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Presentation Overview

1. Context – the past

2. Current issues – the now

3. Ways forward – what next 
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1 .  C ON T E X T  –  T H E  PA S T

Source: https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m2876



Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander 

children’s social, 
emotional and 

physical wellbeing has 
been nurtured for 

millennia.

Social and Emotional 
Wellbeing is a 

conception of self which 
is grounded in and 

shaped by connection to 
family and community.

The Journey of healing (WA Health) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cDYGjkcjUdg

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Strengths



Background

• Colonisation, forced child removal 
and dispossession has led to 
intergenerational cycles of trauma 
and socioeconomic deprivation.

• This adversity is compounded by 
sustained threat of coercive punitive 
systems (child protection and youth 
justice) 

Pregnant woman illustration by 
© Carly Mercier – Inala Designs



The Current Reality

• Infants most likely to enter 
child protection

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander infants 
overrepresented (~8x 
higher)

• High rates of prenatal 
(unborn) notifications

• Early life removals 
continuing across 
generations



Context – Why This 
Matters

• Lack of a focus on 
prevention a key reason for 
ongoing failure

• Child protection systems 
not designed for 
prevention

• Perinatal period is a critical 
intervention window for 
interrupting cycles of 
intergenerational trauma



1 .  C U R R E N T  I S S U E S  –  T H E  N O W

Source: https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m2876



Current System Challenges – Child 
Protection

• Fear of child protection

• Service demand and fragmentation

• Over-surveillance and risk-focused practice



• Institutional harm

• Lack of culturally-safe perinatal support

• Challenges regarding data availability and 
quality to drive reforms

Current System Challenges – 
Maternity Sector

Chamberlain, C., Gray, P., Herrman, H., Mensah, F., Andrews, S., Krakouer, J. et al. (2023) 
Community views on ‘Can perinatal services safely identify Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
parents experiencing complex trauma?’. Child Abuse Review, 32(1), e2760. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/car.2760 

https://doi.org/10.1002/car.2760


Source: https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m2876



3 .  WA Y S  F O R M WA R D

Source: https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m2876



Ways Forward

• Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing

• Shift to prevention

• Clarity of roles across child protection and perinatal 
care services

• Culturally safe, trauma-informed care

• System accountability

• Investment in community-led models

Mucabel-Bue, N., Onwuka, Gray, … Chamberlain, Krakouer. (2025). “‘Keeping Ourselves Safe From the System’: 
Perinatal Care Model Considerations for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Families Intersecting With Child 
Protection.” Australian Journal of Social Issues. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.70088 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.70088


BIRTHING ON COUNTRY 



Replanting the Birthing Trees



Baby 
Coming You 

Ready? 
https://babycomingyourea

dy.org.au/ 

https://babycomingyouready.org.au/
https://babycomingyouready.org.au/


• Valuing the wisdom of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.

• Shared power in decision-making and 
planning.

• Strengths-based, family-centered, place-
based and tailored approach. 

• Indigenous self-determination at the fore.

• Culturally safe and trauma-informed.

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander babies, 
children, families and communities have a 
right to their cultures.

• Culture is healing.

WISE 
COUNSEL 
MODEL



Call to Action

• Take responsibility within your service

• Stop practices that cause harm

• Partner with Aboriginal organisations

• Invest in prevention and early support

• Listen to and follow community leadership



Our Vision

• Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 
Islander children 
and families 
thriving

• Culture, 
connection and 
community at the 
centre

• Systems that 
support—not 
separate—families

Artwork © Valerie Ah Chee



Replanting the 
Birthing Trees

Thank you!

Professor Catherine Chamberlain

Indigenous Health Equity Unit, The University of 
Melbourne

E: cacham@unimelb.edu.au

https://mspgh.unimelb.edu.au/centres-
institutes/onemda/research-group/indigenous-
health-equity-unit#research

Artwork © Emily Nupurulla 
Maloney
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