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ROYAL COMMISSION OF INQUIRY INTO ABUSE IN CARE

WITNESS STATEMENT OF MATTHEW FRANK WHITING

1, Matthew Frank Whiting, will say as follows:

1. Introduction

1.1. My name is Matthew Frank Whiting. | was born | i GRO c 1965 | grew up in Christchurch,

New Zealand. | work as the Regional Disability Leadershlp Coordinator for the Southern

Region (South |s|‘ar|d] and as Service Manager — Adult Services in Christchurch at CCS Disability Action. |
| have been working there for aimost 21 years. '
1.2. "My Birth mother was WMaori and my adoptive family were Pakeha. | was diagnosed with

Cerebral Palsy when | was nine months old. | have Spastic Quadriplegia with a speech
impairment. At the early stages of my diagnoses, the specialist believed | had a learning
impairment as well. At around four-and-a-half years old, a child psychologist tested my
intelligence and found that | was above average.

Early life

1.3. My birth mother lived in Auckland but | was born in Christchurch. Before | was born, my
birth mother had a child who had been whangai'd out. Her father said you can only have
one mistake. They were a Catholic family and both pregnancies were out of wedlock. He
forced her to adopt me out.

1.4. When | was two weeks old, my adoptive parents, Bill and Mary, were phoned by a parish
priest and asked if they wanted another baby. | don’t suppose they were looking for
another as they had already adopted two children, my brother, Anthony, and my sister,

,Mary.Ann i My understanding is that the adoption was official, but it was obviously an
‘unusual approach especially compared to the system we have now.

1.5. When | refer to my mum and dad, | am talking about Bill and Mary.
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time and illustrates the medical model of disability that persisted.

| stayed in hospital to recuperate for six weeks. One day, my bed was moved frem the
main ward to a side room. | thought my parents would never be able to find me. | had no
idea what was happening, no-one explained anything to me. | very clearly remember
feeling distressed. Those feelings are very close to the surface for me, even now. That
experience was probably the first time | felt traumatised.

Home life was difficult. Mum had mental health issues that were undiagnosed at this
stage. She was very angry and screamed a lot. When | was 20 years old, she was
diagnosed with schizophrenia and chronic depression. Dad was an alcoholic — his drinking
was relatively severe and he was often out of control. | believe he had post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) from his time in Korea. The combination of the two of them meant
that we had a difficult upbringing. | would describe it as significantly dysfunctional. There
was a lot of verbal violence between mum and dad, at least once every day someone
would go off. There was also violence between my siblings and my parents, and between
my siblings.

| don’t think my parents were equipped to raise children. My sister, : Mary-Ann, Ewas forced
to take care of me and took me everywhere with her. She resented this as a teenager and
a young woman. It has caused difficulty in our relationship with each other, in the past.

. Mum had her first breakdown when | was seven. She was placed in the Ferguson Clinic at

Sunnyside Hospital. | was taken there to see her once. She was in a small, square fully
padded room and knocked out on drugs. | remember it so well. | didn’t understand what
was happening. Seeing my mother in there was the next time | remember being
traumatised.

| was diagnosed with PTSD in 2018. It was those two incidents that were the beginning of
my trauma and led to the PTSD.

When Mum was at Sunnyside, it was decided by the doctors and professionals working
with our family that | would go into an IHC family home.

Abuse
IHC family home, GRO-C |, Christchurch

At only seven years old, | was removed from home. | don’'t have a learning impairment,
but the IHC family home was the only place for me to go. | believe | was considered too
much hard work for Dad to manage. Also, at the time, it was expected that children with
sufficient impairments would not live at home.

| lived there with five or six other children. | was taken care of and Mrs{ GRO-B_iwas nice
to me but | hated it because it wasn’t home. On the weekends | got to go back home and
see Dad and my siblings. | really wanted to stay there. When | talk about being taken
away from my home at only seven years old, | feel very upset. It really affected me and

still does today. | was just a kid wanting to be at home. Nobody had any idea about how |
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felt, there was no discussion about it or what | wanted. | just had to stuff down those
feelings.

| lived at the IHC family home for at least six months, probably longer, until mum came
home again. | then lived at home with my family until | was ten years old, and | attended
the School for the Physically Disabled (formerly known as the School for Cerebral Palsy).

When | wasn'’t at my school because of holidays, | went to an IHC school. It was very
boring. At seven years old, | was in the top class. | was in class with teenagers and young
adults who had a learning disability.

In 1976, | was moved into a CCS family home.

CCS family home, | GRO-C , Christchurch

At ten years old, | was told | couldn’t live at home. Not many people would go against what
doctors said at that time. You trusted them and went with their recommendations — a
medical model of disability dominated. My parents were the same. | was only ten, but it
was not hard to pick up on the idea that it was my impairments that were to ‘blame’ for our
family’s difficulties. | was the only one who had to leave, at that stage. My brother and
sister stayed at home for that moment. I'm not stupid, what else can you take from that?
The theory was that if we take Matt away, everything will be hunky-dory for the family.

