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About Women'’s Legal Service NSW

Women’s Legal Service NSW (WLS NSW) is a community legal centre established 40 years ago that aims to
achieve access to justice and a just legal system for women in NSW. We seek to promote women’s human
rights, redress inequalities experienced by women and to foster legal and social change through strategic
legal services, community development, community legal education and law and policy reform work. We
prioritise women who are disadvantaged by their cultural, social and economic circumstances. We provide
specialist legal services relating to domestic and family violence, sexual assault, family law, discrimination,
victims support, care and protection, human rights and access to justice.

Since 1995 WLS NSW has provided a statewide First Nations Women’s Legal Program (FNWLP). This
program delivers a culturally safe legal service to First Nations women, including regular engagement with
communities across NSW. We provide a First Nations legal advice line, casework services including a
specialised family law service to assist First Nations women access the family law courts, participate in law
reform and policy work, and provide community legal education programs and conferences that are topical
and relevant for First Nations women.

An Aboriginal Women’s Consultation Network guides the FNWLP. It meets quarterly to ensure that we
deliver a culturally safe service. The members include regional community representatives and the FNWLP
staff. There is a representative from the Aboriginal Women’s Consultation Network on the WLS NSW Board.

Women'’s Legal Service NSW is represented on:

e the Domestic and Family Violence and Sexual Assault Council chaired by the Minister for the
Prevention of Domestic Violence

e the NSWVictims of Crime Interagency

e co-convenes the Community Legal Centres NSW Domestic Violence Victims Compensation
Subcommittee

e Corrective Services NSW Women’s Advisory Council
e  Community Legal Centres New South Wales Prisoner’s Rights Working Group
Acknowledgments

We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands on which we work across NSW and on which we live.
We pay respect to Elders past, present and emerging. Is, was and always will be Aboriginal land.

We acknowledge the many women who have experienced sexual, domestic and family violence and abuse
with whom we work and whose voices and experiences inform our advocacy in the hope for positive change.

Use of language
Gendered language

While acknowledging that anyone can experience sexual, domestic and family violence and abuse, the
research and our experience over forty years clearly highlights that sexual, domestic and family violence
and abuse is predominantly perpetrated by men against women and children. Our language in this
submission is gendered to reflect this.
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Current review

At the outset we would like to acknowledge the importance of a victim support scheme. Consistent
with human rights obligations it is vital that victim-survivors have access to counselling and financial
support and that the harm they have suffered as a result of one or more acts of violence is recognised.
When the NSW Victims Support Scheme works well and operates as a beneficial legislative scheme,
victim-survivors feel that their experience is heard, acknowledged and validated. This is a very
important part of a victim-survivor’s healing and recovery. We note recovery is included as one of the
key pillars in the Draft National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032.

We commonly hear from victim-survivors that in trying to navigate the Victims Support Scheme on
their own, they find it all too difficult and give up on trying to access the support they are entitled to
and need.

Unnecessary barriers to accessing victims support can compound a victim-survivor’s trauma leaving
them feeling invalidated, unheard and the act of violence not acknowledged.

Summary of recommendations

4.

10.

Women'’s Legal Service NSW, along with other community legal centres, NGO members of the Victims
of Crime Interagency, NSW Women'’s Alliance members and other organisations working with victim-
survivors of crime, have contributed to the development of recommendations to this review, many of
which are discussed in this submission. Collectively, we work with tens of thousands of victim-
survivors. This submission refers to the recommendations made in the joint submission as well as to
some more detailed recommendations in this submission.

The purpose of these recommendations is to highlight areas which need addressing to best ensure the
Victims Support Scheme in NSW is achieving its potential and is as trauma informed and survivor
centric as it can be. This will not only assist victim-survivors in crisis, but also with their recovery.

Collectively, we recommend a phased approach with some areas requiring more immediate
implementation.

Recommendations that do not require legislative amendment but are issues organisations supporting
victim-survivors have been raising for some time should be implemented by the end of 2022.

Many organisations have raised the urgent need to remove the requirement to separately prove injury
in Victims Support applications. This requirement compounds trauma experienced by victim-survivors
as they are forced to keep retelling their story. While noting this will require legislative change, this is
an urgent change that is required outside the statutory review process. We recommend this change is
implemented by the end of 2022.

The remaining recommendations are to be implemented by 2023. We believe all of the
recommendations are important and should be implemented.

In summary, recommendations include:

Recommendations to be implemented by end of 2022

1.1. The NSW Government legislates the removal of the requirement to prove injury in Victims Support

applications by the end of 2022.
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1.2. The NSW Department of Communities and Justice implements by the end of 2022 improvements
to access to Victims Services Approved Counselling including:

1.2.1. Increase the number of suitably qualified Victims Services Approved Counsellors available,
includingin regional, rural and remote areas. This includes counsellors who are culturally safe,
disability aware, LGBTIQA+ aware, trauma informed, with expertise in working with particular
priority populations and expertise on particular issues.

1.2.2.Provide more information to victim-survivors about expertise of counsellors and Victims
Services assists victim-survivors to access a counsellor when they request this help.

1.2.3. Provide access to culturally safe healing.

1.2.4. Open approval applications to suitably qualified “organisations” that have the required
values, skills and accreditations which would automatically qualify their employed
counsellors. The primary relationship would remain with the organisation not the individual
staff members but would increase the availability of counselling to Victims Services.

1.2.5. Develop policy and procedures that recognise the need to apply extended hours of
counselling allocation up to 44 hours where appropriate with further extensions as required
and there be a presumption in favour of approving the application.

1.2.6. Victims Services reviews approved models of counselling philosophy to ensure holistic
approaches are employed along with the othervalues and requirements for appointment. This
isto ensure appointed counsellors do not insist clients only talk about the part of their reaction
that the counsellor has perceived as being in relation to the “Crime Event”. Trauma informed
practice and models of counselling philosophy understand reactions to trauma are complex.

1.2.7. Adequately remunerate Victims Services Approved Counsellors.

1.2.8.Reinstate funding for group work in NSW. Individual counselling is not a substitute for victim-
survivors wishing to benefit from facilitated peer support group work.

1.2.9. Increase access to counselling for victim-survivors of crime while they are in custody.

1.2.10. Victims Services to provide professional support (including vicarious trauma support) to
counsellors and opportunities for professional development and training.

1.2.11. Remove the two session “no show rule” so that victim-survivors who are unable to attend
appointments for reasons beyond their control are able to continue to receive counselling.

1.3. Victims Services:

1.3.1. returns to collecting evidence or funds services to undertake this work and reimburses
services for associated costs by the end of 2022.

1.3.2. publishes submissions in response to their review conducted in March 2021 and publishes the
final report.

1.4. By the end of 2022, consistent with recommendation 3.6 of the Final Report: Second year review
of the National Redress Scheme, the requirement to provide bank details up front should be
removed. Bank details should be provided after a successful determination.
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1.5. By theend of 2022, simplify identity checks:

1.5.1.Victims Services adopts a more flexible approach to identity documents, accepting a wider
range of identity documents and enabling applicants to provide identification documentation
at a later time rather than at the time of application. This includes accepting a MIN.

1.5.2.Victims Services allows the identification documentation requirement to be waived in
appropriate circumstances.

1.6. By the end of 2022 the Department of Communities and Justice ensures procedural fairness by:

1.6.1. An application for a recognition payment or financial assistance for economic loss is not
determined until at least 12 months after lodging the application or until such time as an
applicant advises Victims Services that they have lodged everything they intend to lodge, and
the claim is ready to be determined or in the alternative Victims Services informs the
applicant/legal representative/advocate in writing of the earliest date by which each aspect
of a Victims Support application will be determined.

1.6.2. The Applicant/legal representative/advocate having access to all evidence upon which
Victims Services relies on to make a decision.

1.6.3.Victims Services adopting a more trauma informed approach to auditing of Immediate Needs
Support Package - Domestic Violence (INSP- DV).

1.7. Bytheend of 2022:

1.7.1.require Victims Services or its managing agency or Minister to publish policies and guidelines
the rely on to make decisions.

1.7.2.require Victims Services or its managing agency or Minister to regularly publish
comprehensive data annually about the operation of the Victims Support Scheme as occurred
under the Victims Compensation Scheme and also publish quarterly reports.

1.8. Improve consultation in the following ways:

1.8.1. Commissioner Victims Rights improves consultation mechanisms by requiring that proper
consultation is undertaken before Victims Services makes change. These consultation
processes must include ensuring the Victims Advisory Board (VAB) works collaboratively with
the Victims of Crime Interagency (VoCl) and other appropriate mechanisms with avenues for
community organisations to raise issues at VAB meetings and the publishing of VAB and VoCl
minutes.

1.8.2. Ensure proper consultation in this review to hear about the experiences of priority
populations, including First Nations people, refugee and migrant communities including
people on temporary visas experiencing violence, people with disability, LGBTIQA+
communities, people who are homeless, people with lived experience of prison, people in
regional, rural and remote areas, older people and younger people and for priority
populations and the services supporting them to have input into proposed solutions and be
consulted on proposed solutions.

Recommendations that the NSW Government implements in 2023
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1.9. Remove all time limits for victim-survivors of sexual, domestic and family violence, including child
sexual abuse and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern slavery in relation to Victims
Support applications, including:

1.9.1.Remove upper time limits on recognition payments for victim-survivors of domestic violence,
sexual assault and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern slavery.

1.9.2.Extending the time limit for financial assistance for victim-survivors of domestic violence,
sexual assault, child sexual abuse and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern
slavery to 10 years from the last act of violence for all elements of financial assistance.

1.10. Provide greater recognition of domestic violence, including child abuse, sexual violence, child
sexual abuse and modern slavery through higher recognition payments. These payments should
increase in value with the current categories shifted to higher categories.

1.10.1. Choking, suffocation, strangulation or attempts to choke, suffocate or strangle should be
specifically included at a minimum as a Category C recognition payment.

1.10.2. Category B recognition payments should be expanded to include domestic violence involving
violence that is one of a series of related acts and modern slavery.

1.10.3. The list of relationships outlined in the definition of “sexual assault and domestic violence” in
s 19(8)(f) of the VRSA be expanded to be consistent with the list included in the definition of
“domestic relationship” in the Crimes Domestic and Personal Violence Act.

1.10.4. Category B recognition payment should be elevated to Category A ($15,000).
1.10.5. Payments need to be indexed annually and should not ever decrease despite indexation.

1.11. Amend the definition of “victim of crime” and “act of modern slavery” in the Victims Rights and
Support Act to include all forms of modern slavery. This requires:

1.11.1. The definition of “victim of crime” in s5(1) of the Victims Rights and Support Act specifically
referring to sections 5(1)(a) and 5(1)(b) of the Modern Slavery Act 2018 NSW.

1.11.2. The definition of “modern slavery” in s19A of the Victims Rights and Support Act be amended
so an “or” exists between s19A(1)(a) and s19A(1)(b) rather than an “and” or it reads “and/or”.

1.12. Legislate a standard of proof of “reasonable likelihood” in the Victims Rights and Support Act
consistent with the National Redress Scheme for people who have experienced institutional child
sexual abuse.

