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Executive Summary 
UnitingCare Burnside (Burnside) is an agency of the Uniting Church in Australia and 
a leading child and family agency in NSW. Our purpose is to provide innovative and 
quality programs to break the cycle of disadvantage that affects children, young 
people and their families. We currently provide a range of direct services to over 
5,000 vulnerable children, young people and family members in both urban and non-
urban areas of NSW each year.  
 
A number of programs run by Burnside provide services to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. Burnside’s data indicates that during 2003-2004 approximately 
600 service users were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.  
 
Within many of the services that Burnside provides there is an emphasis on child 
protection. This includes early intervention programs for children and young people at 
risk of child abuse and neglect, support for families where reports have been made to 
the NSW Department of Community Services (DoCS) regarding child abuse and 
neglect, as well as the provision of out-of-home care (residential and foster care). 
 
Burnside’s response is based on consultations with Burnside staff members 
(Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal), as well as with an Aboriginal worker from another 
agency that works closely with Burnside. The findings from the consultations have 
been augmented with relevant sections of the literature. Rather than giving a 
comprehensive overview, Burnside is providing a snapshot of the issues that were 
raised in the consultation.   
 
Addressing poverty, disadvantage, trauma and racism must be fundamental to any 
response to prevent Aboriginal child sexual assault. Widely implementing culturally 
appropriate early intervention programs should be a priority. Strategies must be 
implemented to increase the participation of Aboriginal children in early childhood 
education and to increase school retention. Economic development and self-
sufficiency is essential to break the cycle of disadvantage.  
 
Violence, including child sexual assault in Aboriginal communities, is likely to 
increase unless structural inequities are addressed – it is not a “level playing field.” 
Aside from addressing underlying structural factors such as racism, poverty and 
trauma, the nation must undertake restorative and reparative processes. 
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Recommendations 
 
Funding, planning and resourcing 
 
1. A bi-partisan response is required to fund, develop and implement a twenty to 
thirty year plan addressing Aboriginal issues. This should include a requirement for 
the funding and development of regional/community plans. 
 
2. Funding cycles for individual programs should be long-term, extending beyond the 
existing three year funding cycles. 
 
3. Funding guidelines should be flexible enough and funding levels adequate enough 
to allow for a holistic approach to service delivery, so that community development 
and relationship-building can be an essential component of service delivery. This 
should be reflected in the outcomes and outputs required.  
 
4. Community development programs should have outcomes defined in terms of 
building individual and community capacity. 
 
5. An integrated response to Aboriginal issues by government and non-government 
organisations should be developed. 
 
6. Local/community plans to address Aboriginal issues should be developed, funded 
and implemented. 
 
7. Funding should be allocated to services to incorporate transport provisions as an 
integral part of service delivery. 
 
8. Government intervention is required to increase the availability of public transport 
services, particularly in rural and regional centres. 
 
9. The provision of affordable, quality, culturally appropriate early childhood 
education and care services should be expanded. 
 
10. Well-funded culturally appropriate multi-function child and family centres, 
incorporating early childhood education programs, should be established in 
disadvantaged areas. Universal home visiting programs should be a key component 
of these centres.  
 
11. All levels of government should work with Aboriginal communities and the private 
sector to initiate economic development programs.  
 
12. Increased provision of SAAP services for under-serviced homeless and at-risk 
Aboriginal people in rural and remote locations is required.  
 
13. Funding is required to implement post-release perpetrator programs.   
 
14. Increased funding should be provided for Aboriginal specific housing programs, 
including affordable housing. 
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15. Extensive counselling and other emotional health programs should be funded as 
part of multi-function child and family centers or similar services.  
 
16. A plan to implement restorative and reparative processes should be developed 
and acted upon at a bi-partisan level by the Commonwealth government. 
 
17. Strategies should be developed to improve access of Aboriginal children to early 
childhood education facilities.  
 
18. The recommendations of the NSW Department of Education and Training 
“Review of Aboriginal Education” should be implemented. 
 
Organisational Issues 
 
19. Strategies should be implemented in services relevant to child sexual assault to 
address burnout amongst staff. 
 
20. Services should address the occupational health and safety concerns of staff 
members about violence. 
 
21. At all levels, services should establish relationships with key Aboriginal 
community members and attempt to build trust with community members. 
 
22. Strategies should be implemented within services to reduce turnover and retain 
staff to preserve corporate knowledge. 
 
23. Continued organisational reform is required within DoCS, including increased 
resource allocation. 
 
24. Service providers should strive to build up a reputation with community members 
by providing quality, culturally appropriate services. 
 
25. Government and non-government organisations should actively recruit Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people to generalist and designated positions.  
 
26. Further initiatives should be implemented to make courts more “child friendly.” 
 
27. Funding should be provided to services to provide flexible ongoing support for 
victims of violence, including child sexual assault. This could include court support, 
counseling and support groups. 
 
28. Appropriate processes should be used when introducing circle sentencing to 
Aboriginal communities to ensure community ownership. 
 
29. New service delivery models should be developed or existing services re-
structured to be flexible, holistic and inter-linked.  
 
30. New service delivery models should be developed or existing services re-
structured to include soft entry points, to value and to provide opportunities for 
informal interactions with the community as well as to provide outreach. 

 4



 
31. Current and future services should integrate consultation with Aboriginal service 
users as a key component of service planning and implementation. 
 
32. Programs should be funded and developed that foster community leadership. 
 
33. Culturally appropriate education initiatives (including protective behaviours 
education programs) that address child protection and other related issues should be 
provided. The aim of these programs would be to foster community awareness and 
uptake of child protection issues. 
 
34. The Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce should consider mechanisms for 
increasing community control in relation to child protection and the legal system, 
through programs such as circle sentencing. 
 
35. Initiatives aimed at increasing community control should be accompanied by 
comprehensive initiatives to address the effects of violence as well as relevant skills 
development. 
 
36. Existing effective local Aboriginal employment initiatives should be maintained 
and expanded to other centres. 
 
37. Initiatives to address racism against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
must be undertaken at all levels: by individuals, organisations, communities and 
government. 
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Within the focus group discussions, drug and alcohol misuse (particularly alcohol 
misuse) was identified as a contributing factor to Aboriginal child sexual assault. 
 
