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Introduction 

1. On  2019  from the Office of the 

Children’s Commissioner (OCC) conducted an unannounced monitoring visit to Epuni 

care and protection residence, Lower Hutt. 

Purpose of visit 

1. The purpose of our visit was to assess the quality of Oranga Tamariki’s services against the 

seven domains relevant to our role as a National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) under the 

Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT). See Appendix 1 

Structure of this report 

 

2. This report shares the findings from our visit to Epuni care and protection residence and 

makes recommendations for actions to address the issues ident fied.  For the convenience 

of readers, we first list our key findings and recommendations.  We then describe our 

findings for each of the seven OPCAT domains. For each OPCAT domain, we provide a 

statement that summarises the reasons for our rating for that domain.  Finally, we provide 

the evidence for our overall domain finding as a list of strengths and areas for development.  
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them to have a stronger sense of their identity. As one young person told us, “I’m gonna 

compare [my whakapapa book] to kumara... if you go deeper, there is bigger, sweeter ones. 

[Staff member] digs out the biggest kumara. It actually makes me feel like I am actually getting 

to understand my Māori side.” We also heard that  young people recently had very 

successful transitions out of the residence due to connections with their wider whānau and 

hapū facilitated and supported by the residence.  

• Children and young people are learning to understand their strengths and needs. The 

principles behind the Alert programme provide the base for the residence‘s therapeutic 

model of care. This programme is supported by a psychologist and an occupational 

therapist. The Alert Program focuses on teaching self-regulation skills. For example, by using 

an analogy of an engine, staff, children and young people can become aware of whether 

they are running ‘high’ or ‘low’ or ‘just right’. Children and young people learn how to 

change their level of alertness to enable them to engage, relate to others and be ready to 

learn. They were able to tell us how they can recognise and respond to their regulatory 

needs and that using sensory tools with the Alert Program helps them. Staff are also 

supporting children and young people by intervening early to prevent escalation. This is 

evidenced by a reduction in the use of physical restraints and secure care.  

Ongoing training will be critical for staff to better understand trauma. This will provide 

greater consistency and will support staff, children and young people to self-regulate and 

practice their skills for managing their emotions in challenging situations.  

Areas for development 

• The Behaviour Management System (BMS) conflicts with the therapeutic model of the 

residence. The BMS focusses on rewarding adult-determined target behaviours. Children 

and young people have points given and taken away depending on whether they meet 

these targets.  Staff told us that they attempt to adapt the BMS to the individual needs of 

children and young people by setting different daily goals. However, children and young 

people are often more focused on the potential to lose points than developing positive 

behaviours. One staff member told us “Once the [young person] drops their level they believe 

it is the end of their world”. In contrast, the Alert programme supports staff, children and 

young people to develop insights into their behavioural responses and use coping skills to 

regulate themselves. Staff have noticed that individualised and developmentally appropriate 

responses, such as spending time with a child on an activity of interest, are more effective 

than BMS at promoting positive behaviours.  

 

We encourage the residence and National Office to evaluate whether the BMS is still 

necessary as the principles of the ALERT system become more ingrained in everyday 

practice.  
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• Children and young people need to be more involved in the development and 

reviews of plans to ensure they feel empowered at a time of change.  

It was clear that some of the children and young people we spoke to did not know 

everything that was included in their plans. Children and young people also don’t regularly 

attend their Multi Agency Team (MAT) review meetings. One young person told us “[My 

case leader] hardly tells me when my MAT meetings are up. I want to go. never notifies 

me.” Case leaders told us that the change to weekly MAT meetings means that children 

and young people do not see change at each meeting and it is difficult to maintain their 

interest in attending. Currently, case leaders consult children and young people and make 

themselves available to meet more informally. However, they are also working on finding 

ways to involve children more in MAT meetings.  

We understand the challenges of maintaining the engagement of children and young 

people in their plans especially when their placements are extended multiple times. At the 

same time, it is important that they remain at the centre of their plans to ensure they have 

agency, ownership and are in agreement with their plans.  