1.13. The form of evidence to support a Victims Support application is not prescribed.

1.14. Improve access to economic loss payments:
1.14.1. The type of evidence to support an economic loss claim should not be prescribed.
1.14.2. Victim Services actively supports victim-survivors to evidence claims of economic loss.

1.14.3. Improve access to economic loss payments for victim-survivors engaged in casual work.
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1.14.4. Clarification and simplification of the calculation of loss of actual earnings and that the

1.15.

method of calculation is embedded in the Victims Rights and Support Act. Further consultation
specific to this issue is required.

Improve access to the Victims Support Scheme for family victims:

1.15.1. Remove time limits on funeral payments to accommodate matters where the victim’s body

has not been found or where the victim’s body has not been released for any reason.

1.15.2. Remove time limits for justice related expenses to accommodate matters that do not get

resolved within the current period.

1.15.3. Allow additional justice related payments over and above the current limit to accommodate

matters that go to retrial and multiple appeals.

1.15.4. Remove time limits on applications for justice related expenses for family victims. In the

alternative, though less preferred, the time limit should start from the day charges are laid in
relation to the homicide. These expenses should be made available for all homicide related
court matters - including mentions, trials, appeals and Coronial Inquests, Mental Health
Review Tribunal hearings and State Parole proceedings.

1.15.5. Improve access to Victims Support Approved Counsellors in rural areas, especially where

family victims choose to have face to face counselling or may not have access to adequate
online services. This will require active recruitment of counsellors by Victims Services.

1.15.6. Reinstate option for payment of support person expenses for court or other related needs.

1.15.7. Remove time limits or hours restrictions on counselling for family victims who will need to

1.16.

1.17.

1.18.

1.19.

1.20.

1.21.

1.22.

return to counselling at other stages in their life eg appeals, retrials, parole hearings.

Legislate amendments to the Victims Rights and Support Act to enable Victims Services to pay third
parties for Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (access to information) expenses and
other evidentiary requirements such as medical reports separate to financial assistance.

Add a new Victims Support payment called a Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis
payment.

Introduce Immediate Needs Support Package - Sexual violence.

Introduce a discretionary process for victim-survivors under 18 years old to access their
recognition payment rather than it being held on trust.

Victims Services advocate to Services Australia for amendments to the Social Security Guide that
will protect recipients of Special Benefit and allow them to get the full benefit of Victims Support
(or equivalent) payments without their Special Benefit being affected. This is particularly
important for victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual violence, child abuse, child sexual
abuse and modern slavery.

Expand eligibility for Victims Support to all people who are victims of crime whilst incarcerated.

Strengthen the Charter of Victims Rights to:
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1.22.1. Give victim-survivors a right to seek a review of prosecutorial decisions consistent with
recommendation 50 of the Queensland Women’s Safety and Justice Taskforce: Hear Her Voice:
Women and girls’ experiences across the criminal justice system - Report 2 Volume 1.

1.22.2. Make clear a victim-survivor’s right to access an interpreter when reporting violence to police
and throughout the justice journey.

1.22.3. Inform a complainant of “any special protections or alternative arrangements for giving
evidence” and informing the court of the complainant’s preferences for this as outlined in the
Victims Charter Act 2006 Victoria.

1.22.4. Help victim-survivors realise the right to make a claim under the Victims Support Scheme.

1.23. Amend the VRSA to provide discretion to apply out of time for internal review for all aspects of
Victims Support.

1.24. To clarify and to ensure procedural fairness and natural justice to applicants, the VRSA should
include provisions which note:

1.24.1. That the time limit for lodging an internal review applies only to the notification to Victims
Services of the internal review request;

1.24.2. Victims Services must set a date on which the internal review decision will be made and that
date must be at least a further 3 months from the date of filing of the internal review request
and can be extended on application of the applicant and must not be unreasonably refused
by Victims Services. Victims Services can set an earlier date to make an internal review
decision upon the request of an applicant;

1.24.3. That the grounds and further evidence and submissions can be filed after 90 days and up until
the internal review decision date; and

1.24.4. That the grounds and submissions can be amended up until the internal review decision date.

1.25. Amend the VRSA to ensure external review is available for all claims for financial assistance,
including immediate needs and economic loss.

1.26. Section 41A of the VRSA (lapsing provision) be reviewed and if it continues it not be interpreted
narrowly and that there is a presumption to extend the time to provide evidence, particularly in
relation to requests by applicants who are victim-survivors of sexual violence, child sexual abuse,
domestic violence, child abuse, modern slavery as well as for family victims.

1.27. Legislate the requirement for Victims Services to note all evidence considered and provide reasons
for their decisions ensuring that decision-makers provide applicants with detailed information to
justify their decision in plain language, and that the reasons outline the evidence relied upon to
reach the decision.

1.28. Section 43(7) of the VRSA be extended to enable the Commissioner on request to amend a notice
to correct an error in the notice. There should also be steps taken to make people aware of this
provision.

1.29. As a matter of procedural fairness, if Victims Services intends to draw adverse inferences on the
evidence before it, Victims Services should advise the applicant or their legal representative and
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ask if there is further evidence to submit or submissions to be made with respect to the issue in
question.

A legislative presumption not to pursue restitution in circumstances of sexual violence, child
sexual abuse, domestic violence, child abuse and modern slavery unless the victim-survivor elects
Victims Services pursue restitution.

Prohibit use of:

1.31.1. Victims Support financial assistance payments to service debts, including an order of

restitution.

1.31.2. Recognition payments to offset or pay off any kind of debt, including an order of

1.32.

1.33.

1.34.

1.35.

1.36.

restitution except where a victim-survivor requests it.

If a person makes an application to Victims Services for a recognition payment and they have an
existing order for restitution (debt), Victims Services must notify them about this at the time of
them lodging the application. Victims Services should also advise as to whether that debt has been
transferred to Revenue NSW and provide information about Work Development Order programs
available, so the applicant has the opportunity to reduce any debts by that scheme.

Uniformity of processes within Victims Services and Revenue NSW about debt collection.

Victims Services and Revenue NSW provide a list of Work Development Order programs available
in the area where the person lives when advising about enforcement/debt.

Establish an independent Commissioner Victims Rights.

The independent Commissioner Victims Rights and Victims Services regularly consult
organisations to ensure cultural safety and to remove barriers to accessing Victims Support with
the independent Commissioner Victims Rights publishing an annual report which includes a list of
stakeholder meetings the Commissioner has attended, consultations and inquiries undertaken by
the Commissioner, a summary of reports published, and media work undertaken by the
Commissioner.

Previous review

11. We note the first statutory review of the Victims Rights and Support Act (VRSA) commenced 3 years after
assent of the Victims Rights and Support Act in mid 2016.

12. There were some important amendments made to the VRSA following the last statutory review.
However, the Attorney General in his Second Reading Speech also noted that as victim support
applications could stay open for 5 years and a large number of claims remained open at the time of the
2016 review,

| consider it too early to recommend any major policy changes to the Victims Support Scheme.

13. As this submission highlights there is an urgent need to further increase access to the NSW Victims
Support Scheme to ensure all victim-survivors can access the support to which they are entitled and

!Victims Rights and Support Amendment (Statutory Review) Bill 2018, Second Reading, Legislative Assembly
Hansard, 6 June 2018 (Attorney General the Hon Mark Speakman SC)
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need. Now is the time to make important changes working with victim-survivors and the services
supporting them in the implementation of the solutions we propose.

Human rights framework

14. Under international human rights, States are required to act with due diligence to protect, promote
and fulfil their human rights obligations.? Part of these obligations includes individual reparations for
violation of human rights, a right “firmly enshrined in the corpus of international human rights and
humanitarian instruments.”?

Given the disparate and differentiated impact that violence has on women and
on different groups of women, there is a need for specific measures of redress in
order to meet their specific needs and priorities. Since violence perpetrated against individual
women generally feeds into patterns of pre-existing and often cross-cutting structural
subordination and  systemic marginalization, measures of redress need to
link individual reparation and structural transformation. Additionally, women who experience
violence have traditionally encountered obstacles to accessing the institutions that award
reparations.*

15. Additionally, in 1985 Australia endorsed the United Nations Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for
Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (Basic Principles).® While not legally binding, by endorsing this
Declaration, States, including Australia, have committed to:

1.1. Endeavour to provide financial compensation to victim-survivors who have sustained significant

1.2.

1.3.

14.

1.5.

bodily injury orimpairment of physical or mental health as a result of serious crimes; (Article 12(a))

The establishment, strengthening and expansion of national funds for compensation to victim-
survivors; (Article 13)

Strengtheningjudicial and administrative mechanisms to enable victim-survivors to obtain redress
through formal or informal procedures that are expeditious, fair, inexpensive and accessible;
(Article 5)

Taking measures to protect [a victim-survivor’s] privacy and ensure their safety from intimidation
and retaliation; (Article 6(d))

Training for police, justice, health, social service and other personnel concerned to sensitise them
to the needs of victims, and guidelines to ensure proper and prompt aid (Article 16).

2Human Rights Committee, General Comment No. 31, CCPR/C/74/CRP.4/Rev.6, para. 8; Committee on the Rights of
the Child, General Comment No. 5, CRC/GC/2003/5, 27 November 2003, para. 1; Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 14, E/C.12/2000/4 (2000), para. 33.

3 Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences, Rashida Manjoo, Human
Rights Council, A/HRC/14/22, 23 April 2010; See also: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 8), the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Art. 2, para. 3), the International Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (Art. 6), the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment (Art. 14), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Art. 39), CEDAW General Comment 19 at
paragraphs 9, 24(i), 24(t)(i).

*Ms Rashida Manjoo Note 3 at paragraph 24.

® Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power, General Assembly Resolution 40/34
of 29 November 1985
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Part 1: Recommendations to be implemented by end of 2022

The requirement to separately prove injury

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

An issue that many victim-survivors and organisations working with victim-survivors have been raising
for some time is the need to remove the requirement to prove injury in Victims Support applications.

We refer to the joint statement on this issue endorsed by over 70 organisations.® The joint statement
outlines the issue and proposed solution in detail.

In summary, the joint statement outlines that in order to access a recognition payment or financial
assistance for economic loss through the Victims Support Scheme, a victim-survivor must currently
establish:

that they were the victim of an “act of violence”’, and

that they were injured as a result. Injury can be physical or threats of physical injury and / or
psychological injury or harm.

The applicant must prove their claim on the balance of probabilities. As a part of their application,
applicants are required to produce two different sources of documentary evidence:

a report of the act of violence to police, government agency or a non-government organisation
funded to provide support to victims of crime;® and

a medical, dental or counselling report to verify actual injury has been sustained.’

Many women with whom we work have expressed concern at having to unnecessarily repeat their story
in order to successfully access Victims Support. For example, women may have reported sexual and/or
domestic violence, or violence they experienced as children such as child abuse and/or child sexual
abuse to a service that works with victim-survivors, but they have not accessed medical, dental of
counselling support.

We acknowledge the importance of access to specialist, trauma-informed, culturally safe counselling.
Consistent with the principles of trauma-informed care, it is also important that survivors have agency
about how and when they access such counselling, if at all.

