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Introduction
1

This paper is for people whose work involves responding to sexual harm, within and
beyond the ‘sexual assault system’:
•

sexual assault counsellors

•

forensic medical staff

•

family violence and child protection workers

•

staff in the criminal justice system who work with people who have experienced or
are responsible for sexual harm.

2

We also encourage people who have experienced sexual harm, and those who have
supported them, to answer any questions in this paper that interest them.

3

People who have experienced sexual harm often need to deal with different
organisations. In this paper we ask how these organisations can best work together to
improve the response of the justice system to sexual harm.

4

In this paper, we use the term ‘sexual assault system’ to refer to those organisations that
specialise in responding to sexual harm, including sexual assault counselling services and
those involved in the criminal justice response to sexual offences (see Figure 1: Diagram
of sexual assault system and other services and systems). We also ask if there are ways to
improve the sexual assault system, including:
•

if there are gaps in the system

•

by improving relationships within the system

•

through stronger governance and shared outcomes

•

by improving data, research and evaluation across a range of services and critical
points in the system.

Issues Paper A is one of eight papers.
View them at https://lawreform.vic.gov.au/sex_offences_2020/issues_papers.
We encourage you to tell us your views on all the issues you are interested in.
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Pathways to justice: the role of support and services
5

Most people who experience sexual harm do not go straight to the police. They often try
to get support first.

6

This support may be informal (for example, friends or peer support groups). Formal
supports include helplines, specialised sexual assault services, health services, and
community services.

7

These supports and services are often the first place where someone may learn or think
about the justice system. However, there are barriers to people getting the support they
need so they can make the decision that is right for them.

8

We want to hear how to make it easier for people to get the support they need so that
they can decide whether to report the sexual harm. This includes making sure that they
get current information on how the criminal justice system will respond.

9

We also want to know how to improve support for those who may face greater
barriers, such as people with disability or those from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities.

Question
1

What would make it easier for people who have been sexually harmed to get
the supports and services they need, so they can decide whether to report the
sexual harm?
You might think about:

4

•

how and what information is given to people about how the criminal
justice system works, including changes that have improved the system

•

if there are any gaps in supports or services (for example, is there a need
for Aboriginal-led sexual assault investigation units, or specialist sexual
assault services for some people, such as male victim survivors?)

•

how to improve capacity to meet demand

•

any programs or pilots we can learn from.

A
Working together
Collaboration within the sexual assault system
10

For decades, there has been a strong push towards services collaborating more when
responding to family violence and sexual harm. This has included the promotion of multiagency or integrated responses. These aim to improve relationships and skills within the
sexual assault system, making it easier for those experiencing harm to deal with different
services.1

11

Such approaches can have their own challenges, including:

12

•

Agencies may not have equal power or resources.

•

Different agencies have different goals (for example, the goal of addressing the
needs of those who have experienced sexual harm compared to the goal of holding a
person to account for the crime).

•

Agencies have different perspectives and disciplines.

•

Agencies have to communicate across organisations and need to consider what
information can and should be shared.

•

Agencies may lose their specialist focus or the flexibility to respond to the needs and
experiences of particular groups, such as people with a disability.2

The sexual assault system in Victoria includes several collaborative approaches, including:

13

•

multi-disciplinary centres (discussed in Issues Paper D) which co-locate key services

•

the Therapeutic Treatment Board (discussed in Issues Paper F)

•

protocols that set out how organisations will work together, such as Victoria Police’s
Code of Practice (discussed in Issues Paper D)3

•

multi agency panels that manage plans for serious sex offenders (discussed in Issues
Paper F).

We want to hear about your experience of these and other collaborative approaches.
We also want to know if there are any lessons we can draw from them to improve the
response of the justice system to sexual harm—for example, by improving support for
people to report to police.

Question
2

How can collaboration within the sexual assault system be improved, so that
the justice system responds effectively to sexual harm?
You might think about:
•

if referrals and coordination between services work well in practice

•

if there are ways to build on these approaches

•

if there are other multi-agency responses we should learn from.

5
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Family violence
14

Sexual assault services often need to work with family violence services. Their relationship
is affected by reforms flowing from the 2016 Royal Commission into Family Violence.

15

For example, guidelines are being developed for the relationship between sexual assault
services and new one-stop family violence hubs (Orange Doors).4 Sexual assault services
are also part of reforms to improve information sharing and risk assessment.5

16

The Royal Commission also recommended joint training between family violence and
sexual assault services. In the longer term, it recommended a review to examine whether
the two sectors could be fully integrated.6

17

This review will be conducted after the full Orange Door program has been rolled out.
A technical advisory group is currently mapping the relationships between sexual assault
and family violence services.7

18

There are already some integrated approaches that combine sexual assault and family
violence services.8 Victoria Police have begun co-locating specialist family violence
investigators in some multi-disciplinary centres. There is a pilot co-located family violence
service at one of these centres.9

19

We want to hear how the relationship between sexual assault services and family violence
services could be improved, so that the justice system responds effectively to sexual harm.
For example, we want to know if reforms have improved how family violence services
identify and refer cases of sexual harm, and if there are ways to improve the prosecution
of sexual offences in cases of family violence.

Question
3

How can the relationship between family violence services and the sexual
assault system be improved, so that the justice system responds effectively to
sexual harm?
You might think about:
•

if referrals and coordination between services work well in practice

•

your experiences with combined or co-located services

•

the opportunities and challenges of further integration.