Furthermore, we found some variability in the type of language used in plans. When we 

read to a child what was written in their plan, they said “No one in my family is named 

‘kin’.” Using plain language helps children understand and engage with their plans. The 

residence will soon begin to use the new ‘All About Me’ plan format and resources to 

support planning. We look forward to the impact that this will have for children and young 

people. 

• Some children and young people wi h complex needs waiting for long periods to 

transition to specialised placements.  

 

While we understand that bespoke specialised placements are being created to meet the 

complex needs of these children and young people, we are concerned about the time this 

takes and the impact for children and young people living in an institutional environment 

for this length of time.  
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To ensure WTM is accessible for all children and young people, the available methods of 

submitting a WTM, such as via audio recording need to be expanded. We are aware that 

Oranga Tamariki has been reviewing the Residential Care Regulations. Since our visit, 

improvements to Whaia te Māramatanga have been agreed. We look forward to these 

being implemented in a timely manner and to hearing about tangible benefits for 

children and young people.  

• Appropriate responses are needed when children and young people make complaints 

 

 The investigation of this 

complaint raised questions of how complaints of this nature are allocated. The residence 

leadership team needs to ensure that investigations of a sensitive nature are allocated in an 

informed way, considering the gender, skills and knowledge of the investigator. 

Furthermore, a report of concern needs to be made and the two investigations carried out 

in tandem. The child or young person needs to be kept informed of the outcome of the 

report of concern, in accordance with Regulation 69 of the National Care Standards.  At our 

next visit we will evaluate whether these processes are being followed.    

• Children and young people need clear, factual information when they transition to 

residence. We are concerned that we continue to hear on our visits to residences about site 

social workers giving misleading information to children and young people about their 

residence placements. This practice does not align with Oranga Tamariki values, the 

principles of the Oranga Tamariki Act or new Care Standard Regulations. It leads to anxiety 

and mistrust for children and young people. The residence endeavours to provide clarity 

about their placement for children and young people once they arrive at Epuni residence. 

However, this is often not able to mitigate the impact of the misleading information on 

children and young people and their whānau.  Support is needed from national office to 

lead change in this practice. 
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Areas for development  

• The physical environment needs maintenance and refurbishment. The large, secure, 

institutional environment of the residence is not a child friendly design, and most spaces 

used by children and young people are very run down. The residence manager has a limited 

budget and has prioritised refreshing public facing and frequently used places, specifically 

the whānau visiting room and the TV lounge. Children and young people expressed 

concerns about the condition and cleanliness of many parts of the environment. Staff also 

told us that the environment is difficult for them to be in. 

 

From our observations and discussions, our main concerns are:  

o There is confronting and explicit tagging on walls, windows and furnishings.  

o Chairs in the main unit have stains on them.  

  

o Hard surfaces and background noise from heavy doors means many areas are echoey 

and loud.  

o The ‘My Space’ area, provided near the main unit space for children and young people 

to have a space alone to self-regulate, and the phone room, are both run down and have 

only hard surfaces.  

o There is minimal outdoor grass area that is easily accessed. 

o Both trampolines have broken parts. 

o The heated indoor pool is not warm enough for some children and young people. 

   

We understand that major refurbishment is not planned as Oranga Tamariki are planning 

to transition from using large residences to smaller community homes. However, high needs 

children and young people continue to be placed in the residence with the aim of 

assessment and stabilisation. Their living environment needs to support this by providing a 

child friendly env ronment that caters to their needs. This includes sensory needs and feeling 

cared for and safe. The current environment is instead having a negative impact on their 

wellbeing.  

 

• Bedding needs replacing. We heard from some children and young people that their beds 

are not comfortable. One young person chose to move their mattress onto the floor each 

night as they found the base uncomfortable. Another young person told us the mattress 

has moulded to the shape of their body. Upon inspection, mattresses appeared soft and 

worn out. In addition to replacing old and worn out mattresses, we also recommend 

resourcing the residence to allow children to personalise their environments more such as 

choosing their own bedding.  
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is being coached by the residence manager in the provision of supervision. We are pleased 

to hear that cultural supervision will soon be provided for all staff.  