The requirement to prove injury is an inheritance from the NSW Compensation Scheme. The Victims
Compensation Scheme was abolished in 2013 and replaced with the NSW Victims Support Scheme.
Under the former Victims Compensation Scheme, there was a compensation range for certain types of
acts of violence with the ultimate award based on an assessment of the severity of injury. For example,
a victim-survivor of a series of related sexual assaults (Category 3) could be awarded between $25,000
to $50,000.

Under the Victims Support Scheme, there are now set amounts awarded for each recognition payment
which is based on the type of crime committed. This means there is generally no need for an

& Joint Statement: The case for removing the requirement to separately prove injury in NSW Victims Support
applications, July 2022

’ Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW, s 19

8 Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 s 39(2)(b)(i)

% Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 s 39(2)(b)(ii) Additional evidence is required to support a claim for economic
loss, see Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 s 39(3) and s39(4)
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31.

32.

33.

34,
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assessment of the severity of the injury. Financial assistance for economic loss is based on actual
losses, not severity of injury.

The fact of the act of violence should be sufficient.
This should apply in relation to all acts of violence.

At an absolute minimum the removal of the requirement to prove injury must occur in relation to
sexual violence, domestic violence, child sexual abuse, child abuse and modern slavery. The long-term
impacts arising from such violence and abuse are well known'® and should therefore be considered a
given.

By their very nature, these crimes result in an injury. Injury can include harm to mental health, physical
harm and impact on social, sexual and interpersonal functioning.

In the few instances where severity of injury is relevant, such as to establish grievous bodily harm or
serious bodily injury, the victim-survivor may still need to provide evidence of injury to establish
aggravation.

This should not apply to “sexual assault resulting in serious bodily injury” in relation to child sexual
abuse. For the purposes of the Victims Support Scheme all child sexual abuse should be deemed to
result in serious bodily injury. Evidence of such harm is well known* and should be acknowledged by
only requiring (1) proof of the act of violence and (2) the age of the child at the time of the alleged
offence.

Removingthe requirement to separately prove injury can be viaamendment of section 19 of the Victims
Rights and Support Act to delete “injury” as an element of the “act of violence” and making
consequential amendments.

In the alternative and at an absolute minimum, the change could be implemented by amending the
definition of “act of violence” in section 19 of the Victims Rights and Support Act 2013, by which “sexual
assault and domestic violence” and “modern slavery” are deemed to be “violent conduct” for the
purposes of the definition of act of violence.

There would also need to be amendments to section 39 of the Victims Rights and Support Act relating
to documentary evidence requirements.

We refer the reader to the Joint Statement for more detail about proposed legislative amendments to
remove the requirement to separately prove injury in Victims Support applications.

The removal of the requirement to prove injury in Victims Support applications would reflect trauma
informed and client centred approaches as well as provide efficiency in the operation of the Victims
Support Scheme. It would increase access to Victims Support for the most marginalised in society who
may struggle to obtain evidence of injury.

0 See the Joint Statement: The case for removing the requirement to separately prove injury in NSW Victims Support
applications, July 2022,
11 Judith Cashmore and Rita Shackel (2013) The long-term effects of child sexual abuse, CFCA Paper No. 11.
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Recommendation 1:

The NSW Government legislates the removal of the requirement to prove injury in Victims Support
applications by the end of 2022.

Improving access to counselling

35.

36.

37.

38.

Counselling can play a very important role in a victim-survivor’s recovery. It is essential that
counselling is available when a victim-survivor needs it, and it is easy to access. It is also important
that counselling is culturally safe and that a person can access counselling from someone with
expertise in victim-survivor’s presenting issues.

We have previously raised concerns about access to counselling in our submission to the Review of
Victims Services changes implemented from 1 July 2020, dated 5 March 2021, in meetings with the
Commissioner Victims Rights and in the Open letter to the Attorney General and Minister for Prevention
of Domestic and Sexual Violence, dated 29 November 2021.

The importance of access to counselling is reflected in the Charter of Rights which states:

A victim will have access where necessary to available welfare, health, counselling and legal
assistance responsive to the victim’s needs.

Shifting the responsibility to access counsellors from Victims Services onto victim-survivors as part of
the changes implemented from 1 July 2020 has proved very challenging.

Women's experiences of accessing counselling

Women have sought our assistance to help them locate a counsellor. Many women have expressed feeling
overwhelmed by having to choose a counsellor from a long list. Others have limited digital literacy and do
not know how to navigate the system.

We have tried to call counsellors to make appointments and often our calls are not returned. We fear if
victim-survivors are trying to find a counsellor on their own that they will give up if a counsellor doesn’t
return the call.

For those who might be able to access the Victims Services website, they have told us it was very difficult to

search the list via a mobile phone.

39.

40.

The comments above are not a criticism of the counsellors, but of the system.
As part of this review there should be consideration of data about the following:

How many applications for Victims Support counselling have been granted each year as a number
and percentage over the operation of NSW Victims Support Scheme?

What is the breakdown in relation to (a) domestic violence (b) sexual violence (c) child abuse (d)
child sexual abuse and more recently (e) modern slavery over each financial year?

How many victim-survivors who have been approved for counselling have accessed counselling as
a number and percentage over the operation of NSW Victims Support Scheme and with a
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breakdown in relation to (a) domestic violence (b) sexual violence (c) child abuse (d) child sexual
abuse and more recently (e) modern slavery over each financial year?

In our submission in response to the review of Victims Services changes implemented since 1 July 2020
we recommended exploring the establishment of a specialist team within Victims Services dedicated
to co-ordinating the allocation of counselling, particularly in relation to sexual assault, child sexual
abuse, domestic abuse and child abuse. These staff could build relationships with the Approved
Counsellors, identify Approved Counsellors with relevant expertise and allocate a client to an
appropriate counsellor. This system would also provide for consideration of referral to an Approved
Counsellor with experience in working with First Nations women, refugee and migrant women, people
with disability, LGBTIQA+ communities, women in custody, older people, children and young people,
victim-survivors who have experienced complex trauma. It would allow a consideration of the current
availability and/or workload of an Approved Counsellor.

Consultation with Approved Counsellors about such a system may also identify ways in which referrals
could be streamlined in a manner that does not put the burden on the person accessing the counselling
and is trauma informed. Victims Services could help facilitate initial contact between the victim-
survivor and the Approved Counsellor. Victims Services Approved Counsellors need to feel supported
in their work and Victims Services has an important role to play in this.

We further recommended the following:

1.1. At least every three months, Victims Services contact Approved Counsellors to ask if they
are still accepting Victims Support counselling work and ask about waiting times.

1.2. At least every six months, Victims Services conduct client satisfaction surveys which should
include questions such as:

1.2.1.  Wasiteasy to find a counsellor?
1.2.2. What would make it easier for you to attend counselling?

Victims Services needs to engage more bilingual Approved Counsellors because there are currently
limited options. Several of our clients have been unable to access a counsellor who can speak their
language. Access to culturally safe, trauma informed counselling is vital.

Victims Services must also engage more First Nations Approved Counsellors.

Access to culturally safe healing

46.

47.

48.

We also support greater access to culturally safe healing, including in group settings, particularly for
First Nations people.

For First Nations women, trauma is complex and unique. In addition to high levels of sexual violence
and domestic and family violence, First Nations trauma includes trans-generational and community
trauma arising from the ongoing trauma experienced as a result of colonisation, dispossession and the
Stolen Generations. First Nations trauma is the loss of identity, belonging, love, legacy, community and
country and the ongoing forced removal of children from their families and communities.

In addition to general limited access to counselling, we are concerned by the very limited access to
Victims Services counselling for women in custody and submit that trauma informed, culturally safe
counselling should be readily and regularly available to women who are incarcerated.
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49. The review of the pilot of counselling for women in Dillwynia and Wellington Correctional Centres was
very positive.*?

50. The majority of women in custody have complex histories of sexual and physical abuse starting in
childhood.® The rates of previous victimisation are highest for First Nations women, with some studies
suggesting that up to 90% of First Nations women in custody are survivors of family abuse and other
violence." First Nations women are also 35 times more likely to be hospitalised due to family abuse
related assaults, than non-First Nations women.* Access to culturally safe counselling and healing is
therefore important. Helping women to recover from trauma may also reduce recidivism.

51. Further, the only evidence of act of violence or injury might be evidence from a counsellor’s report.
Failure to provide access to counselling in prison may preclude some victim-survivors of complex
trauma from obtaining Victims Support. We note during COVID that many women in prison found in
difficult to access counselling.

52. Itisimportant all First Nations people who want to access culturally safe healing are able to do so.

53. For criminalised First Nations women, specialised, culturally safe spaces to heal and address their
criminogenic risk factors could divert women from incarceration and provide opportunities for women
to safely care for children and to be on country, based on an Aboriginal Healing Framework.*®

Other improvements to accessing counselling

54. We support improvements to the process of appointing counsellors as Victims Services Approved
Counsellors, including “openling Japproval applications to suitably qualified “organisations” that have
the required values, skills and accreditations which would automatically qualify their employed
counsellors. The primary relationship would remain with the organisation not the individual staff
members but would increase the availability of counselling to Victims Services”. This would include, for
example, organisations such as Women Health NSW members.

55. In order to increase suitably qualified Victims Services Approved Counsellors it is also im perative they
are suitably renumerated.

2Thomas Dornan and Elyse Aird, (2015) An evaluation of the counselling in prison trial (NSW Government,
Parramatta)

13 Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (2020) Women’s imprisonment and domestic, family,
and sexual violence: Research synthesis (ANROWS Insights, 03/2020), M Stathopoulos and A Quadara (2014) Women as
offenders, Women as victims: The role of corrections in supporting women with histories of sexual abuse, A report for
the Women’s Advisory Council of Corrective Services NSW

1 Australian Law Reform Commission (2018) Pathways to justice: Inquiry into the incarceration rates of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples

3 Productivity Commission Steering Committee for the Review of Government Services (2009) Overcoming
Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2009, p 26.

6 The core characteristics of an Aboriginal Healing Framework include: Indigenous ownership of the program design
and evaluation, a holistic and multidisciplinary approach, the centrality of culture and spirituality, the program is
informed by history, a strengths-based approach, the use of preventative and therapeutic strategies and the
commitment to healing, see C Caruana (2010)“Healing services for Indigenous people” 17 Family Relationships
Quarterly. See also We Al-li - Culturally Informed Trauma Integrated Healing Approach (CITIHA) to training for
individuals, families, communities and organisations
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56. We also acknowledge concerns raised by NGO Victims of Crime Interagency members about it being
more difficult to access counselling beyond 22 hours as outlined in the Open letter to the NSW Attorney
General and Minister for Prevention of Domestic and Sexual Violence, dated 29 November 2021.

