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Dear Justice McMurdo

The Queensland Family and Child Commission (QFCC) is pleased to respond to the Women's Safety
and Justice Taskforce’s second discussion paper: Women and girls' experience of the criminal justice
system.

The QFCC is pleased to see the Taskforce examining the experience of women and girls across the
justice system. It is important work, which should help to identify ways to protect the rights of
women and girls throughout their contact with justice services.

To actively protect children’s rights, particularly the right of children to participate in decisions made
about them, the QFCC seeks to make sure the views and experiences of children are sought and
considered during examination of each of the Taskforce’s proposed themes.

The QFCC considers children’s experiences of the criminal justice system (as both victims and accused
persons) to be especially important to informing the enquiry. A striking proportion of victims of
violence are children. Research shows the lifelong negative impacts of this harm,* along with
negative outcomes from early contact with the criminal justice system.?

Part 1: Women and girls’ experience of the criminal justice system as victim-survivors (Themes 1-3)
The Taskforce proposes focussing on the experiences of women and girls as victims of sexual
violence.? It is essential that the Taskforce adopt a trauma-responsive approach to consultations that
seeks to understand survivors’ experience of sexual assault as children. This should include the
barriers they face/d in reporting sexual assault and their experiences of the justice system as child
victim-survivors.

The Queensland Government Statistician’s Office (QGSO) reports girls and young women aged 0-19
years comprised almost half (49 per cent) of all victims of reported sexual offences in 2019-2020.% Of
reported sexual offences against females for the same period, girls and young women (aged 0-19
years) comprised 58 per cent of victims. Additionally, boys and young men of the same age
accounted for 65 per cent of victims of reported sexual offences against males.®

The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse found among survivors
participating in private sessions who provided information about disclosing childhood sexual abuse,
57 per cent said they did not disclose the abuse until they were an adult.®
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The Royal Commission found women from this group took on average 20.6 years to disclose
childhood sexual abuse. It is therefore likely that a significant proportion of offences reported by the
QGSO in higher age groups would have occurred when the victim-survivor was a much younger
woman, or a child. These statistics indicate children are even more disproportionately the victims of
sexual violence than indicated in the QGSO report.

Like other vulnerable groups identified in the discussion paper, it is well established that children
experience barriers to reporting sexual offences. Children may not know they have been victimised
or how to seek help. They may not have the language or ability to communicate their experiences or
have support to seek help. They may be reliant on the offender for their care or experience off-
balanced fear of ‘getting someone in trouble’, or feelings of responsibility.”

Additionally, children may not be believed, or they may have their experience downplayed because
of their age or understanding. These barriers can cause children to remain at risk of further offences
and could dissuade them from disclosing abuse or seeking support.

The QFCC urges the Taskforce to consider the experiences of girls and very young women as being
the most impacted group of sexual violence, having distinct vulnerabilities and facing unique barriers
to reporting sexually violent offences, and in legal and court processes more generally.

Part 2: Women and girls’ experience of the criminal justice system as accused persons (Themes 4-5)
The QFCC supports the proposal to focus on factors that contribute to women and girls coming into
contact with the justice system, with a particular focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women and girls. Given the inequalities faced by First Nations women and girls,® this focus should
continue through other topics being considered, including women and girls’ experience as accused
persons and of incarceration and release.

The QFCC’s recent report, Changing the sentence: overseeing Queensland’s youth justice reforms
examines the characteristics of children in the youth justice system as well as how well children’s
rights and well-being are being upheld. The report finds investment should focus on addressing
underlying causes for children coming into contact with the youth justice system and providing
specialised services for young people already in the system.®

Additionally, the 2018 Report on Youth Justice makes recommendations to address the causes of
youth offending and reduce recidivism.'® These reports should be considered as part of the enquiry.

The Taskforce identifies 72 per cent of female prison entrants had previously spent time in detention,
including youth detention.!! The Taskforce should consider programs to prevent offending on release
from detention, especially programs for girls and young women leaving youth detention. Addressing
recidivism in this age group can help maximise girls and young women’s prospects for the future and
lead to more positive outcomes for future generations.

| hope you have found this information of use. If you or your officers have any queries in relation to
this matter they may contact me on (07) 3900 6083 or Natalie.Lewis@gfcc.qld.gov.au.

Yours sincerely

Natalie Lewis
Commissioner
Queensland Family and Child Commission
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