Alcohol misuse was seen to contribute to risk-taking behaviour, with people being 
less inhibited and “….taking risks and being places where they shouldn’t be …”   
 
Alcohol misuse can also result in caregivers being less vigilant in relation to the 
safety of their children. A respondent recounted an incident on a mission, where men 
were buying alcohol for older men with children, in order to get them drunk. 
 
Alcohol was seen as a major contributor to social problems more broadly.  
 
“If they put that bottle shop in East Dubbo it will only make things worse. They’re 
looking at putting a drive through bottle-shop in East Dubbo.” 
“Right in walking distance from the school, East Dubbo estate.” 
 
The Alcohol and Other Drugs Council (Alcohol and Other Drugs Council, 1999), 
identified the following range of impacts on Aboriginal communities in relation to 
alcohol misuse.  

• Aboriginal alcohol misuse has a devastating effect on family life by 
precipitating domestic violence and sexual abuse. 

• Widespread alcohol misuse by parents and other Aboriginal adults provides 
strong negative role models of drinking and parenting behaviour to children. 

• The misuse of alcohol has damaging effects on Aboriginal life in social and 
cultural spheres. 

• Although alcohol is not the only cause of family and community disruption, it is 
seen as a primary cause by many Aboriginal people.  

 
Several respondents identified that the prevalence of family violence may mean that 
mothers are less able to protect their children. There may be situations where 
mothers say “I can’t protect her, I can’t protect myself.” 
 
This is of particular importance as domestic violence is widespread in Aboriginal 
communities. Family violence, violence to Indigenous women is forty-five times 
higher than to non-Indigenous women. 23 per cent of these women need hospital 
treatment for their injuries compared to 6.6 per cent of non-Indigenous violence 
victims (Memmott et al., 2001). 
 
Domestic violence forms part of a culture of violence and abuse in some Aboriginal 
communities, which provides negative role models to children and young people. 
This can be violence within the home or on the streets. The following quote follows 
on from a discussion about street violence. 
 
“When they’re watching the parents, and brothers and their sisters and whoever 
else….so what if we, done, you know… hurt somebody or throw something…” 
“ Cause there’s no consequences.” 
“No, that’s exactly right.” 
“ And I think you’re right XXX, in what you said, they think they’re untouchable.” 
“They do. The kids run a-muck big time.”  
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One respondent noted the contribution of the cycle of violence, whereby in some 
instances, people who have been sexually abused in childhood become perpetrators 
of violence when they are older. 
 
Respondents identified unemployment and low income as contributing factors to 
Aboriginal child sexual assault.   
 
“Chronic unemployment becomes normative and with that comes helplessness and 
despair, which although it may seem tangential to the issue of sexual assault, is 
actually core to the issue, because we are talking about a behaviour that is around 
an abuse of power by the completely and utterly powerless, rather than a sexual 
activity per say. If people are chronically disempowered, disenfranchised, you know, 
feel like they are the shit on the heal of society, then their ability to care for 
themselves and care for their family members is going to be grossly diminished.”   
 
Both unemployment and inadequate education have been identified as major 
contributors to poverty. (The Senate, Community Affairs Reference Committee, 
2004) 
 
Poverty is associated with poor outcomes for both children and adults including: 
 

• negative impacts on cognitive development, learning and school achievement. 
• increased risk of children developing mental health problems, behavioural 

problems (conduct disorders, delinquency) and risk of suicide than their more 
advantaged peers. 

• strong negative effects on children’s health. 
• negative impacts on parenting. 
• increased risk of child abuse and neglect. 

 
It is a significant causal pathway to juvenile offending (UnitingCare Burnside, 2003a). 
 
Poverty erodes growth and competence and capability across society as a whole.  
According to The Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on 
Violence (1999, p. 127),  
 
”…there is a deep and profound culture of poverty in many communities. This is not 
simply a culture of poverty resulting from lack of jobs, limited financial resources, low 
educational achievements and lack of opportunities. It can also be seen as a 
“poverty of spirit” that is even more disabling and compounding. The past twenty 
years have seen a decline in community cohesion and a rise in community 
dysfunction.”   
 
A number of commentators associate the current violence within Aboriginal 
communities with a legacy of past abuse and the resulting transgenerational trauma 
(Stanley et al, 2003; Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on 
Violence, 1999; Gordon et al, 2002).  
 
According to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on 
Violence (1999, p.26),  
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“The original Australians suffered deliberately inflicted wartime atrocities, genocide, 
dispossession of land and culture, oppression and institutional and systematic 
violation. As a result of Government policies and practices, the past 211 years have 
been a bitter and tragic journey for Indigenous Australia. The colonisers and later 
generations of non-Indigenous Australians, have been guilty of massacres, cultural 
genocide, subjugation and multiple violations of Indigenous people.”   
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on Violence (1999)  
identifies transgenerational trauma as a cause and effect of violence. Traumatisation 
can occur at individual, family, community and whole group levels.  Many informants 
to their inquiry believed that Indigenous people were suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder, that was at the root of much contemporary violence and abuse in 
Indigenous groups.  
 
3.0 SERVICE RESPONSES  
Respondents identified a wide range of services that have a role to play in 
addressing child sexual assault.  This includes government, non-government and 
community initiatives such as drug and alcohol services, youth services, Apollo 
House, the Gordon Centre, DoCS, schools and police. 
 
3.1 Cultural appropriateness of services 
Respondents were asked about the cultural appropriateness of services. 
 
“Of existing services relating to Aboriginal child sexual assault, only one or two are 
vaguely culturally appropriate.”  
 
Very few of the voluntary services in Dubbo have substantial numbers of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander clients, suggesting a need to increase the cultural 
appropriateness of services.  
 
Respondents identified a variety of issues that affected the cultural appropriateness 
and accessibility of services. These include funding and resourcing; a focus on 
outcomes; philosophies, culture and policies of services; co-ordination of services; 
provision of public transport; knowledge of services; cultural awareness.  A range of 
issues were raised in relation to the legal system. 
 