Recommendation 2:

The NSW Department of Communities and Justice implements by the end of 2022 improvements to
access to Victims Services Approved Counselling including:

a. Increase the number of suitably qualified Victims Services Approved Counsellors available, including
in regional, rural and remote areas. This includes counsellors who are culturally safe, disability aware,
LGBTIQA+ aware, trauma informed, with expertise in working with particular priority populations and
expertise on particular issues.

b. Provide more information to victim-survivors about expertise of counsellors and Victims Services
assists victim-survivors to access a counsellor when they request this help.

c. Provide access to culturally safe healing.

d. Open approval applications to suitably qualified “organisations” that have the required values, skills
and accreditations which would automatically qualify their employed counsellors. The primary
relationship would remain with the organisation not the individual staff members but would increase
the availability of counselling to Victims Services.

e. Develop policy and procedures that recognise the need to apply extended hours of counselling
allocation up to 44 hours where appropriate with further extensions as required and there be a
presumption in favour of approving the application.

f. Victims Services reviews approved models of counselling philosophy to ensure holistic approaches are
employed along with the other values and requirements for appointment. This is to ensure appointed
counsellors do not insist clients only talk about the part of their reaction that the counsellor has
perceived as being in relation to the “Crime Event”. Trauma informed practice and models of
counselling philosophy understand reactions to trauma are complex.

g. Adequately remunerate Victims Services Approved Counsellors.

h. Reinstate funding for group work in NSW. Individual counselling is not a substitute for victim-survivors
wishing to benefit from facilitated peer support group work.

i. Increase access to counselling for victim-survivors of crime while they are in custody.

j- Victims Services to provide professional support (including vicarious trauma support) to counsellors
and opportunities for professional development and training.

k. Remove the two session “no show rule” so that victim-survivors who are unable to attend
appointments for reasons beyond their control are able to continue to receive counselling.

Page 18 of 53



Women’s Legal Service NSW

Victims Services collect evidence for Victims Support applications - Burden of evidence gathering is a

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

barrier

On | July 2020, Victims Services shifted the burden of evidence gathering onto victim-survivors and the
services assisting them. We strongly oppose this and have consistently raised our concerns about this
shift.

To our knowledge there has been no additional funding provided to services supporting victim-
survivors to undertake this work. These services are already over-stretched, under-funded and under-
resourced and this shift has had significant impacts on legal and non-legal service providers assisting
victim-survivors to access victims support.

The vast majority of victim-survivors are negotiating Victims Support on their own, without a legal
representatives or advocate.

When the Victims Support Scheme was introduced in 2013, its key feature was to be its
accessibility. There was no longer a need to pay lawyers’ fees to complete applications or to cover the
cost of gathering evidence because Case Co-ordinator roles were established within Victims Services
to assist victims-survivors. The Government commissioned report (the report) recommended:

Victims Services provides claimants with a case coordinator to assist the claimant with immediate
needs, navigating the various government and community support services relevant to the victims
needs and to help claimants through the claims process.'’

The report further recommended:

dedicated case co-ordinators for victims from backgrounds that require greater help in seeking
assistance such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, culturally and linguistically diverse
communities, rural and remote communities, the homeless and people with disabilities.*®

The report also acknowledged “a problem that has been identified with providing financial assistance is
the reliance on victims keeping receipts and records.” “To avoid this problem” the report recommended
“one of the roles of case coordinators ... would be to assist by directly settling invoices for items such as
medical and dental treatment as an alternative to reimbursement of receipt”.*®

The report clearly states:

Any changes to the scheme should ensure that all claimants have an equal opportunity to receive
support with completing and submitting their applications. The scheme should also ensure that
claimants are provided with the assistance they need in order to navigate the criminal justice system,
the legal system, Centrelink, Medicare and other government agencies and non government
organisations that victims rely on for support.?’

The recommendations made in the report are just as relevant today to ensure an accessible and
responsive victim support scheme.

7 PricewaterhouseCoopers (2012) NSW Department of Attorney General and Justice Review of the Victims
Compensation Fund, 2012, Recommendation 36

18 |bid, Recommendation 38.

¥ |bid, p 60.

20 1bid, p 69.
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However, the changes implemented on 1 July 2020 fail to ensure “all claimants have an equal
opportunity to receive support with completing and submitting their applications”.

Our staff who have been supporting women to make Victims Support applications since 1 July 2020
have regularly commented it is very time consuming and taking them away from otherimportant work
they would otherwise be doing.

They describe having to make several appointments with a victim-survivor to obtain the necessary
information to complete the application form and to identify the relevant
agencies/bodies/organisations they need to contact to request supporting evidence.

They further describe that there are differing requirements and processes across different agencies
with respect to requests for records and that it is not only confusing, but also time consuming to
navigate and engage with agencies regarding their respective processes. We fear that if these
processes are proving challenging for legal representatives, it is likely to prove even more challenging,
if not impossible for unrepresented applicants.

In seeking evidence to support a claim, requests for access to documents often need to be refined to
limit the costs to agencies. This too takes time.

Victim-survivors have contacted our service because they struggle with how to obtain the evidence to
support their application. Some of them have had their claims dismissed because they were not able
to provide evidence in support of their claim. This is an experience echoed by other services.

On rural trips, several services have raised with our First Nations Women’s Legal Program staff that
there has been no training to help them complete Victims Support applications and expressed worry
that it is not clear what information is being sought or what evidence is required to obtain victims
support for their client. They too commented on the time-consuming nature of the work and their
concern that the process is traumatising for their clients and for themselves.

Every barrier putin a victim-survivor’s way will deter them from accessing the support they are entitled
to and need.

Further, the additional burden of time and money imposed on services who are representing or
assisting clients to make a Victims Support application to obtain evidence to support their application
leads to that service having to reduce the numbers of clients it can assist. This is certainly true for WLS
NSW.

We recommend that Victims Services support victim-survivors as they did prior to 1 July 2020 and as
recommended by the Government commissioned report in 2012 by collecting the evidence to support
a Victims Support application.

We recommend that victim-survivors be able to choose a pathway to make their application for Victims
Support: they can opt to collect their own evidence, or they can opt for Victims Services to collect
evidence on their behalf. This is outlined in more detail in the 2020 Community Legal Centre NSW
submission to the Commissioner outlining an alternative proposal to the one the Commissioner put
forward.”

2 Community Legal Centres NSW, (2020) Further consultation on Victims Support Scheme and alternative proposal,
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It is particularly important that victim-survivors of sexual assault, child sexual abuse, domestic abuse,
child abuse, modern slavery or other victim-survivors with complex trauma or needs have the option
to obtain assistance in evidence gathering from Victims Services should they seek it.

In light of strong opposition to the changes, the NSW Government committed to a review within 6
months of the changes. Then Secretary of the Department of Communities and Justice, Mr Coutts-
Trotter stated at the time:

We will work with various voices in the sector to undertake a review of this change six months down
the line and if it is creating the kind of problems people fear, we will be open about it.?>

A review was undertaken by Victims Services, the agency that itself implemented the changes, with
submissions due in March 2021. Submissions to this review have not been published and neither has
the final report on the review. There have been repeated calls for the publishing of submissions and
the report. See Open letter to NSW Attorney General dated 29 November 2021.

Recommendation 3:

Victims Services returns to collecting evidence or funds services to undertake this work and
reimburses services for associated costs by the end of 2022.

Victims Services publishes submissions in response to their review conducted in March 2021 and
publishes the final report.

The obligation to provide upfront banking details is a barrier

79.

80.

81.

82.

83.

We are concerned that the requirement to provide banking details at the time an application for victims
support is lodged is a barrier to access. For example, many of our incarcerated clients do not know
their bank details, are unable to access their bank details because they cannot call their bank from
prison and some do not even have a bank account. Other clients who have recently fled a violent
relationship do not have a bank account in their own name.

We do not believe that the provision of bank account details upfront should be contingent on a person
applying for Victims Support. Their provision should be an option but not a requirement which
precludes the lodging of a Victims Support application.

When it is not possible to provide banking details, our clients have had mixed results in providing a
third party’s bank details or making alternative arrangements for payments to be made.

We are also concerned about the significant possibility that the requirement to provide bank details
up front may result in financial abuse where, for example, the bank account provided at the time of
making an application was a joint account with the perpetrator.

Further, the requirement to provide bank details upfront sets up a false expectation that applicants
will be successful in their application.

22 Gina Rushton, ‘NSW victims of crime now have a new obstacle to collecting compensation’, Crikey, 29 June 2020
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It also fails to acknowledge the impact of trauma on memory and the at times chaos of everyday life
for victim-survivors so that even though the Victims Support application form requires them to update
their bank details, they may not remember to do so.

The Final Report: Second Review of the National Redress Scheme (2021) outlines concerns about
barriers arising from the requirement to provide bank details up front and recommended removal of
the requirement to provide bank details up front.

Recommendation 4:

By the end of 2022, consistent with recommendation 3.6 of the Final Report: Second year review of the
National Redress Scheme, the requirement to provide bank details up front should be removed. Bank
details should be provided after a successful determination.

Government issued identification requirement is a barrier

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

The requirement to provide Government issued identification is a particular barrier for women in
custody wishing to access Victims Support. In our practice this requirement is leading to delays in
lodging Victims Support applications as it can take some time to obtain a copy of this identification
document. This concern has also been raised by several other community legal centres.

The usual practice to obtain a copy of Government issued identification when a person is in custody is
through the Services and Program Officers (SAPO) in Correctional Centres. The client either requests
the SAPO to provide a copy of their MIN card (identify card when in prison) or instructs WLS NSW to
request this from the SAPO. However, it is important to note that this impinges a person’s right to
privacy as the person in custody is generally required to explain why they need a copy of their MIN card.
Similarly, legal representatives making a request direct to the SAPO are generally required to provide
areason for the request of a copy of a person’s MIN card. Further, it also relies on being able to contact
a SAPO to make the request and may also depend on relationships built with Corrective Services staff.
There have been some instances where Corrective Services staff have refused to make a copy of a MIN
card available, leaving an inmate who has no other form of identification, effectively unable to apply
for Victims Support.

In correspondence to Ms Fallon, Senior Manager Client and Legal Services, Victims Services on 28 July
2020 we raised these concerns and proposed an alternative solution. We recommended, at least in the
short term, that an advocate upload a signed statement on letterhead, confirming the applicant is
currently in custody and providing their name, MIN and location and that this be accepted as
Government issued identification. We understand our concerns were forwarded to the Commissioner
for consideration but to date, our suggestion has not been adopted. Providing Victims Services with a
MIN should be sufficient for the purpose of fulfilling identification documentation requirements.

Challenges to providing Government issued identification is not limited only to our clients who are
incarcerated. It also affects women who have fled their homes due to violence and who want to apply
for an immediate needs support package but who do not have Government issued identification
documents as well as victim-survivors who are homeless and First Nations victim-survivors who do not
have identification.

We remain concerned that this new requirement is a barrier for the most marginalised, denying them
access to the support they are entitled to and need.
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There should be exceptions to providing Government issued identification and the exceptions should
be clearly communicated - for example for people who are homeless, people who have had to flee
violence and left without or have lost their Government issued identification, people in institutional
settings and for trans people (binary and non-binary) who were born in NSW and who have not
undergone gender affirmation surgery and cannot update their gender markers on identity
documents. This can cause challenges in having identification documents that match gender
experience. The exceptions should include a non-exhaustive list.

Providing discretion to waive the requirement for Government issued identification and exercising this
discretion in a manner that is beneficial for victim-survivors who are traumatised and marginalised is
important to ensure people are able to access the support they are entitled to and need to recover
from trauma. We are concerned that current practices are unnecessarily compounding trauma, in
addition to creating a barrier to access.