The files | have received from CCS do not include anything about my placements at CCS
family homes. This is because these files are missing; | physically burnt the bastards
sometime in the 1990s to assist with my anger.

From my recollection, | lived with a Dutch couple with two children of their own at a house
owned by CCS. They took in children with disabilities who needed somewhere to live.
There were four children, including myself, who lived there. The couple were quite strict
and very particular.

| got pneumonia while | was living there and became very unwell. The couple thought |
just had a cold and that | was getting better. They didn't recognise the seriousness of the
illness, and | got worse. When they finally took me to a doctor, he said if | hadn’t gone in
that day | potentially could have died. | was off-school and recuperating in bed for eight
weeks.

| kept attending the School for the Physically Disabled while | lived at the CCS family
home. | wasn't being taught to my abilities, the teacher used to try and keep the whole
class together despite there being a wide range of impairment. As an example, when |
was 12, | was doing a level of work that was for eight-year-olds.

The Dutch couple decided not to carry on with having the family home. They indicated that
they needed to exit, and so | had to exit. | was not told about the plan to close the Family
Home. At 11 years old, | was told | was going on ‘holiday’ to Pukeora in Central Hawke'’s
Bay.
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2.17. These two men threatened me on multiple occasions. | felt completely vulnerable and
powerless. | remember wondering if this was something | had to submit to. | told my mum
about it several years later, it became too much to keep it inside. | remember that she
gave me a hug. Mum believed me!

2.18. It was the absolute powerlessness | experienced in the toilets that really traumatised me,
more so than the sexual stuff. | had no support. For those two men, their behaviour was
reflective of the culture of the environment we were in.

Seclusion

2.19. | was placed in a room by a staff member and the door was shut and | couldn’t get out. |
couldn’t move about within the room as | found it hard to freely move my wheelchair on my
own. | have a very vague memory of this, and | can’t remember for how long | was in there
or if it happened more than once. But | very strongly remember how | felt when | was in
there.

2.20. | saw this happen to other people who were living at Pukeora too. It was always for
punishment.

Burwood Hospital
Arrival at institution

2.21. After my seven-week trial at Pukeora, | returned to Christchurch and lived at the CCS
house, : GRO-C 1. The professionals were trying to find a permanent
place for me to live. The next year, that CCS family home closed for Christmas, so | had to
be put somewhere. 20 December 1978, | got institutionalised. | was sent to Burwood as
an emergency admission.

2.22. | was 13 years old. Burwood Hospital is operated by Canterbury District Health Board and
is in the north-eastern suburbs of Christchurch. | was put in ward nine, which was meant
to be for younger people and people with muscular issues. There were also people with
brain injuries there. Obviously, sometimes, people with brain injuries can have resultant
behavioural issues but when you are 13, you don’t understand that — it's just scary.

2.23. When | was sent to Burwood, | never got told what their plan was. What happened was
that a social worker came out from CCS to Burwood just before Christmas and took me for
a drive, she told me that | was going to go back to Pukeora to live in two weeks’ time. The
initial plan had been to just hold me in Burwood before they sent me up to Pukeora
permanently. | wasn't asked what | wanted or where | wanted to live. There was no
choice. There were no discussions about me staying at home.

There was no way that | wanted to go back to Pukeora. | said, there is no fucking way |
am going there. I'd rather kill myself. | cried for several days. | guess people wondered
why | was so upset but the staff didn’t stop and ask me what was going on. | didn’t have
any one in my life that | could talk to about Pukeora or why | didn’t want to go back.
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Leaving Burwood

2.41. When | decided to leave Burwood, it wasn’t people coming to me and assisting and doing
the organising. It was me saying, I'm going to leave.

2.42. | met a young social worker from CCS Disability Action at Burwood when | was about 19
years old. She was pretty naive and new to working with disabled people. She asked me
what | wanted in the future, and | said to leave Burwood. | kept on moaning about
Burwood and how unfair it was, it was all | could talk about.

| had a real sucky year with my family and | was in a place where | wanted to hurt myself 1

decided to kill myself. | had planned it all out, and | followed through with the plan. ! GRO- C;

GRO-C

5 GRO-C iNobody knew, | didn't tell anybody about it for years and years.
This was an important moment — even though it was not okay, it was an important part of
me taking my path back.

2.43. About a year later, the social worker challenged me. Instead of responding to my
complaints by going, oh poor Matt, never mind. She said things like, if you are so angry
about being here, why don'’t you do something? Stop complaining. | don’t want to hear it
anymore, | just want to see some action. This surprised me as no one had spoken to me
like this before. | took this as a challenge!! | was and still am very grateful with her
approach. | regard this as setting me free! Thank you, Allison.

It took me about two years to get organised, but | did it. | moved out of Burwood at 21
years old.

2.44. | didn’t have much support from my parents or the staff at Burwood about moving out.
When | raised it with Dad, he said, don’t be stupid, just stay there. What’s wrong with it? It
became quite a contentious issue, so | cut-off all communications with my parents about
moving out. | continued regardless.