3.1.1  Funding and resourcing  
Resourcing issues were explicitly identified by respondents as concerns, in relation to 
a number of existing agencies including DoCS, the police, pre-schools and long-day 
care centres as well as family support services. 
 
The situation in DoCS was identified as being dire: 
 
“To be in a place where people are just trying to keep their heads above water and 
that’s all they can do. They come to work when they come to work and they go home 
when they eventually get to go home. And if their own heads are intact, they reckon 
they have won that day.  And there is more stuff that comes in through the front 
gates, via the tele-service centre, that does not get addressed than does, because all 
they can deal with is the really, really nasty hard-edged political stuff where a kid 
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might actually die as a consequence of an action, or the Minister might get their arse 
burnt as a consequence of an action. That’s what gets the attention.” 
 
The police and DoCS do not have the resources to deal with high levels of violence. 
 
“The police and DoCS as we know are so over-run with limited resources, that the 
sort of scenario that XX described happening over West, although it is not an every 
day occurrence, it is common enough to be frightening. If there aren’t television 
cameras there it don’t get addressed. It has become normative behaviour.” 
 
Respondents identified a lack of available places in pre-schools and long day care. 
“Some pre-schools hold places for 19-20 (Aboriginal) kids, but 60-70 are trying to get 
in.” One respondent noted that he had a friend who has enrolled their not-yet-to-be 
conceived child in long day care. 
 
The lack of adequate funding for Family Support Services in Dubbo was identified. 
One and a half full-time equivalent positions currently service a regional centre with 
38,000 local residents and an estimated catchment population of 130,000 regionally. 
Another respondent identified the need for increased funding for children’s services, 
not just to provide education but also sporting activities.   
 
Concerns were raised not only about the extent of funding but the duration. This 
included the difficulty of addressing problems in three years and the need for 
programs that run for several generations.  
 
“Stopping it is a lengthy process” 
 
“The problems are inter-generational. The problem is that there is only a short-term 
response from government.”  
 
One respondent identified the need for a bi-partisan response with a twenty to thirty 
year plan to address Aboriginal issues. 
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence (1999) 
also identified that a major concern was short-term funding cycles that did not allow 
programs to reach their full potential. 
 
It was identified in the consultations that programs with good outcomes may only 
funded in the short-term. An example was given of Burnside’s ROCK program which 
provided respite to families and social and recreational skill development for young 
people, who were on the cusp of being involved with statutory agencies such as 
DoCS or NSW Department of Juvenile Justice. At the time when the program was 
evaluated, it was found that none of the families or young people had needed to 
access DoCS or Department of Juvenile Justice during or after the program. The 
young people had better than expected outcomes in relation to life skills and 
education.  
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Potentially good resources for the community, such as those provided by the Gordon 
Centre in West Dubbo are funded to the barest minimum of funding. This program 
has only two workers funded until March next year, whereas a whole suite of services 
is required to address community needs. 
 
One respondent from Dubbo identified lack of services overall as a problem. 
 
“The western part of the state lives in a comparative service vacuum. If you are in 
Sydney if you don’t like a service you can go elsewhere.  It is 750 kilometres to 
Broken Hill to the nearest SAAP accommodation service, in that direction.” 
 
Recommendations 
A bi-partisan response is required to fund, develop and implement a twenty to thirty 
year plan addressing Aboriginal issues. This should include a requirement for the 
funding and development of regional/community plans. 
 
Funding cycles for individual programs should be long-term, extending beyond the 
existing three year funding cycles. 
 

3.1.2 Outcomes 
A common theme in the discussion about service delivery was in relation to 
outcomes. The focus on particular defined outcomes that do not allow for holistic 
service provision or community development, was seen as a barrier to effective 
service delivery.   
 
“When DoCS changed processes and staff couldn’t help with paperwork, people 
stopped dropping in. You got to hear bits and pieces of people’s lives. Now you’re 
unlikely to hear about child sexual assault.” 
 
“The funding is so stringently outcome focussed. XX is right. Just stepping back ten 
years ago state government bureaucracies in a town like Dubbo or any other of the 
Western towns, might have been funded for core business defined thus, but they 
would do little bits around the edge. If someone came in with a Centrelink form and 
‘I’m having a little bit of trouble filling it out, can you give us a hand?’ that was 
accepted as being as worthwhile work. Now every agency’s funding guidelines are so 
tightly tied to specific outcomes, ‘no sorry I don’t have time to do that, it’s not part of 
my work.’” 
 
A holistic approach involving community development and relationship building is of 
particular importance in working with Aboriginal communities, as the development of 
trust can take a long time and is essential in ensuring that people access services. 
The withdrawal of practical support such as assisting clients to complete forms will 
often result in community members not being able to access services. 
 
The emphasis on particular types of outcomes has resulted in certain types of work 
such as community development not being acknowledged or valued. For example, a 
Department of Housing project that set up playgroups has been discontinued.  
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In relation to community development programs, the existence of pre-set outcomes 
can prevent communities from setting their own outcomes, and undermines the 
philosophies and processes of community development. It also undermines the 
ability of communities to be architects of their own solutions. 
 
Recommendations 
Funding guidelines should be flexible enough and funding levels adequate enough to 
allow for a holistic approach to service delivery, so that community development and 
relationship-building can be an essential component of service delivery. This should 
be reflected in the outcomes and outputs required.  
 
Community development programs should have outcomes defined in terms of 
building individual and community capacity. 
 

3.1.3. Co-ordination 
A lack of co-ordination between services was identified as a problem by respondents. 
There is a need for systematic community-wide planning. 
 
“There is no co-ordinated response to Aboriginal issues in Dubbo.” 
 
Avoiding duplication was also seen as an issue. There is a need to reduce overlap 
between services and not to start up similar services. 
 
A respondent identified that it was very hard to get services to work together, as all 
are competing for the funding dollars. It was identified that there is unwillingness by 
some services to share clients or communities.  
 