In the event identification remains a requirement, the identification documentation list should be
further expanded, and its provision should not be a pre-requisite to application and could be provided
at a later date but before any payments are made.

The issue of identification documentation was raised in the Final Report: Second year review of the
National Redress Scheme. Recommendation 3.6 of the Final Report recommended simplifying identify
checks.

Recommendation 5:

By the end of 2022, simplify identity checks:

Victims Services adopts a more flexible approach to identity documents,
accepting a wider range of identity documents and enabling applicants to provide identification
documentation at a later time rather than at the time of application. This includes accepting a MIN.

b. Victims Services allows the identification documentation requirement to be waived in appropriate

circumstances.

Ensure procedural fairness

95.

96.

97.

We are concerned that Victims Services has a practice of determining matters without asking the
applicant if all evidence has been provided and where it is well within the 12-month period for
providing evidence. This has led to matters being determined prior to all supporting evidence being
lodged and regularly this has led to adverse decisions.

We are concerned that in an effort to improve the timeframes within which Victims Services makes
decisions, the time taken to properly consider an application and all of the evidence and the quality of
decisions is being affected. This means that Victims Services is effectively limiting victim-survivors
appeal avenues in circumstances where an internal review has to be used unnecessarily because of
what appears to be a focus on speed and efficiency rather than on the quality of the decision.

Further, it also has the effect of allowing victim-survivors less time than they are otherwise entitled to
in order to collect their evidence. For example, if Victims Services makes a determination 1 month after
the lodging of the application, the applicant then has 90 days after the day on which the applicant is
given notice of the decision to file an internal review and lodge the additional evidence rather than the
full 12 months.
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98. Decisionswhich dismiss an application for failure to prove act of violence orinjury or which find a lesser
recognition payment than the one which the applicant submits they are eligible for, compound trauma
for victim-survivors and causes real harm; it sends a message that victim-survivors are not believed.
This is particularly problematic where a decision is made before giving an applicant the chance to
provide all relevant evidence. We have raised our concerns above as to the barriers and challenges
caused to applicants and their representatives in obtaining evidence to support a claim.

99. We are particularly concerned for people who are not legally represented and may just give up at this
stage.

100. We recommend an application for a recognition payment is not determined until at least 12 months
after lodging the application or until such time as an applicant advises Victims Services that they have
lodged everything they intend to lodge, and the claim is ready to be determined.

101. There might be many reasons beyond just preserving a limitation period to lodge upfront. This
includes, for example, the availability of assistance at the time to lodge the claim. Itisvital that victim-
survivors are able to lodge a Victims Support application without all evidence attached at the time of
lodging the application, but that this be done with procedural fairness safeguards.

Lack of procedural fairness

Jenny* submitted her Victims Support application for financial assistance and a recognition
payment. Evidence was not submitted at the time of lodging the application as we were in the
process of obtaining it. Within a month of lodging the application a decision was made to dismiss
the application on the basis of a failure to establish act of violence, despite having 12 months to
provide the evidence. The decision was made without notice of the earliest date by which Victims
Services intended to make a decision. The decision was based on police evidence which Victims
Services could not provide to us. Jenny sought an internal review. Her matter was remitted to an
Assessor with a decision to be made upon Jenny providing further evidence or after the passing of
12 months since lodging her application, whichever comes first.

*Not her real name

Lack of procedural fairness

Elizabeth* was subjected to domestic violence, including physical assaults, perpetrated by her
partner.

We assisted Elizabeth to lodge an application for a recognition payment for domestic violence
related physical assaults. At that time Elizabeth was incarcerated and had reported the violence
but did not yet have medical evidence of injury because she could not access counselling in prison.

When we lodged Elizabeth’s application with evidence of reporting the violence only, Victims
Services gave her a further 12 months to obtain and provide evidence of injury.

Despite this, a Victims Services Assessor proceeded to determine her application before the 12
months had lapsed and dismissed her application due to lack of evidence. We assisted Elizabeth

Page 24 of 53



Women’s Legal Service NSW

to apply for internal review.

On review, a Senior Assessor determined that the claim should be remitted to the original Assessor
for determination; and that the claim should not be determined until 12 months had passed from
the lodgement of the application, or until Elizabeth had provided her evidence and requested the
Assessor to determine her claim (whichever occurred sooner).

*Not her real name

Failure to provide access to vetted COPS reports is a barrier

102.

103.

104.

Victims Services no longer provides applicants and/or their legal representatives access to vetted
Computerised Operational Policing System (COPS) reports. This causes a number of problems for
applicants and is not only a barrier but also amounts to a denial of procedural fairness.

We understand this is due to a change in NSW Police Force practice which means only a very small
group of people at Victims Services (assessors) can view COPS reports and only at the time of making
a determination. We understand Victims Services is not permitted to download the COPS reports nor
provide vetted COPS reports to an applicant and/or their advocate. Further, we understand Victims
Services is not permitted to provide police reports to the Tribunal when producing its bundle of
documents pursuant to, and ultimately in breach of section 58 of the Administrative Decisions Review
Act 1997 NSW (ADRA).

A failure to provide a copy of the COPS and other police records considered by an assessor leaves an
applicant at a disadvantage because they are not privy to the same material being considered by an
assessor. Sometimes this material will lead an assessor to draw an adverse inference which the
applicant can not respond to, or the applicant is not able to identify that the assessor has failed to
consider evidence in the police records which should have led the decision maker to determine the
claim at a higher payment. This is not resolved by an applicant simply obtaining records under
Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (access to information). Leaving aside the unnecessary
expense and time of making an application for police records, heavy redactions of those records or a
failure to provide exactly the same records viewed by assessors at Victims Services mean that it is
imperative that the principles of procedural fairness are upheld and that applicants are able to see and
know exactly what evidence is being considered by a decision maker in their case.

Failure to provide access to Court and other documents is a barrier

105.

106.

107.

We have requested documents in Victims Services’ possession in a matter for internal review. Victims
Services indicated that they had obtained Local Court records but that the Court prevented them from
sharing these documents with the applicant or their legal representative.

In another matter, Victims Services advised that documents obtained from Corrective Services were
unable to be provided to the applicant or legal representatives. Where this is the only record of either
act of violence, a report to government agency or injury, this is particularly problematic.

We are concerned by this lack of procedural fairness. There must be an urgent resolution to ensure
Victims Services can release such documents to the applicant or their legal representative.
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Adopting a more trauma informed approach to auditing of Immediate Needs Support Package -

108

109.

110.

Domestic Violence (INSP- DV)

. We are also concerned about the burdensome requirements imposed by Victims Services in relation to
the auditing of Immediate Needs Support Package - Domestic Violence (INSP- DV). This has included
requiring an applicant to produce receipts before further Immediate Needs Support can be accessed.

We understand the need for Victims Services to ensure that funds are appropriately spent. However, it
is important that where an applicant requires further support, including a further immediate needs
support package that the applicant is not precluded until such time as they produce a receipt or
provide other evidence of expenditure, such as a statutory declaration.

Noting that many victim-survivors are negotiating Victims Support on their own, without a legal
representatives or advocate, it is also important that flexibility about evidence to show expenditure for
INSP - DV is clearly communicated to everyone.

Recommendation 6:

By the end of 2022 the Department of Communities and Justice ensures procedural fairness by:

a.

b.

C.

An application for a recognition payment or financial assistance for economic loss is not
determined until at least 12 months after lodging the application or until such time as an applicant
advises Victims Services that they have lodged everything they intend to lodge, and the claim is ready
to be determined or in the alternative Victims Services informs the applicant/legal
representative/advocate in writing of the earliest date by which each aspect of a Victims Support
application will be determined.

The Applicant/legal representative/advocate having access to all evidence upon which Victims
Services relies on to make a decision.

Victims Services adopting a more trauma informed approach to auditing of Immediate Needs Support
Package - Domestic Violence (INSP- DV).

Increase transparency and accountability

111

112.

113.

114.

115.

. In the interests of transparency, accountability and natural justice, applicants, advocates and legal
representatives should have access to policies and guidelines upon which Victims Services base their
decisions.

It would also be helpful to publish some de-identified case study examples of decisions.

We are also deeply concerned by the lack of published data about the Victims Support Scheme on the
Victims Services website.

Following the introduction of the Victims Support Scheme, Victims Services published some data in its
data profiles from 2013-14 to 2017-18. This was published on Victims Services website. This
information has been removed since Victims Services has updated its website in September 2021.

We note limited information was published in the Department of Communities and Justice Annual
Report 2020-21.
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116. Women’s Legal Service NSW and Community Legal Centres NSW wrote to the Commissioner Victims
Rights on 17 July 2020 outlining the importance of data, including baseline data to assess the impact
of changes implemented from 1 July 2020. The data requested was similar to the data previously
published in the Chairperson Victims Compensation Tribunal Annual Reports.

117. In addition to the data requested in the letter, itisimportant information about the outcome of internal
and external reviews are published. For example, in the data profiles for 2016-17, information was
provided on:

i. The number of internal reviews lodged, the number of determinations made in relation to internal
review and the outcomes, including the number:

e confirmed,

e overturned,

e increased,

e withdrawn and
e remitted

ii. the number of reviews to the NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal and the number of decisions:

e awarded
e dismissed
e remitted
e pending

118. We continue to call for the regular publishing of comprehensive data on the Victims Support Scheme
and would welcome involvement in discussions with the Department of Communities and Justice on
this issue.

Recommendation 7:

a. By the end of 2022, require Victims Services or its managing agency or Minister to publish policies and
guidelines the rely on to make decisions.

b. By the end of 2022, require Victims Services or its managing agency or Minister to regularly publish
comprehensive data annually about the operation of the Victims Support Scheme as occurred under
the Victims Compensation Scheme and also publish quarterly reports.

Improve consultation with victim-survivors and their advocates

119. There have been significant concerns about a lack of and/or limited consultative processes regarding
decisions that impact significantly on victim-survivors in NSW.

120. In recent years, several changes have been implemented by Victims Services without consultation.

121. Victims Services changes to the operation of Victims Support that took effect from 1 July 2020 -
including changes to access to Victims Services Approved Counselling and the burden of evidence
gathering shifting from Victims Services to victim-survivors - were initially announced by email to
stakeholders as changes that would commence within a week. In response to this communication,
many organisations raised significant concerns and there was a short period of consultation.
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129.

130.

131.
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There have since been changes to auditing of INSP-DV and funding for group counselling has stopped.
Again, there has been little consultation on these changes.

In September 2021 the Commissioner Victims Rights unilaterally amended the Victims of Crime
Interagency Terms of Reference to remove any reference to the Victims of Crime Interagency as a
consultative mechanism. This was in the face of strong opposition by NGO members of the Victims of
Crime Interagency. We continue to join other organisations in advocating consultation is included in
the Victims of Crime Interagency Terms of Reference. See the Open Letter to NSW Attorney General.

Minutes of the Victims of Crime interagency meetings are no longer published. The last meeting in
which Victims of Crime Interagency minutes were published was in March 2020.

Reports from the Victims Advisory Board are no longer published and previous Victims Advisory Board
reports have been removed from the Victims Services website.

