
Preface

The moment children are removed from the care of their parents and placed in the custody of
strangers, their lives are changed forever. All the more reason to insist that the new custodians
make and keep full records of the life of children placed in their ‘care’—and to engage the
children in the process.

If today’s children in out-of-home ‘care’ are aware that records are being made about
them—and that’s a big ‘if’—they are rarely given the right to participate in co-creating them.
Their voices are not heard. In the case of young people and mature adults who have left the
out-of-home ‘care’ system, it is even more exceptional to find they had a say in what was
recorded about them when they were children.

Many children left ‘care’ quite unaware that personal documents existed—and that they had
rights in the matter. If and when they do become aware that personal records exist, many
assume that if the records are about them they must have the right to access to them.

They look to the archives as a storeroom of hope. There they will find answers to the many
questions they have been asking themselves about why they were separated from their family,
how to re-connect with members of the lost family, why their upbringing was the way it was,
and whether the critical incidents that made an impact on them while they were in ‘care’ were
recorded the way they remember them. In too many cases, Care Leavers look to the records for
evidence of the maltreatment they received to support their claim for historical justice and
redress.

Between the hope and the reality, all too often, comes disillusionment. Even when records have
not been destroyed or lost, many documents do not record the critical information central to a
childhood story. Indeed, sometimes what was recorded is so negative and insulting, that Care
Leavers are re-traumatised by what they read about themselves and their families.

Some record holding agencies still place barriers in the way of full and free access their records
because records holders are often not committed to access rights. In those cases, no rhetoric
about rights can avoid the question whether rights to records exist if people cannot access
them. Rights in records are illusory if the people who are supposed to hold rights don’t know
they have them.

At heart, the challenges in getting records right are matters of human rights and social justice.
The Charter recognises these challenges and addresses them by laying down the principles and
core values that frame and constitute rights in records. The Charter’s vision will be realised in
practice when children in ‘care’ are routinely engaged in a collaborative process of making their
personal records and those who have already passed through the system are able to access
them, as of right, when the need arises.