In addressing issues of service co-ordination at a local level, one respondent 
described an approach that has been effective in another regional centre whereby 
there was a combined service effort, with services working well together. Every six 
weeks there was a child protection meeting with representatives from all the relevant 
agencies, including early childhood centres and the police. The meeting assisted in 
revealing when duplicate services were being provided to clients and assisted in 
stopping people from falling through cracks. It also helped in locating people who had 
stopped accessing a particular service. The respondent advised that it was effective 
in increasing service co-ordination.  
 
Before this type of service delivery can be provided, issues impeding co-operation, 
such as competition for funding dollars, need to be overcome. A high level of trust 
between agencies is required. 
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence identified 
co-ordination as an issue. 
 
 “Government departments appear reluctant to allow their programs to be shaped 
and incorporated as part of a broader strategy developed by a Community. Every 
Department has its own funding guidelines and funding conditions that rarely fit into a 
Community development plan, and this can lead to unintentional duplication of 
services.” (The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on 
Violence, 1999, p.116). 
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Recommendations 
An integrated response to Aboriginal issues by government and non-government 
organisations should be developed. 
 
Local/community plans to address Aboriginal issues should be developed, funded 
and implemented. 
 

3.1.4 Philosophies, culture and policies of services 
The philosophies, culture and policies of organisations have an enormous impact on 
service delivery. This is often affected by resource issues. 
 
This is particularly evident within DoCS. 
 
“The constraints that DoCS face are to do with policy, attitudes and management. 
There are also time pressures.”  
 
In discussing follow up from DoCS respondents made the following comments. 
 
“They don’t follow up do they?” 
“Unless you’re willing to advocate very, very strongly and demanding a service you 
won’t get one.” 
“And if you happen to ring them on something that that you see as important but 
perhaps is more they see as early intervention, like a child who can’t walk at two 
because it is in a pram all day, literally….” 
“They laugh at ya.” 
“..pretty much laugh and say ‘Are you a doctor, can you say it’s a problem?’ Then I 
can say ‘No that’s why I’m referring them to you, so you can sort that out.’” 
 
A respondent gave an example of a mother who had fears that her two year old had 
been sexually abused by a relative. They worked with her and made a report.  This 
quote discusses the outcome.  
 
“DoCS did not want to do anything with that.” 
“Is it a question of resourcing or attitudes or…?” 
“I think it is a lot of what XX says about the caring but also lack of corporate 
knowledge as well, resource… there are resource issues in DoCS. I think a lot of 
people that are working in DoCS are burnt out and have, I think it is called social 
worker burnout, when you work for so….you have seen this abuse for such a long 
time you start to minimise it to a certain degree.” 
 
“It is really difficult to get a successful outcome with DoCS, especially when with you 
are dealing with young people who are 15 and 9 months to about 17 years old. They 
are really not wanting to work with these young people and put lots of barriers up.. for 
a lot to happen.” 
“That’s even kids that are in their care.” 
“Yes, let’s reclarify that, it’s also talking about state wards that are in their care.” 
 
“DoCS here ‘No news is good news’. They don’t actively follow up clients who may 
need assistance.” 
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“I feel like there is a massive lack of care and I don’t know if people are just burnt out. 
They’ve seen too much, the problem is just so overwhelming, I just don’t think you 
should do these kinds of jobs if you don’t have some kind of connection to what 
people’s lives are like and I see it just so often, not just with DoCS, but other types of 
services.”  
 
It appears that particularly in DoCS, service providers are traumatised, facing 
problems that mirror some of the problems found within Aboriginal communities. The 
problems seem overwhelming, staff are burnt out, desensitised and disengaged in a 
situation where only crisis responses are feasible.  The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence (1999) in discussing child protection 
workers and other service providers notes that many workers are severely 
overworked and suffer from burnout, making them less able to cope with other forms 
of stress.  
 
Individuals within organisations may still be working to build relationships with 
Aboriginal communities. This may be undermined by policies and practices that are 
determined at a higher level. A respondent noted that the approach at a senior level 
in the NSW Department of Housing is to disperse people from the public housing 
areas, without caring where. He described it as “bulldozer therapy.”  He pointed out 
that while the community development officer is trying very hard to work with the 
community she is being undermined by the approach taken at a senior level.  
 
Fear was also seen by some respondents as a reason for services failing to respond 
to community needs. It was identified that services were not going into certain parts 
of Dubbo due to fears relating to levels of violence within sections of the community. 
 
Recommendations 
Strategies should be implemented in services relevant to child sexual assault to 
address burnout amongst staff. 
 
Services should address the occupational health and safety concerns of staff 
members about violence. 
 
At all levels, services should establish relationships with key Aboriginal community 
members and attempt to build trust with community members. 
 
Strategies should be implemented within services to reduce turnover and retain staff 
to preserve corporate knowledge. 
 
Continued organisational reform is required within DoCS, including increased 
resource allocation. 

 

 18



3.1.5 Transport 
Inadequate transport was identified as a major barrier to accessing services in the 
consultations. 
 
“Transport is a real issue here in Dubbo.” 
 
“You can’t get taxis over West because there’s certain streets they won’t go to.” 
 
 “But also there’s no bus service after six o’clock at night.” 
“And none on a Sunday and none on a Saturday afternoon.” 
 
“It’s all right for someone to say, yeah, you’ve got to access Drug and Alcohol. But 
Drug and Alcohol is like up the road 20 miles. So how are they going to get there? 
They’re not going to walk in the heat. I mean if you don’t want to walk, then why 
expect someone else to walk? But they’re just expected to walk.” 
 
“The situation is a lot worse the farther west you go in the state than Dubbo.” 
  
A respondent said that further west, to get their food, people in Goodooga have to 
catch a taxi to Lightening Ridge, which costs one hundred dollars. 
 
Transport has frequently been identified as a barrier to accessing services, 
particularly in rural and regional areas. Inadequate public transport services have a 
disproportionate impact on socially disadvantaged people, who often cannot afford 
private transport. 
 
Recommendations 
Funding should be allocated to services to incorporate transport provisions as an 
integral part of service delivery. 
 
Government intervention is required to increase the availability of public transport 
services, particularly in rural and regional centres. 
 

3.1.6 Lack of knowledge of services 
Respondents identified that another barrier to accessing services is lack of 
knowledge of services.  Community members may lack knowledge of what services 
provide.   
 