There have been long periods of time when the Victims Advisory Board has not met.

While acknowledging the very important role of the 6 community members on the Victims Advisory
Board we ask is this a sufficient number of community representatives?

We understand that when the Victims Advisory Board was first established it had a strong working
relationship with the Victims of Crime Interagency, with issues identified at the Victims of Crime
Interagency also being discussed at the Victims Advisory Board with two-way feedback mechanisms.
This is consistent with the function of the Victims Advisory Board

to consult victims of crime, community victims support groups and Government agencies on issues
and policies concerning victims of crime.?®

Such a process helps to identify issues and possible solutions and should be promoted.

It is important that there are strong consultative mechanisms between the Commissioner Victims
Rights, Victims Services and victim-survivors and their advocates to work collaboratively to ensure a
trauma informed, culturally safe response to victim-survivors and so victim-survivors can access the
support they need.

Itis also important to ensure proper consultation processes in the conduct of this review to hear about
the experiences of priority populations and the services supporting them as well as for survivors and
the services supporting them having input into any proposed solutions.

Recommendation 8:

Improve consultation in the following ways:

a.

Commissioner Victims Rights improves consultation mechanisms by requiring that proper
consultation is undertaken before Victims Services makes change. These consultation processes
must include ensuring the Victims Advisory Board (VAB) works collaboratively with the Victims of
Crime Interagency (VoCl) and other appropriate mechanisms with avenues for community
organisations to raise issues at VAB meetings and the publishing of VAB and VoCIl minutes.

Ensure proper consultation in this review to hear about the experiences of priority populations,
including First Nations people, refugee and migrant communities including people on temporary

B Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW, s111(1)(b)
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visas experiencing violence, people with disability, LGBTIQA+ communities, people who are
homeless, people with lived experience of prison, people in regional, rural and remote areas, older
people and younger people and for priority populations and the services supporting them to have
input into proposed solutions and be consulted on proposed solutions.

Part 2: Recommendations that the NSW Government implements in 2023

Removing time limits for victim-survivors of sexual, domestic and family violence and modern slavery

Remove upper time limits for recognition payments

132.

133.

134.

135.

136.

137.

138.

139.

The Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996 (now repealed) included section 26(3)(b) which
provided for leave to be granted to file an application for victims compensation outside of the usual
time limit for cases of sexual assault, domestic violence or child abuse. This was an important
provision and recognised the very common delay in reporting acts of violence and/or seeking
compensation for such acts of violence and removed a barrier which would otherwise exist for
applicants seeking to apply for compensation out of time.

The introduction of the Victims Rights and Support Act in 2013 failed to include any such out of time
provisions. The absence of an out of time provision ignores the lived experience of many victim-
survivors in delayed reporting, leaving many victim-survivors unable to apply for any victims support
other than counselling and does not reflect a trauma-informed victim-survivor centric support
framework.

Time limits of 10 years to apply for a recognition payment for adult victim-survivors of domestic
violence and sexual assault or 10 years after the day of turning 18 years of age if the act of violence was
child abuse are too restrictive.

Published data about Victims Support applications indicates a significant proportion of people are
precluded from making an application because of the time limits. For example, in 2013-14,11.4% (636)
of recognition payment applications were lodged more than 10 years from the act of violence. In 2014-
15, 13.7% (1019) were lodged more than 10 years after the act of violence. Victims Services did not
include a breakdown, for example in relation to victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual violence
and child abuse.

While Victims Services published data profile sets up to 2017-18 these data profile sets have been
removed from the Victims Services website. However, we anticipate that if such data is examined,
including more recent data it will continue to show the timeframes are a barrier.

There are many barriers to victim-survivors of sexual violence, domestic violence, child abuse and
modern slavery disclosing violence. This includes shame, stigma, loss of trust, social pressures,
isolation from social support, economic dependence on the perpetrator, cultural and community
barriers. It can also take some time for a victim-survivor to identify that what has happened to them is
acrime and it requires awareness of the supports available.

Women victim-survivors who are also primary care-givers often leave self-care until last and this may
mean they are only in a position to deal with acts of violence they experienced when they were children
when their own families have grown up.

We note that other jurisdictions in Australia allow discretion to apply out of time.
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140. We recommend no time limit, or in the alternative, the addition of a provision for leave to be granted

141

for out of time applications to victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, child abuse and
modern slavery and that there is a presumption leave will be granted unless “satisfied that there is no
good reason to do so”.

. We recommend there be a provision for granting leave for out of time applications to victim-survivors

of domestic violence, sexual assault, child abuse and modern slavery and that there is a presumption
leave will be granted unless “the Commissioner is satisfied that there is no good reason to do so”.

Remove 2-year timeframe for financial assistance

142

143.

144,

145.

146.

. Similarly, the 2-year time limit (or 2 years after the day of turning 18 years) for financial support for

medical and dental expenses is too restrictive.

While there are exceptions to the time limits for victim-survivors of child sexual abuse with respect to
some limited forms of financial assistance - such as out-of-pocket expenses and expenses associated
with criminal or coronial proceedings - significantly, these do not include medical and dental expenses.

In the second reading speech Minister Hazzard on behalf of the then Attorney General states
Victims need to be supported while they recover and come to terms with what has happened.
Minister Hazzard also states the new scheme is an “infinitely better response to victims” because it

provides a package of practical and financial support that is tailored to victims' individual needs and
provided to victims at the time they need it.

We agree that victim-survivors need to be supported while they recover but the reality of what it takes
for recovery does not always happen within the first two years of the relevant act of violence. To be
truly “tailored” and responsive to the “victims’ individual needs” for financial assistance, particularly
for victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, child sexual abuse, child abuse and modern
slavery, the time limit needs to be expanded beyond 2 years. We recommend extending the time limit
to 10 years from the last act of violence for all elements of financial assistance. If Recommendation 15
in relation to removal of these timeframes for family victims is not implemented, there should be
consideration of this time frame extending to family victims too.

Recommendation 9:

Remove all time limits for victim-survivors of sexual, domestic and family violence, including child sexual
abuse and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern slavery in relation to Victims Support
applications, including:

a.

b.

Remove upper time limits on recognition payments for victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual
assault and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern slavery.

Extending the time limit for financial assistance for victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual

assault, child sexual abuse and child abuse as well as victim-survivors of modern slavery to 10 years
from the last act of violence for all elements of financial assistance.
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Greater recognition of domestic violence, including child abuse and sexual violence and modern slavery

through higher recognition payments

Choking, suffocation and strangulating and attempts

147.

148.

The Crimes Amendment (Strangulation) Act 2014 recognised choking, suffocation and strangulation as
separate and specific offences and strengthened provisions relating to attempts to choke, suffocate
and strangle. In the second reading speech, the then Attorney General, and Minister for Justice
acknowledged the prevalence of strangulation in domestic violence incidents. The Attorney General
also recognised the potential lethality of strangulation “which causes significant physical and
psychological trauma to victims”. In acknowledging the difficulty in establishing grievous bodily harm
as it “relfies] on proof of particular bodily harm”, the Attorney General noted

many people who survive strangulation have minimal visible external injuries, despite the
seriousness of the offence. An insidious aspect of strangulation incidents is the significant fear and
psychological damage that can be inflicted on a victim without any physical injuries being
apparent.?*

We share concerns about the difficulty victim-survivors of domestic violence have in establishing
grievous bodily harm and therefore recommend choking, suffocation, strangulation or attempts to
choke, suffocate or strangle should be specifically included at a minimum as a Category C recognition
payment.

Ongoing domestic violence

149

150.

151

. Itis not clear to us why the Victims Rights and Support Act rightfully recognises the impact of ongoing

sexual abuse and provides for a Category B payment, while failing to recognise the impact of ongoing
and prolonged domestic violence. Even though an applicant could technically make a number of
different applications for different periods or clusters of domestic violence by the same offender,
Victims Services does not usually find such applications as “unrelated” pursuant to section 19(4) and
(5) of the VRSA. What this means is that many applicants of ongoing domestic and family violence and
abuse are only eligible for a recognition payment of $1500, unless they can meet the grievous bodily
harm element, to receive a payment of $5000. These recognition payments do not reflect community
expectations as to appropriate payments in recognition of ongoing domestic and family violence and
abuse.

We submit that the Category B recognition payment should be expanded to include ongoing acts of
domestic violence.

. We also submit that modern slavery should fall within a Category B recognition payment.

Better recognition of family violence within familial and kinship context

152

. We recommend the list of relationships outlined in the definition of “sexual assault and domestic

violence” in s 19(8)(f) of the VRSA be expanded to include all domestic relationships outlined in the
Crimes Domestic and Personal Violence Act.

24 Crimes Amendment (Strangulation) Bill 2014, Second Reading, Legislative Assembly Hansard, 7 May 2014 (then
Attorney General, and Minister for Justice, the Hon Brad Hazzard)
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153. Consistency in the definition of relationships across the two Acts isimportant. Itis not clear why there
are gaps or carve outs of particular relationships and it means that there are some victim-survivors of
violence who are not entitled to claim victims support.

154. One such gap relates to the absence of recognition of First Nations kin relationships as reflected in the
Crimes Domestic and Personal Violence Act as follows

In the case of an Aboriginal person or a Torres Strait Islander, is or has been part of the extended
family or kin of the other person according to the Indigenous kinship system of the person’s
culture,”

or
is or has been a relative of the other person.?®

155. This gap has significant impacts for First Nations people and their potential eligibility for victims
support.

156. We recommend the list of relationships outlined in the definition of “sexual assault and domestic
violence” in s 19(8)(f) of the VRSA is expanded to be consistent with the list included in the definition of
“domestic relationship” in the Crimes Domestic and Personal Violence Act.

Elevating acts of violence to higher recognition payments and annual indexation

157. We also advocate that Category B recognition payments be elevated to a Category A recognition
payment ($15,000). This is to reflect the seriousness of the offences as well as the fact there has been
no indexation on payments since the Victims Support Scheme was introduced in May 2013.

158. It is important that payments are indexed annually but note further that payments should never
decrease, despite indexation.

Recommendation 10:

Provide greater recognition of domestic violence, including child abuse, sexual violence, child sexual
abuse and modern slavery through higher recognition payments. These payments should increase in
value with the current categories shifted to higher categories.

a. Choking, suffocation, strangulation or attempts to choke, suffocate or strangle should be specifically
included at a minimum as a Category C recognition payment.

b. Category B recognition payments should be expanded to include domestic violence involving violence
that is one of a series of related acts and modern slavery.

c. The list of relationships outlined in the definition of “sexual assault and domestic violence” in s 19(8)(f)
of the VRSA be expanded to be consistent with the list included in the definition of “domestic
relationship” in the Crimes Domestic and Personal Violence Act.

d. Category B recognition payment should be elevated to Category A ($15,000).

%5 Crimes (Domestic and Personal Violence) Act 2007 NSW, s 5(h)
% Crimes (Domestic and Personal Violence) Act 2007 NSW, s 5(g)
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e. Payments need to be indexed annually and should not ever decrease despite indexation.

Modern slavery
Amend definition of “victim of crime” and “modern slavery”

159. Amendments to the Victims Rights and Support Act have recently taken effect to recognise a “victim of
crime” includes victim-survivors of modern slavery. This is a welcomed development.