Areas for development 

• Care staff require better access to regular individual supervision. TLOs are available for 

individual supervision when deemed necessary and practicable. Some staff told us they 

would like more time for professional supervision in addition to coaching and mentoring. 

We acknowledge that Epuni residence is meeting the Oranga Tamariki supervision policy 

guidelines and that TLOs provide individual supervision when possible among other 

responsibilities. However, we encourage Oranga Tamariki national office to review whether 

the supervision policy is sufficient to support all staff in their high demand roles.   

• Care staff need training, supervision and coaching to follow care plans more 

rigorously. We heard from the clinical team and Health and Education stakeholders that 

there are positive relationships with the residence leadership  Care teams and case leaders 

use written notes and discussions at shift handovers to communicate relevant, up to date 

information about children and young people. Furthermore, MAT meetings work well for 

staff and stakeholders. However, we heard some concerns from clinical and health teams 

about care plans and operational plans not being followed correctly. This means that 

children and young people receive conflicting messages from different staff. Care staff need 

to maintain therapeutic relationships with children and young people to ensure the safety 

of all in the residence. We encourage the residence to ensure that care staff have the time 

to spend in training and coaching with clinical and health teams to fully understand care 

plans and ensure they are followed.   

• Employment vetting processes sometimes impact on the recruitment of staff with 

relevant life experience. The residence’s leadership team makes genuine attempts to 

recruit staff with the cultural experience, credibility and skills required to relate to the cohort 

of children and young people placed at the residence. However, Oranga Tamariki 

recruitment policy has a high threshold for previous convictions. Some applicants with key 

skills and attributes are not able to be employed due to the number of previous low level 

and/or historical convictions. These are not specified offences under the Vulnerable 

Children’s Act but are deemed to exceed the threshold. We suggest that the criteria and 

processes for employing people with low level historical convictions in residences need to 

be reviewed. 
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Appendix One: Why we visit (legislative background) 

19. The Children’s Commissioner has a statutory responsibility to monitor and assess the 

services provided under the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989. Specifically, section 13(1) (b) of the 

Children and young people’s Commissioner Act 2003, states that the Commissioner must 

monitor and assess the policies and practices of Child, Youth and Family and encourage 

the development of policies and services that are designed to promote the welfare of 

children and young people and children and young people. 

20. In addition, the Office of the Children’s Commissioner is designated as a National 

Preventive Mechanism (NPM) under the Crimes of Torture Act (1989).  This Act contains 

New Zealand’s practical mechanisms for ensuring compliance with the United Nations 

Convention Against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment (OPCAT), which was itself ratified by New Zealand in 2007   Our role is to visit 

youth justice and care and protection residences to ensure compliance with OPCAT. 
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Appendix Four: Our monitoring approach 

Our reports are based on information gathered before, during and after visits to the residences. 

This includes accuracy meetings based on our draft reports.  

In the context of our OPCAT visits, we use Mana Mokopuna principles and resources to engage 

children and young people in conversation about their experiences in the residence. For more 

information on our Mana Mokopuna approach, see our website. 

 

1.  Our visit to Epuni Care and Protection Residence included interviews with: 

• Children and young people  

• Residence Staff  

o Residence Manager 

o Team Leaders Operations (TLO) 

o Team Leader of Clinical Practice (TLCP) 

o Care team 

o Clinical team 

o Health team 

o Education team 

o Programme Coordinator 

o Grievance Co-ordinator 

o Grievance Panel 

 

The following sources of information also informed our analysis:  

• Visual inspection of the residence 

• Observations of interactions in the residence between children, young people and staff 

• Informal discussions with staff  

• Informal discussions with children and young people on topics of interest.    

• Previous Oranga Tamariki internal audit report  

• Grievance quarterly reports 

• Grievance files  

• Training register  

• Children and young people’s files at the residence (including Individual Care Plans) 

• Secure care register, secure care log book 

• Daily logs 
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