“There is a lack of knowledge of what is around or even what a service is about.” 
 
Respondents identified that traditional ways of publicising (such as fliers and 
advertisements in newspapers) do not reach a lot of Aboriginal people. Word of 
mouth advertising is the best way of advertising. Negative word-of-mouth reports also 
have an impact on whether or not a service is used. The positive reputation of a 
service needs to be built up over time. 
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Recommendation 
Service providers should strive to build up a reputation with community members by 
providing quality, culturally appropriate services. 
 

3.1.7 Lack of cultural awareness 
Lack of knowledge of Aboriginal cultures can cause difficulties in service delivery.  
 
“People have a lack of knowledge of Aboriginal culture, lumping everybody into one 
culture, thinking it is across the board.” 
  
One respondent spoke about the lack of understanding by workers from DoCS about 
children staying with relatives for reasonable lengths of time as a way of structuring 
school holiday time. She also spoke about an instance where she had to point out to 
a staff member from DoCS that storing alcohol on top of the refrigerator as opposed 
to in a cupboard was not unacceptable parenting – in fact the alcohol was beyond 
reach of the children, which may not have been the case if it was in a cupboard. 
 
Recommendations  
Cultural awareness programs should be provided within government and non-
government organisations. 
 
Government and non-government organisations should actively recruit Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people to generalist and designated positions.  
 
3.1.8 The legal system 
A number of issues were raised by respondents in relation to the legal system. 
 
Support for the victim: 

• Services, including DoCS, may focus on prosecuting the perpetrator and 
subsequently lose sight of the process and needs of the victim. 

• There is a need for good preparation of the victim in relation to court 
processes.  A worker identified that the whole idea of court builds up in the 
young person’s head. It becomes a “big thing.” It can have a major impact if 
the court says that the abuse did not happen. 

• It is important to ensure that interviewing victims does not add to the trauma.  
• There is a need for more flexible support for the family such as support to take 

care of day-to-day financial strain so that families can concentrate on 
emotional support. There is a need for long-term support for the family, not 
just during preparation for the court case and the actual court case. 

• In general the court process is alien and intimidating to the community as well 
as traumatic for the child. There is a need to make the court “child-friendly,” 
instead of “perpetrator friendly.”  

 
Issues relating to perpetrators: 

• The belief that “courts don’t do anything anyway,” is perpetuated when 
community members see repeat sex offenders on the street. 

• Imprisoning perpetrators does not bring about change and then they go back 
to the same family and community when they are released. 
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Circle sentencing has recently been introduced in Dubbo. Most respondents had 
heard little about it. One respondent noted that it that it had been introduced with 
minimal consultation and the people involved were not perceived by the community 
as the most appropriate community members to run that sort of process. 
 
The respondent considered that circle sentencing as it was originally proposed, and 
that included extensive community consultation and involvement in choosing the 
people who would enact it, might have been applicable. Another respondent did not 
know how the model could be successfully implemented, given the divisions in the 
community.  
 
There is some support in the literature for the establishment of models that provide 
alternatives to sentencing for lesser crimes. Blagg (2000) maintains that in relation to 
domestic violence, Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander communities have a clear 
preference for change strategies that do not require the violent offender to leave the 
family. Gordon et al. (2000) in summarising alternatives to the criminal justice system, 
do not explicitly discuss child sexual assault. 
 
Recommendations 
Further initiatives should be implemented to make courts more “child friendly.” 
 
Funding should be provided to services to provide flexible ongoing support for victims 
of violence, including child sexual assault. This could include court support, 
counseling and support groups. 
 
Funding is required to implement post-release perpetrator programs.   
 
Appropriate processes should be used when introducing circle sentencing to 
Aboriginal communities to ensure community ownership. 
 
4.0  Effective ways to address Aboriginal child sexual assault  
A multi-strategic approach is required to effectively address Aboriginal child sexual 
assault. This section addresses principles underpinning effective service delivery, the 
need to strengthen communities as well as the need to the address underlying 
contributing factors.  
 
4.1 Principles underpinning effective service delivery 
Principles underpinning effective service delivery include: a focus on early 
intervention; flexible holistic service delivery; provision of soft entry points and 
outreach; addressing needs through community consultation. 
 

4.1.1 Focus on early intervention 
Some respondents highlighted the importance of early intervention. This includes 
intervening before problems are exacerbated. It can also involve intervening at a 
young age.  
 
“What is needed is early intervention, even before they get pregnant. Education at a 
very early age. As soon as children start pre-school or school teach them about 
relationships….” 
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Another respondent highlighted the importance of supporting parents. 
 
“Having an umbrella service for families and children because it is not just about 
early childhood education. It is also the other stuff about supporting parents as well. 
And I think it is so intrinsic it has to be joint.” 
 
“I’d recommend culturally appropriate universal early childhood home visiting as 
having lots of value.” 
 
Respondents indicated that supported playgroup workers encouraged parents to 
enroll their children in early childhood education (long day care or pre-school). 
Barriers to attending included a substantial lack of available places which resulted in 
children missing out, as well as overwhelming difficulties completing relevant 
paperwork. 
 
There is substantial evidence of the importance of early childhood education in the 
development of children. The provision of early childhood services has been 
demonstrated to have positive effects on school readiness, cognitive development 
and school achievement. Positive effects are more apparent for lower income 
children, narrowing the gap that separates them from more advantaged children. 
(Boocock,1995).  
 
Key studies from across the world have found that early childhood education has not 
only a significant impact on the reducing the effects of poverty on children but it can 
also reduce the incidence of poverty (UnitingCare Burnside, 2004). Mitigating the 
effects of poverty on children can have an impact on the incidence of poverty in 
subsequent generations.  
 
Burnside supports the establishment of multi-function child and family centres 
incorporating early childhood education facilities. In these centres family support 
services are co-located with pre-schools or long day care centres. These programs 
are usually neighbourhood-based and offer a range of services directed towards both 
parents and children. Service elements frequently include home visiting, parent 
education and training, child care/education (usually centre based) and sometimes 
specialist assessment. Centres can also run supported playgroups as a soft entry 
point for parents. These types of programs have been implemented with Indigenous 
communities in Canada.  
 