I'll always remember the phone call | then made to my parents to say | was moving out
within the month and telling them my new address. Dad stopped talking to me for around
two months. | think Dad was really scared; he had been told that | would need to live in
Burwood until | died. | was also Catholic and moving in with my girifriend.

My girlfriend was a nurse from Burwood. She moved into the state house with me. We had
begun a relationship nine months earlier. Now, | can see that was a really unhealthy
relationship.

Some staff thought | was being stupid. They said to me, how can you move out when you
can’t dress yourself? When you can't talk yourself? When you can’t do anything?

2.45. | moved out of Burwood with no care, and only my girlfriend, a bed and a stereo. It came
down to me being bloody pigheaded.
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Impact

The placement in Pukeora and the abuse | experienced there, and then being told | was
going to be placed there permanently had a huge impact on family relationships,
particularly with my mum and dad. It caused distrust. For me, it completely broke the
relationship. As an 11-year-old kid, from a child’s perspective, | thought it was my mum
and dad sending me away. This has had a huge impact on the rest of my life. This sense
of distrust has been with me for a long time.

| did a presentation once about supported living and one of the cool things about it was
that Dad came along. | used my own story in the presentation. | had applied for my files
and used them in there as well. Dad got up and said he was wrong. Publicly. | didn’t lose it
at the presentation, but it was a huge moment for me. | was in my thirties before | forgave
my parents and came to see that what had happened was a system issue, not a rejection
by my parents.

Over time, our relationship repaired, and Dad came along to my wedding in November
2013. He was pleased to be there and see me get married. | was glad he got to see that
before he died in November 2015.

When you're disabled and with a speech impairment, everybody thinks you're dumb. After
| got university entrance, | really wanted to have a job. | was repeatedly told that | could
not work as | was too disabled. | was 36 before | got my first permanent role. Before that, |
set-up my own business and did short-term contracts, as | didn’t want to be unemployed. |
ran a care agency business with another disabled person.

| had applied for a job at CCS Disability Action 18 times over 15 years. For one appncat_!_qp__
éppllcants | was interviewed by a different interview panel. They asked me questions like,
with your speech, how can you communicate? | didn’t take shit from them. | ended up
taking them to the Human Rights Commission. They asked discriminatory questions within
a discriminatory process. CCS didn’t contest it at all. Two years later, | finally got a job
with them! and | am still there. |

It is hard work to constantly be fighting back. Every day, it's hard work. | get fucked over —
by systems, by individuals. I'm treated like a second-class citizen every day. On the bus.
At the shops. At work. I'm treated like | can’t do it, like | can’t talk. | am put down. Every
single day, my sense of self is affected. Every day this is underlined. It has a cumulative
effect. And it sends me straight back to being bailed up in that toilet at Pukeora. Every
day, | have to draw on strength. Every day, | have to hold on to my sense of self. Every
single day.

But when you underestimate me, there’s trouble. It gives me an advantage.

When | get stressed now, | revert to being institutionalised, even though it has been a long
time. | had said to myself, no one will ever control me again. That resolution has turned
out to be both good and bad — it has been really destructive for me as well as positive. |
have been determined to not let anybody shut me up anymore, which has created some









WITNO0374001-0014

The Health and Disability Commission is medically orientated. The Ombudsman has huge
financial pressure and a lack of resources.

Residential homes are mini institutions; there are not big institutions any longer, just
smaller ones. While audits occur, they are scheduled and are only every two to three
years. This is not regular enough. The auditors only see the good days.

Everyone should have control over their own belongings and the support they need to live
independently. Some people might need a lot more support than others.

5.5. Maybe what we need is a Truth Commission — like what happened in South Africa with
apartheid. It would hold organisations and the government to account and ensure that
fault is found. It would make a finding that someone or an organisation is liable. It would
seek out and go speak to people.

This commission isn’t that type of commission. My account is being heard only because |
rang the 0800 number and put myself forward. This commission has been called for by the
disabled community for years and years. And for years and years, the government said
no. Not only National, it was right across the board. It was no. The disabled community
that the commission wants to tap into, they're often disempowered and often they don't
have a voice. Often, they're still being controlled because they live in residential care.

5.6. For all of these reasons, even though it is painful to deal with, | wanted to speak out. |
have the ability to do so, and | have the responsibility to do this for everyone.

5.7. 1 would like to finish my statement with this quote from Burton Blatt:

"We need to empty the institutions. The quicker we accomplish that goal the quicker we
will be able to repair the damage done to generations of innocent inmates. The quicker we
set about converting our ideologies and resources to a community model, the quicker we
will learn how to forget what we perpetuated in the name of humanity."

Statement of Truth_

This statement is true to the best of my knowledge and belief and was made by me knowing that
it may be used as evidence by the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Abuse in Care.

Signed G RO 'C

Dated: 22/11/2021




