement. 

Methodist Mission community services manager Donna Ellen said there was a four-month wait for its home-based social work and it could cater for double its capacity of 230 families if it had the resources. 

That demand would probably increase with the Government's campaign against family violence and the start of violence screening in public hospitals. 

"It's good they're getting out there to promote looking at child abuse and the message that it's everybody's problem," she said. "But the big picture is we also need to fund services that can deliver to these families adequately." 

Acting Social Development Minister Steve Maharey said early-intervention programmes needed more funding. 

"If you can get into these areas early you can make more difference, rather than treating it when problems start to happen, and our intention is to carry on the early intervention programmes," Maharey said. 

"There's never enough money, but there will be an effort to provide a little more money, which will be announced within the next two weeks," he said. 

Maharey said no-one was pretending that the $14m campaign to raise awareness of family violence was the solution, rather it was just one part of it. 

The four-year campaign is a joint initiative between the Ministry of Social Development and the Families Commission. 

As part of the campaign, a Community Action Fund has been set up and 33 organisations have been supported to develop projects that support change at a local level. 

They include the Waimakariri Family Violence Network and the Christchurch Women's Refuge-Canterbury Igniting Change project. 