160. However, the definition of “victim of crime” under the VRSA means that:
a. only some forms of modern slavery are captured;

b. only those subject to slavery, servitude and forced labour occurring in a supply chain may access
the victims of crime provisions under the VRSA.

161. Specifically,

Avictim of crime is a person who suffers harm as a direct result of an act committed, or apparently
committed, by another person in the course of a criminal offence or in the course of conduct of a kind
referred to in paragraph (b) of the definition of modern slavery in section 5 (1) of the Modern Slavery
Act2018.

162. The conduct referred to in section 5(1)(b) of the Modern Slavery Act (MSA) is "any conduct involving the
use of any form of slavery, servitude or forced labour to exploit children or other persons taking place in
the supply chains of government agencies or non-government agencies".

163. This new definition of "victim of crime" explicitly includes:
i. slavery”,;
ii. servitude® ;or
iii. forced labour®.

164. Excluded from this list are other forms of modern slavery captured by section 5(1)(a) of the MSA’s
definition of modern slavery, namely the offences contained in Schedule 2 of the MSA.

165. These include other forms of slavery and slavery-like offences such as deceptive recruiting, debt
bondage, forced marriage and trafficking.

166. Each of these types of conduct are defined distinctly and separately under the Commonwealth Criminal

Code, so it does not necessarily follow that they fall within a broader notion of "slavery", "servitude" or
"forced labour" (or, if they do, this is not clear from the drafting).

167. This "victim of crime" definition also requires the modern slavery conduct take place in the supply chain
of a government or non-government agency which potentially excludes modern slavery conduct that
cannot be identified as having occurred in a supply chain. This again may limit the people who may be
considered a "victim of crime". The fact that there is no definition of "supply chain" under the MSA or

Zwhich has the same meaning as in section 270.1 of the Commonwealth Criminal Code.
2 which has the same meaning as in section 270.4 of the Commonwealth Criminal Code.
2 which has the same meaning as in section 270.6 of the Commonwealth Criminal Code
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the VRSAis problematic as it creates further uncertainty as to who is entitled to seek assistance under
the victims support scheme.

168. On 9 October 2019, we made a submission to the Inquiry into the Modern Slavery Act 2018 and
associated matters in which we raised these issues.

169. We recommend amending the definition of “victims of crime” and “act of modern slavery” in the VRSA
to include all forms of modern slavery.

Recommendation 11:

Amend the definition of “victim of crime” and “act of modern slavery” in the Victims Rights and Support
Act to include all forms of modern slavery. This requires:

a. The definition of “victim of crime” in s5(1) of the Victims Rights and Support Act specifically referring to
sections 5(1)(a) and 5(1)(b) of the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (NSW).

b. The definition of “modern slavery” in s19A of the Victims Rights and Support Act be amended so an “or”
exists between s19A(1)(a) and s19A(1)(b) rather than an “and” or it reads “and/or”.

Standard of proof of “reasonable likelihood”

170. The standard of proof for determining eligibility for redress under the National Redress Scheme for
Institutional Child Sexual Abuse is "reasonable likelihood". Section 6 of the National Redress Scheme
for Institutional Child Sexual Abuse Act 2018, defines “reasonable likelihood” as

the chance of the person being eligible is real, is not fanciful or remote and is more than merely
plausible.

171. This standard of proof was recommended by the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to
Child Sexual Abuse in its Redress and civil litigation report (2015). The Royal Commission concluded
that:

the standard of proof for a redress scheme should be lower than the common law standard of
proof.°

172. The Royal Commission was of the view that a lower standard of proof was appropriate, given that
redress payments are not intended to provide compensation equivalent to common law damages.*"

173. We note the highest payment available under the National Redress Scheme is $150,000.

174. A recognition payment under the VRSA is not compensation assessed according to common law
principles. Rather, as the name indicates it is intended to be a recognition of the harm caused by the
act of violence.

175. On this basis it is appropriate that the standard of proof of “reasonable likelihood” should also apply to
the NSW Victims Support Scheme.

3% Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2015) Redress and civil litigation report, p
372 (380)
31 1bid, p375-76 (383-384)
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An independent review of the National Redress Scheme was conducted following the second
anniversary of the Scheme. The review found:

...the standard of reasonable likelihood to be appropriate. However, the Scheme should review its
policy guidelines and training material to ensure appropriate guidance is provided to [Independent
decision makers] to avoid inconsistencies.>

The review also raised concerns that the Scheme's Assessment Framework did not impose one
consistent standard of proof and recommended:

The Australian Government amend the Act, the Assessment Framework, policy and guidelines to
establish a ‘reasonable likelihood’ standard of proof for all decisions relating to an application.

The findings of the Second Year Review of the National Redress Scheme reiterate the importance not
only of legislating a lower standard of proof for determining eligibility for redress, but also ensuring
that decision-makers are appropriately skilled and supported to apply the threshold consistently and
to assess applications in a survivor-centric and trauma-informed way.

These findings are also relevant in the context of a Victims Support Scheme.

Recommendation 12:

a.

Legislate a standard of proof of “reasonable likelihood” in the Victims Rights and Support Act
consistent with the National Redress Scheme for people who have experienced institutional child
sexual abuse.

The form of evidence should not be prescribed

180.

181.

182.

183.

The requirement to provide specific forms of evidence that meet the standard of proof of balance of
probabilities to support a Victims Support application is too restrictive. For example, documentary
evidence requirements for a recognition payment include:

a police report, or a report by a Government agency or a report by a person or non-government
organisation funded to provide support to victims of crime to establish act of violence, and

a medical, dental or counselling report verifying injury.

Expanding the forms of evidence to establish act of violence to include a non-government
organisation funded to provide support to victims of crime was an important improvement
implemented following the 2016 statutory review. This change recognises not all victim-survivors
report to police or government agencies.

It is not clear why documentary evidence needs to be prescribed.

We continue to advocate it should be sufficient that an applicant provides evidence to meet the
standard of proof of “reasonable likelihood” and that the form of evidence to meet that test is not
prescribed.

32R. Kruk (2021) Final Report: Second Year Review of the National Redress Scheme p 63 (64)
3 R. Kruk (2021) Final Report: Second Year Review of the National Redress Scheme, recommendation 3.4
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Recommendation 13:

The form of evidence to support a Victims Support application is not prescribed.

Improve access to loss of earnings payments
184. Establishing loss of earnings is difficult, particularly for unrepresented applicants.

185. Evidence is prescribed and includes documentation from the employer that outlines the time taken off
work without pay and the reason for the leave.?*

186. Some victim-survivors of violence, particularly victim-survivors of sexual and domestic violence may
be reluctant to claim for economic loss for many reasons, including fear, shame and embarrassment
about telling their employer the reason for their absence from work.

187. In some circumstances, the alleged perpetrator of the violence may be the employer, for example,
modern slavery or a sexual assault by an employer. Prescribing the form of evidence denies some
people access to the support to which they are entitled and need.

188. We recommend the VRSA be amended so the type of evidence required is not prescribed.

189. Itis also important that casual workers are not excluded from loss of earning payments. For example,
currently casual workers are ineligible for support in circumstances where they are seen to “refuse
work” because they are in hospital or attending court. This should be reconsidered.

190. We also recommend Victim Services assists victim-survivors to obtain alternative forms of evidence.
Calculation of “actual loss of earnings”

191. The need for further work to be undertaken on the calculation of “actual loss of earnings” was raised
in the Community Legal Centres NSW submission to the 2016 review of the VRSA.

192. We extract the relevant paragraphs below.

[69] A further issue relates to the way actual loss of earnings is calculated. The process of calculating
loss of earnings is complex and convoluted and is not likely something which could be navigated by
the ordinary person.

[71] We recommend clarification and simplification of the calculation of loss of actual earnings and
that the method of calculation is embedded in the victims support legislation and indexed.

[72] We recommend further consultation on this issue.

193. We note the Victims Rights and Support Amendment (Statutory Amendment) Act 2018 amended Cl 7 of
the Victims Rights and Support Regulation focussed on calculation of actual loss of earnings to allow
for indexation, removing reference to:

the Workers Compensation Act 1987 after the first 26 weeks of incapacity within the meaning of
clause 1 of Part 19H of Schedule 6 to that Act.

3 Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW s 39(3)
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Inserting instead
section 37 of the Workers Compensation Act 1987 (as in force immediately before its substitution
by the Workers Compensation Legislation Amendment Act 2012) and indexed in accordance with

law.

194. However, it continues to be challenging for people to calculate actual loss of earnings, particularly
victim-survivors doing this on their own. This must be addressed.

Recommendation 14:

Improve access to economic loss payments:

a. The type of evidence to support an economic loss claim should not be prescribed.

b. Victim Services actively supports victim-survivors to evidence claims of economic loss.

c. Improve access to economic loss payments for victim-survivors engaged in casual work.

d. Clarification and simplification of the calculation of loss of actual earnings and that the method of

calculation is embedded in the Victims Rights and Support Act. Further consultation specific to this
issue is required.

Improve access to the Victims Support Scheme for family victims where there has been a homicide

195. We share concerns raised by the Homicide Victims Support Group and support recommendations to
improve access to the Victims Support Scheme for family victims.

Recommendation 15:
Improve access to the Victims Support Scheme for family victims:

a. Remove time limits on funeral payments to accommodate matters where the victim’s body has not
been found or where the victim’s body has not been released for any reason.

b. Remove time limits for justice related expenses to accommodate matters that do not get resolved
within the current period.

c. Allow additional justice related payments over and above the current limit to accommodate matters
that go to retrial and multiple appeals.

d. Remove time limits on applications for justice related expenses for family victims. In the alternative,
though less preferred, the time limit should start from the day charges are laid in relation to the
homicide. These expenses should be made available for all homicide related court matters - including
mentions, trials, appeals and Coronial Inquests, Mental Health Review Tribunal hearings and State
Parole proceedings.

e. Improve access to Victims Support Approved Counsellors in rural areas, especially where family
victims choose to have face to face counselling or may not have access to adequate online services.

This will require active recruitment of counsellors by Victims Services.

f. Reinstate option for payment of support person expenses for court or other related needs.
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g. Remove time limits or hours restrictions on counselling for family victims who will need to return to

counselling at other stages in their life eg appeals, retrials, parole hearings.

Legislative provision for disbursements

196.

197.

198.

199.

200.

201.

202.

203.

204.

205.

When we represent women in Victims Support matters, we generally pay the costs associated with
Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (access to information) expenses and other
evidentiary requirements such as medical reports.

When we seek these expenses, overwhelmingly Victims Services informs us they are only able to pay
these expenses directly to the applicant and that we should recover this money from the applicant.
Thisis an impractical and unworkable system.

On very rare occasions, Victims Services repays us directly for these disbursements.
There is no consistency in approach by Victims Services.

The clients with whom we work are not in a position to pay these expenses upfront. As a non-profit
community legal centre, our resources are very limited and are further stretched by having to cover the
costs of disbursements, particularly where we are not reimbursed.

This is yet another reason why Victims Services should return to collecting evidence on behalf of
Victims Support applicants.