Child protection

6

20

In Victoria, the relationship between Child Protection (part of the Department of Health
and Human Services) and Victoria Police in investigating sexual abuse is governed by a
protocol. This sets out when each organisation should notify the other about cases, how
they coordinate joint investigations, and when they should consult with other agencies.10

21

Although the protocol requires the organisations to coordinate joint investigations,
each investigation has different thresholds for evidence and risk. Each investigation
has different purposes and may involve different courts. These differences can create
challenges.

22

There are other collaborative approaches used in child protection, including multidisciplinary centres, the Therapeutic Treatment Board, and an enhanced response model
for child sexual exploitation.11

A
23

We want to hear how to improve the relationship between child protection and the
sexual assault system, so that the justice system responds effectively to sexual harm.
For example, we want to know if joint investigations are working well, and if further
collaboration can improve the response of the justice system.

Question
4

How can the relationship between Child Protection and the sexual assault
system be improved, so that the justice system responds effectively to sexual
harm?
You might think about:
•

the different thresholds and legal processes in the two systems

•

models in other jurisdictions (for example, the Joint Investigation and
Response Team in New South Wales or the Child Advocacy Centres in
Western Australia)

•

opportunities for greater joint planning or governance and accountability.

Working with other services and systems
24

People who experience sexual harm often need to deal with a range of services and
systems to address their needs (see Figure 1: Diagram of sexual assault system
and other services and systems). For example, they might deal with:
•

the health system, including mental health services, drug and alcohol services, GPs
and hospitals

•

institutions, such as schools, universities, workplaces, out-of-home care, youth
detention or adult correctional facilities, or sporting and recreational groups

•

services specific to groups (for example, settlement services for refugees, disability
services, or Aboriginal controlled organisations)

•

housing services (if they need to leave their housing because of the sexual harm)

•

the family law system (if there is a family law dispute related to the sexual harm).

25

These services and systems can support someone to enter, and stay engaged with, the
sexual assault system. For example, these other services and systems can provide a path
to the sexual assault system or other ways of seeking justice (see Issues Paper H). They
also provide other services that can support someone to seek justice, such as housing or
health services.

26

We want to hear if there are ways to improve how other services and systems work with
the sexual assault system.

7
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Question
5

How can we improve how other services and systems work with the sexual
assault system, so that people are supported to seek justice?
You might think about:
•

how these services and systems identify or respond to sexual harm

•

how well these services and systems work with the sexual assault system
(for example, are referrals to sexual harm services or the police happening
when they should be?)

•

any gaps between services or systems

•

any programs or pilots that we can learn from.

Governance and outcomes
27

The effectiveness of the sexual assault system depends on strong relationships between
parts of the system, and shared goals. Policies and strategies therefore often include
governance structures and a way to measure the performance of a system against shared
outcomes.

28

Victoria’s Free from Violence strategy addresses family violence and violence against
women, including sexual violence. However, its action plan and outcomes framework
focus on family violence.12 Victoria does not have a strategy dedicated to sexual violence,
unlike some other states.

29

Many policy frameworks also set out a governance structure that seeks to ensure
agencies communicate with each other and are accountable to each other across the
sexual assault system. This is intended to ensure that communities affected by violence
are partners in reform.13

Queensland’s Prevent. Support. Believe framework
On 15 October 2019, the Queensland Government launched its sexual violence prevention
framework, Prevent. Support. Believe. This followed a year of community forums, surveys,
focus groups and roundtable meetings. The framework sets out a shared vision, priorities,
and outcomes. It adopts Queensland’s existing governance framework for family violence.
A whole-of-government action plan is being developed and is intended to be released in
2020.14

30

8

We want to hear if there is a need for a clearer governance structure or for shared
outcomes to improve the response of the justice system to sexual harm in Victoria and, if
so, how to achieve this.

A
Question
6

Is there a need for a stronger focus on governance or shared outcomes in the
response of the justice system to sexual harm? If so, what should this look like?
You might think about:
•

if there is a need to strengthen governance structures within the sexual
assault system

•

if there should be a shared framework for measuring the effectiveness of
family violence and sexual assault policy

•

if there should be other measures to improve accountability across the
system.

Data, research and evaluation
31

To improve the justice system’s response to sexual harm, we need to understand why and
how sexual harm occurs and what works in responding to it. Improving the evidence base
has therefore been a focus of many reform efforts.15

32

For example, Victoria has recently developed a framework to help services collect
more consistent data about family violence.16 Victoria is also developing a portal which
publishes information from these services.17

33

We want to know what other improvements to data, research and evaluation are needed.
For example, the Victorian Law Reform Commission has already identified the need for
more data and research on:

34

•

people who are responsible for sexual harm18

•

some forms of violence, including cultural practices that may amount to sexual harm
such as forced marriage19

•

the policing and prosecution of sexual harm.20

We also want to hear about how to improve our understanding of the effectiveness of
the criminal justice system. For example, a recent Victorian report found gaps in the data
that mean we do not fully understand how sexual offence cases progress through the
criminal justice system.21 Similar reports in New Zealand and the United Kingdom provide
more detail about why cases might not progress.22

9
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Question
7

What are the opportunities for, and benefits of, improving data, research and
evaluation in relation to sexual offending?
You might think about:
•

what data or research would help identify or address barriers to reporting

•

what data or research would help improve the response of the criminal
justice system to sexual offences

•

current limitations on data, research and evaluation and how to address
these.

Other issues
35

We want to hear how well you think the sexual assault system in Victoria works now, and
what other ideas you have about how to improve the system.

Question
8

10

How well does the sexual assault system work? How would you improve it?

A
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