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   Preface and Acknowledgements 
Cross-national interest in the rights and best interests of children in the 21st century led to the international conference ‘Children and the Law: International approaches to children and their vulnerabilities’, hosted by Monash University, Australia, at the Monash Centre in Prato, Italy, 7–10 September 2009. Speakers and delegates addressed emerging social concerns that contribute to the vulnerability of children and young people, ranging from the plight of child refugees and children escaping war and trauma to new forms of child victimisation such as children as soldiers, as well as ongoing concerns about children entering the criminal justice system, the pervasiveness of child sexual abuse, and children harmed by maltreatment and family breakdown. Conference delegates confirmed that the systems responding to such children at risk of harm must be reshaped if they are to better protect children’s rights and best interests. 
The idea for the book arose out of this conference, convened by Rosemary Sheehan. Research and policy initiatives presented outlined some distinctive needs of children, as noted above. Particular attention was paid to the structural disadvantages and harms experienced by Indigenous children and to the global movement of children and child trafficking. Other key themes were the changing social parameters that are drawing children into and placing increased demands on the youth justice and care and protection systems; and the increasing intersection of mental health problems and legal processes for children. Contributors suggested preventative strategies designed to address the origins and nature of vulnerability for children and outlined plans to offer them more effective protection from changing social and political forces. Though many more children are being identified as in need of care and protection, more needs to be known about their particular needs for support and intervention. 
Authors contributing to this book challenge policy-makers and legal and welfare systems to concentrate more on the emerging and ongoing needs children have for care and protection and to resist simply maintaining current approaches, regardless of their efficacy. A range of authors from the UK, USA, Canada, the Netherlands, New Zealand and Australia make a compelling case for further research and reform: if systems are to be successful at addressing the disadvantage and risk associated with these identified child welfare concerns, they must be child-centred and proper attention must be given to the legal, social and political rights and expectations accorded to children by UN and national rights conventions. 
This book was made possible by the generous support provided by Stephen Jones and Caroline Walton from Jessica Kingsley Publishers, whose interest in child welfare and social policy matters encourages the kind of research and debate found in this book. Our thanks go also to all those who contributed to the writing of the book, providing a unique cross-national perspective on making a difference for children whose care and protection needs require more targeted advocacy, action and policy from governments and services to better ensure their rights as citizens are upheld. 
Rosemary Sheehan, Helen Rhoades and Nicky Stanley 

 Introduction 
Rosemary Sheehan, Helen Rhoades and Nicky Stanley 
A critical issue faced by governments and practitioners working in the area of child welfare over the past decade has been the question of what circumstances justify intervention to protect a child. Whilst legal definitions of ‘a child in need of protection’ have, as their cornerstone, statutory intervention to protect a child from maltreatment, the parameters used to measure this have shifted dramatically in recent years, as political developments and social changes have drawn attention to new situations that place children at risk of harm. Whilst there has been growing awareness of the plight of specific groups of children, such as asylum seekers and unaccompanied minors, other emerging areas of concern – for example, the experiences of children in the justice system, the fracturing of children’s relationships and life contexts, the exploitation and trafficking of children and what is needed to work effectively with vulnerable families – have as yet attracted negligible scholarly attention. Most of the existing research on these issues focuses on work with select groups of children, generally in the context of their connections to adults. Moreover, there is a dearth of literature examining the meaning of protective intervention for children whose lives are intersected by the law. 
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