Research has found services that include these elements produce better outcomes 
for both children and families (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). Several longitudinal 
studies have been conducted and show significant positive effects for parents 
(increased education and employment, fewer repeat pregnancies, greater life 
satisfaction: for parent-child relationships (increased affection and encouragement, 
less criticism of the child, more stimulating home environment, reduced child abuse 
and neglect) and: for children (improved cognitive development, less absenteeism, 
better school adjustment, reduced use of special education) (Prilleltensky et al, 2001; 
National Crime Prevention,1999). 
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It has been found that parents value services that are directed at the whole family, 
not just the child, that offer a combination of practical and emotional help, and family 
centres that offer open access to a range of services and facilities (Algate and 
Streatham, 2001). This is of particular importance in disadvantaged communities, 
where such services can provide families with a soft entry point to access a range of 
services. As transport has been identified as a major barrier to accessing services, 
co-locating services can reduce the amount of travel that parents with young children 
have to undertake to access services (UnitingCare Burnside, 2003b).    
 
A focus on early intervention should not preclude adequate resource allocation at all 
stages along the continuum of care. 
 
Recommendations 
The provision of affordable, quality, culturally appropriate early childhood education 
and care services should be expanded. 
 
Well-funded culturally appropriate multi-function child and family centres, 
incorporating early childhood education programs, should be established in 
disadvantaged areas. Universal home visiting programs should be a key component 
of these centres.  
 

4.1.2 Ability to provide a range of services – a flexible holistic approach 
Respondents highlighted the importance of flexibility in service provision as well as 
the ability to provide a range of services. For example one service indicated that they 
were able to offer a wide range of service options, including being able to arrange 
transport to Sydney for a termination for a client.  
 
An evaluation of the DOORWAYS youth service found that young people appreciated 
the flexibility of the service in offering arrange of accommodation and support options. 
DOORWAYS offers referral to accommodation and other services, direct assistance 
with purchased or non-purchased access to a range of accommodation,  financial 
and material assistance and case management. This service attracts a high number 
of Aboriginal young people. 
 
The importance of services having a holistic approach and the inter-linking of 
programs is highlighted in the literature. 
 
“One of the most important needs in service delivery is to inter-link programs. A high 
percentage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and families 
presenting with one issue, say domestic violence, may also report other problems for 
which they need help; for example, sexual assault, alcohol and other drug problems, 
suicidal behaviour, unresolved loss or grief or mental illness. Workers say that one of 
the most important needs in the Community is for healing, but existing programs lack 
flexibility in access and delivery. Programs should interlink in order to meet the 
pressing needs of the individual and family in a more flexible way.” (Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence, 1999, p.119). 
 
Inter-linking and service flexibility can take a range of forms, starting with the 
flexibility within one service to offer a range of services to meet an individual’s needs. 
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It can range from closely co-ordinated service delivery and the sharing of information 
between services, to providing various types of outreach, say for one day per week in 
another service, to co-location of services.  
 
Recommendation  
New service delivery models should be developed or existing services re-structured 
to be flexible, holistic and inter-linked.  
 

4.1.3 Soft entry points, including outreach   
Numerous respondents commented on the importance of outreach in accessing 
Aboriginal communities. 
 
This included not just formal outreach. Respondents highlighted the importance of 
informal interactions, of just being visible in informal settings. This can include 
attending community meetings. This assists in building trust and is particularly 
important as community members may experience fear of going into services.   
 
Formal outreach programs are also important, particularly given transport barriers. 
 
One respondent described and outreach program to a mission located 8-9 kilometres 
from another regional centre. There were no services there except an empty pre-
school. A range of services including the Aboriginal Medical Service, DoCS, NSW 
Department of Health and NSW Department of Housing, started doing outreach. The 
community nurse did a baby health clinic. Diabetes checks were provided for the 
older community members.  The respondent commented, “It was located in their own 
community, it felt safe. There is nothing like this in Dubbo.”   
 
Recommendation 
New service delivery models should be developed or existing services re-structured 
to include soft entry points, to value and to provide opportunities for informal 
interactions with community members as well as to provide outreach. 
 

4.1.4 Addressing needs through community consultation 
Services should be providing services that meet community needs and are guided 
by the expressed needs of the community. 
 
“Service providers should be guided by what the kids want to do or say.” 
 
“Get out of the office and provide people with the services that people say they need, 
not just what we think they need.” 
 
Consultation can take many forms. One respondent provided an example of the 
establishment of an advisory group consisting mainly of service users. The advisory 
committee provided valuable information that was used to tailor outreach days for 
supported playgroups. According to this respondent “Most service providers, both 
non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal, just plonk their service somewhere and expect them 
to come.”   
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Addressing needs also means services being pro-active in engaging with the 
community. It is not enough to be ‘passive’, services have to be ‘active and 
interactive’ to engage the community.  People may not have enough self esteem to 
say what they want. 

  
Cadd highlights notes the importance of addressing identified needs and consulting 
with communities in order to provide effective support to protect Indigenous children, 
provide care and strengthen Indigenous communities. 
 
“If Indigenous communities are utilizing mainstream services, agencies should move 
from a service-based approach to a needs based approach. Families should be 
offered services that are individualized to their needs rather than be dictated by what 
agencies have traditionally provided to a non-Indigenous population. Significant 
consultation should occur with Indigenous communities and agencies regarding the 
cultural 'hows' and 'whys' of respectful service delivery.” (Cadd, 2002). 

 
Recommendation 
Current and future services should integrate consultation with Aboriginal service 
users as a key component of service planning and implementation. 
 
4.2 Principles under-pinning an effective response – community development 
SNAICC maintains that “… the most effective way to protect children is to strengthen 
their families and develop Indigenous communities so that Indigenous children can 
expect to grow up in an environment that meets their developmental needs.” (Cadd, 
2002). 
 
This is particulary important given divisions within Aboriginal communities, as well as 
the levels of despair and hopelessness in some Aboriginal communities. Numerous 
respondents identified the impact of divisions within Aboriginal communities, 
particularly in West Dubbo.  
 
“There at least seven distinct not always friendly family groupings that have been co-
located with no choice and so disunity and brawling has come from outer 
communities to Dubbo…” 
 
“Also there is still a lot of the payback stuff which is what a lot of these blues are 
about. So they do it themselves, or they think they do.”  
 
One respondent identified that the establishment of a community working party with 
representatives from major family groups as the sort of process that may bring about 
change.   
 
Aboriginal community-based services can be ineffectual or may only provide services 
to certain sections of the community. Nepotism can occur within these services. A 
respondent noted that the allocation of funding can lead to Aboriginal power politics 
and to tension. 
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Strengthening families and communities is particularly important given the levels of 
despair, hopelessness, disunity, poverty, violence and substance abuse that severely 
impede the ability of Aboriginal communities to find solutions at a family and a 
community level. Working to build on the strengths of the existing communities is 
essential in addressing these issues.    
 
This section highlights the importance of strengthening Aboriginal communities and 
families, through community leadership, funding successful community initiatives, 
changing community norms through education, as well as self-determination. 
 
4.2.1 Community leadership 
Respondents highlighted the importance of developing community leadership and 
noted instances where this has occurred. 
 
“It is important to ‘grow’ an identity that the community has lost….. First heal 
community members and then ‘grow them,’ identified people within them.” 
 
“And there are among these groups of women a couple of leaders, if you like, 
acknowledged by self and the rest of the community.” 
 
One respondent thought that women are sometimes not given opportunities to take 
leadership roles or to speak up for themselves and their kids.  It was noted that the 
women in Apollo House are speaking up, “…so it is not like no Aboriginal women can 
speak up.” 
 
Recommendation 
Programs should be funded and developed that foster community leadership. 
 

4.2.2 Community initiatives 
 
Respondents identified community initiatives that are considered to be successful, 
including initiatives being undertaken by Apollo House in East Dubbo. Apollo House 
provides a range of programs including a drop-in program, after school care, social 
support and a literacy program.  
 
“The East Dubbo women’s group is very strong. You need to fund these groups. The 
people involved don’t have to have degrees.”   
 
According to one respondent, “The community owned and driven activities are the 
highlights likely to last the longest; have had the greatest success.” 
 
Recommendation 
Long-term funding should be provided to successful community initiatives. 
 

4.2.3 Changing community norms through education 
In relation to child sexual assault, one respondent highlighted the importance of 
changing community norms through education. This is more than just providing 
education at school but involves community members sending out strong messages 
that child sexual assault is not acceptable. 
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“The message has to get out that ‘It’s not OK.’”  
 
“It is important that talking about it is made ‘not taboo.’ Adult men won’t tell each 
other to ‘lay off’ like they might tell another bloke to lay off the grog.” 
 
“It is more powerful if messages come from the community.” 
 
The need for education is supported by the literature. According to Gordon et al. 
(2002), education on violence prevention and the harms of alcohol and other drugs 
is needed throughout the community and in schools.  
 
Recommendation 
Culturally appropriate education initiatives (including protective behaviours education 
programs) that address child protection and other related issues should be provided. 
The aim of these programs would be to foster community awareness and uptake of 
child protection issues. 
 

4.2.4 Self-determination 
Numerous authors have highlighted the importance of self-determination. According 
to Stanley et al. (2003), the involvement of Aboriginal communities should move 
beyond consultation to negotiation. This not only means providing input at a local 
level into service delivery, such as by establishing Aboriginal advisory committees for 
local councils. It means community control whereby rights and responsibilities are 
restored to Indigenous communities. (UnitingCare Australia, 2003).  
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence Report 
highlights the difficulties of implementing this principle.  
 
“They state the need for self-determination/self-management, but overlook significant 
difficulties in implementing this principle. First the influence of past social and 
institutional control persists. Second, under-resourced Indigenous Communities are 
expected to undo years of genocidal abuse that destroyed many economic, social, 
political, health, educational and kinship systems, third, if the image of ‘self’ has been 
damaged, if the resources and tools for meeting and managing essential needs are 
not in place, and if continuing abuse is part of the social surrounds, it is almost 
impossible to take control and determine directions in life.”  (The Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on Violence 1999, p.126). 
 
The report notes that little attention is paid to the lack of essential administration 
skills, the lack of knowledge of economics, or to the effects of violence that hamper 
development in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 
 
Capacity building and healing needs to occur at all levels within the community for 
self-determination to be implemented effectively. 
 
Recommendation  
The Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce should consider mechanisms for 
increasing community control in relation to child protection and the legal system, 
through programs such as circle sentencing. 
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Initiatives aimed at increasing community control should be accompanied by 
comprehensive initiatives to address the effects of violence as well as relevant skills 
development.   
 
4.3 Need to address the array of underlying factors 
The major underlying factors that need to be addressed in relation to Aboriginal child 
sexual assault include: social disadvantage, the impact of trauma, racism. Past 
wrongs also need to be addressed.  
 
“Child sexual assault in Indigenous communities needs to be understood in the 
context of the broader setting of trauma, deprivation and racism, in which the 
problem of child sexual assault is completely entwined. This approach also 
conceptualizes the solution – an holistic approach to address issues of violence, loss 
of cultural identity, substance abuse and the needs of women and children.”  (Stanley 
et al, 2003, p6). 
 
4.3.1 Social disadvantage  
 
4.3.1.1.Employment 
A respondent highlighted the success of the Aboriginal Employment Strategy in 
Dubbo, which has currently found employment for about one hundred and twenty 
people.  He identified that a parent program in Moree has been very successful and 
has led to a reduction in crime in Moree over three years. 
 
The importance of these types of programs should not be underestimated. ATSIC 
has identified the need for economic development and self-sufficiency as the 
principal means of overcoming welfare dependency and concomitant social problems 
in Indigenous communities (The Senate, Community Affairs References Committee, 
2004). 
 
A concerted and proactive approach is required by Indigenous representatives, 
government and industry to identify market opportunities, particularly in rural and 
regional areas (The Senate, Community Affairs References Committee, 2004).   
 
Recommendations 
Existing effective local Aboriginal employment initiatives should be maintained and 
expanded to other centres. 
 
All levels of government should work with Aboriginal communities and the private 
sector to initiate economic development programs.  
 
4.3.1.2 Education 
A variety of initiatives are required at different life stages to improve education 
outcomes for Aboriginal people. Attendance at pre-school is important in preparing 
children for school. Pre-school improves children’s ability to think and reason as they 
enter school, enabling them to learn more in the early grades (The Senate, 
Community Affairs References Committee, 2004).   
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The benefits of completing school education are significant for Indigenous students: 
by completing year 10 or 11, chances of employment increase by 40 per cent. 
Completing year 12 improves the prospect of education by a further 13 per cent and 
having a post-secondary qualifications increases employment by between 13 and 23 
per cent (National Tertiary Education Union 2004). 
 
The development of comprehensive programs aimed at improving the school 
completion rate of Aboriginal students is required. 
 
Recommendations 
Strategies should be developed to improve access of Aboriginal children to early 
childhood education facilities.  
 
The recommendations of the NSW Department of Education and Training “Review of 
Aboriginal Education” should be implemented. 
 
4.3.1.3. Housing 
Housing is a basic need and plays a crucial role in determining whether or not people 
live in poverty. Until security of tenure is stable, other issues relating to economic 
vulnerability cannot be addressed. Adequate and safe housing can provide a stable 
base for people to find a job, undertake study and training, participate in family 
activities and access local services (Harding et al, 2001). 
 
Indigenous people are much more likely to experience homelessness than other 
Australians. Many Indigenous people are not able to fully access adequate 
appropriate and affordable housing. Home ownership rates are about half of rates for 
other Australians, Indigenous families are more reliant on community and public 
rental housing than other Australians and Indigenous households are almost twice as 
likely than other Australian households to be in need of housing assistance (The 
Senate, Community Affairs Reference Committee, 2004). 
 
Recommendations  
Increased provision of SAAP services for under-serviced homeless and at-risk 
Aboriginal people in rural and remote locations is required.  
 
Increased funding should be provided for Aboriginal specific housing programs, 
including affordable housing. 
 
4.3.1.4. Trauma 
The importance of healing trauma to prevent flow-on effects has been highlighted by 
Stanley et al (2003). The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force 
on Violence Report (1999) notes that there are inadequate counseling services 
available in the majority of Indigenous centres.  
 
Recommendation 
Extensive counseling and other emotional health programs should be funded as part 
of multi-function child and family centers or similar services.  
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4.3.1.5 Racism 
Respondents identified racism as an area that needs to be addressed. 
 
“I think as a community Dubbo probably needs to value the Indigenous community 
and see that they are of value. Cause certainly with the media over the last two or 
three months…. three weeks or four weeks, there has been a lot of negativity in the 
media in relation the Indigenous community in certain areas of Dubbo. If you don’t 
value something, how then are you going to acknowledge that something needs to 
be done?” 
 
“Their attitudes need to change. I think they’re very redneck out here.”  
 
Racism was also identified as being perpetuated through some media outlets. 
One respondent believed that the values and attitudes of council and media really set 
the trend for what is happening in Dubbo. She discussed this in relation to attitudes 
to young people.  
 
Gordon et al. (2002) identify that the effect of racism is to attack self-esteem and 
personal well-being, leading to a break down in social structures and community self-
worth. Lack of cultural awareness and racism negatively affect service delivery and  
create barriers to accessing services. At a broader level racism has resulted in gross 
power inequalities, as racism underlies the history of trauma and abuse of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people that has occurred in Australia. 
 
Recommendation 
Initiatives to address racism against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
must be undertaken at all levels: by individuals, organisations, communities and 
government. 
 
4.3.1.6 Address past wrongs. 
Policies to date have been driven by principles of self-determination, social justice 
and more recently reconciliation. However, even with policies in place there are still 
major problems within Aboriginal communities. 
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence (1999) 
has identified the need for restorative and reparative processes to address past 
wrongs.  
 
“The failure to recognise the need for restorative and reparative processes to 
counteract the effects of historical wrongs has resulted in only half the problems 
being addressed.” (Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander Women’s Task Force on 
Violence 1999, p.107). 
 
These processes should address land rights as well as financial compensation. 
 
Recommendation  
A plan to implement restorative and reparative processes should be developed and 
acted upon at a bi-partisan level by the Commonwealth government. 
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Conclusions  
A multitude of factors contribute to Aboriginal child sexual assault. Factors include: 
drug and alcohol misuse, the cycle of violence, negative role modeling, a culture of 
violence, poverty, transgenerational trauma. These factors stem from the legacy of 
past abuse. While Aboriginal communities are starting to break the silence about 
Aboriginal child sexual assault, there are a lot of barriers to “speaking out,” including 
short-comings in legal and child protection systems.  
 
There are a range of existing services relevant to child sexual assault. However 
many of them are not culturally appropriate. One major focus should be to re-
orientate existing services and the legal/child protection system so that they address 
the needs of Aboriginal individuals, families and communities. Many of the reforms 
that are required would result in increased access to services by disadvantaged 
community members in general. 
  
Existing methods of planning and allocating resources to address Aboriginal issues 
need overhauling, so that there is a planned bi-partisan response over a twenty to 
thirty year timeframe, with flexibility to implement community-wide plans.  
 
Particularly given the high levels of trauma and disadvantage experienced by 
Aboriginal communities, strengthening families and communities must be a major 
focus of efforts to address child sexual assault.  This includes developing community 
leadership, funding successful community initiatives, changing community norms 
through education and fostering self-determination. 
 
Addressing poverty, disadvantage, trauma and racism must be fundamental to any 
response to prevent Aboriginal child sexual assault. Widely implementing culturally 
appropriate early intervention programs should be a priority. Strategies must be 
implemented to increase the participation of Aboriginal children in early childhood 
education and to increase school retention. Economic development and self-
sufficiency is essential to break the cycle of disadvantage.  
 
Violence, including child sexual assault in Aboriginal communities, is likely to 
increase unless structural inequities are addressed – it is not a “level playing field.” 
Aside from addressing underlying structural factors such as racism, poverty and 
trauma, the nation must undertake restorative and reparative processes. 
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