In the event that Victims Services does not return to obtaining evidence, and in circumstances where
an applicant or their representative seeks evidence at cost from an agency, there must be an efficient,
transparent and consistent system for reimbursement. Amongst solutions previously put forward by
us is a consideration of whether Victims Services can be directly invoiced by agencies for access to
information and related expenses.

Alternatively, there is a need for legislative amendment to the VRSA to enable Victims Services to pay
third parties for Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (access to information) expenses and
other evidentiary requirements such as medical reports separate to financial assistance.

It is important these expenses are separate and in addition to financial assistance as financial
assistance is for a specific purpose - immediate needs and economic loss.

If Victims Services does not return to obtaining evidence, the NSW Government will need to fund
services to undertake this work, in addition to also funding disbursements. This is particularly
important for victim-survivors of sexual violence, child sexual abuse, domestic violence, child abuse
and modern slavery.

Recommendation 16:

Legislate amendments to the Victims Rights and Support Act to enable Victims Services to pay third
parties for Government Information (Public Access) Act 2009 (access to information) expenses and other
evidentiary requirements such as medical reports separate to financial assistance.

Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis payment

206.

In the Community Legal Centres NSW submission to the 2016 statutory review of the VRSA we
supported the proposal by People with Disability Australia for a new Victims Support payment called
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a Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis payment. We continue to support this
recommendation.

People with Disability Australia raised the important issue of the need for the NSW Victims Support
Scheme to be more responsive to the needs of victim-survivors of violence with a disability.

Disability support, for example, for attendant care in a refuge or for an Auslan or sign interpreter, is
very expensive. The cost of such support may be a barrier to leaving situations of domestic violence.

While victim-survivors of violence with a disability can claim such expenses as immediate needs, this
means having to choose between these expenses and for example, clothing and furniture. This results
in people with a disability being treated differently to those without a disability and is an unacceptable
solution.

People with Disability Australia (PWDA) have previously proposed the addition of a new victims
support payment called a Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis payment.

They propose this payment should be modelled on the Victorian Family and Domestic Violence Crisis
Response Initiative, which is:

A maximum of $9000 over 12 weeks;

Available for women with disability and/or women whose child/ren have disability (however, this
should be guided by self-identification of disability in collaboration with a domestic and family
violence service provider, in line with World Health Organisation definition);

Covers the standard array of disability supports, including personal care, Auslan or sign language
interpretation, assistance providing care for children, assistance with meal preparation, shopping,
and so on.

Given the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) does not provide a crisis response service the
need for a Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis payment is all the more important.

If the NDIS is unable to provide the required assistance before the end of the 3- month period, the
Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis payment should be available for up to an additional
3 months.

This payment should be a separate payment and not included in the $5,000 maximum amount for
immediate needs, $30,000 maximum amount for economic loss or in the recognition payment. Victim-
survivors of crime with a disability should not be required to choose between needs. Rather their
varying needs should be adequately met.

We continue to endorse this recommendation.

Implementation of this recommendation would be consistent with the objects of the Victims Rights and
Support Act and the NSW Domestic and Family Violence Justice Strategy to ensure the justice response

is “an accessible system” including for people with disability.

Recommendation 17:

Add a new Victims Support payment called a Disability and Domestic and Family Violence Crisis

3 NSW Domestic Violence Justice Strategy 2013-2017, p 12 and 20.
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payment.

Introduce Immediate Needs Support Package - Sexual violence

217. We congratulate Victims Services and their staff on the introduction of the Immediate Needs Support
Package for victim-survivors of domestic violence.

218. In May 2020 in a letter from Community Legal Centres NSW to the Commissioner Victims Rights about
proposed changes to Victims Support, community legal centres outlined why the Immediate Needs
Support Package for Domestic Violence is so important to victim-survivors and in large part meets their
needs, including because:

e theactofviolence is recent;
e there are lower evidentiary requirements than a recognition payment;
e theevidence is readily available, for example through a Police COPS report;

e jf a female victim-survivor is attending Local Court for first mention relating to an apprehended
domestic violence order, she will likely receive assistance from a Women’s Domestic Violence Court
Advocacy Service worker who can provide a pro forma support letter and submit the application; and

e thereis a maximum payment of up to $5000.

219. We strongly support the rolling out of the Immediate Needs Support Package for other categories of
victim-survivors, including victim-survivors of sexual violence.

Recommendation 18:

Introduce Immediate Needs Support Package - Sexual violence.

Young people

220. We understand that the intention of holding recognition payments for victim-survivors under 18 years
old on trustis to protect their recognition payment. However, there needs to be a discretionary process
for victim-survivors under 18 years old to access their recognition payment prior to turning 18 years.
This may help some young people attain economic independence. We refer to the submission of Youth
Law Australia which discusses this issue in more detail.

Recommendation 19:

Introduce a discretionary process for victim-survivors under 18 years old to access their recognition
payment rather than it being held on trust.

Special Benefit

221. Recipients of Victim Support payments should be able to get the full benefit of the payment without
their Centrelink benefit being affected.

222. Victims Services publications about Victims Support indicate a Centrelink payment should not be
affected by a Victim Support payment.
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However, there is an exception with Special Benefit. This payment is treated differently because it is
discretionary. The other income support payments are legislated entitlements if a person satisfies the
criteria for eligibility.

The Social Security Act says that Special Benefit may be granted if the person is not eligible for any
other income support payment and the person is “unable to earn a sufficient livelihood” 3°

The Social Security Guide states that a person has to be in financial hardship as well as unable to earn
a sufficient livelihood, and that Special Benefit is not payable if the person has more than $5000 in
available funds.

It can be difficult for people on Special Benefit to advocate they get the full benefit of the Victims
Support payment without impacting Special Benefit. This process can be distressing and further
compound trauma.

Recommendation 20:

Victims Services advocate to Services Australia for amendments to the Social Security Guide that will
protect recipients of Special Benefit and allow them to get the full benefit of Victims Support (or
equivalent) payments without their Special Benefit being affected. This is particularly important for
victim-survivors of domestic violence, sexual violence, child abuse, child sexual abuse and modern
slavery.

Expand eligibility for Victims Support to people who are victim-survivors of crime whilst incarcerated

227.

228.

229.

Currently a person in custody (excluding those on remand) is not eligible for Victims Support if they are
a victim-survivor of a crime while in custody unless there are special circumstances, or they are in
prison for failure to pay a fine.

This can convey the message that violence against a person in custody does not matter and violence
in prison is condoned.

All victim-survivors of crime should be able to access the support they need to help them to recover.

Recommendation 21:

Expand eligibility for Victims Support to all people who are victims of crime whilst incarcerated.

Strengthen the Charter of Victims Rights

Reporting on Charter complaints

230. Consistent with the Commissioner’s role in “promoting and overseeing the implementation of the

Charter of Victims Rights”, Victims Services previously provided quarterly reports at the Victims of
Crime Interagency meetings about the number of Charter of Victims Rights complaints it received, the
nature of the alleged breaches, the agency involved, and the number of complaints sustained, not
sustained, withdrawn or outside the Charter. The last report was provided in March 2020.

3 Social Security Act 1991 Cth s 729
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231. We note there is reference in the Department of Communities and Justice Annual Report 2020-21 to 41
Charter of Victims Rights complaints made with 39 resolved by 30 June 2021.3” However, there is no
detail about the nature of the complaints, agencies involved and how the matters were resolved.

232. We recommend that Victims Services resume publishing quarterly reports which note the number of
Charter of Victims Rights complaints it received, the nature of the alleged breaches, the agency
involved, and the number of complaints sustained, not sustained, withdrawn or outside the Charter.

Victim-survivors right to seek a review of prosecutorial decisions

233. The Queensland Women’s Safety and Justice Taskforce recently considered the Queensland Charter
of Victims Rights and recommended it be reviewed once an independent commissioner for victims of
crime is established.

234. The Taskforce referred to the model in England and Wales where victim-survivors of crime can “ask for
a review where a decision is made not to charge a suspect, not to refer a matter to the Crown Prosecution
Service, not to start a prosecution, or to stop a prosecution”.

235. The Taskforce recommended

The Queensland Police Service and the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions establish a clear,
robust, transparent and easily accessible internal ‘right to review’ process of police and
prosecutorial decisions for victim-survivors of sexual violence. The internal right of review will
include an ability for a victim-survivor to request that a police decision to discontinue charges, and
a prosecution decision made on behalfofthe Director of Public Prosecution, be reviewed by another
more senior officer. The outcome of the review could be for the decision to be changed, affirmed or
an alternative decision made. The outcome of an internal review process including the reasons for
the decision will be clearly communicated, using plain English to the victim-survivor.®

236. We support a similar recommendation being implemented in NSW.
Communication with victim-survivors

237. The Victims Charter Act 2006 Victoria specifically refers to “tak[ing] into account and be[ing] responsive”
to a number of factors in communicating with victim-survivors, including:

(i) the victim's understanding of English; and
(ii) whether the victim has a disability; and
(i)  whether the victim is a child.>®

238. We regularly hear from women that they have not had access to an interpreter when they needed one
at the time of reporting sexual, domestic and/or family violence and abuse, for example, to police or at
other stages throughout the justice journey.

3" Department of Communities and Justice, (2021) Annual Report 2020-21 Volume 1 Performance and activities
report, p 92

3 Women'’s Safety and Justice Taskforce (2022) Hear Her Voice: Women and girls’ experiences across the criminal
Justice system - Report 2 Volumel, Queensland, recommendation 50

3 Victims Charter Act 2006 Victoria, s 7B(c)
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239. It would be beneficial to include similar provisions in the NSW Charter of Victims Rights to ensure,
greater awareness of a victim-survivor’s right to access an interpreter.

Information about trial process and role as witness
240. Section 6.6 of the Charter Victims Rights in NSW provides:

Avictim who is a witness in the trial for the crime will be informed about the trial process and the
role of the victim as a witness in the prosecution of the accused.

241. We recommend the Charter of Victims Rights also inform a complainant of “any special protections or
alternative arrangements for giving evidence” and informing the court of the complainant’s
preferences for this as outlined in the Victims Charter Act 2006 Victoria.*°

Access to support and financial assistance for victim-survivors of personal violence
242. The Charter of Victims Rights includes:

Avictim will be informed at the earliest practical opportunity, by relevant agencies and officials, of
the services and remedies available to the victim.*'

A victim will have access where necessary to available welfare, health, counselling and legal
assistance responsive to the victim’s needs.*

Avictim of a crime involving sexual or other serious personal violence is entitled to make a claim
under the Victims Support Scheme.®

243. The Victims Rights Act 1996 which was repealed and replaced by the Charter of Victims Rights in the
VRSA when the NSW Victims Support Scheme was introduced included similar wording in reference to
compensation:

A victim of a crime involving sexual or other serious personal violence is entitled to make a claim
under a statutory scheme for victims compensation.

244, However, this was based on a victims compensation scheme that provided a framework for costs and
disbursements to help a victim-survivor make a claim for victims compensation.

245, When the NSW Victims Support Scheme was introduced, Victims Services collected the evidence to
support a victims support application for victim-survivors who requested this.

246. If Victims Services does not return to collecting the evidence, section 6.17 of the Charter of Victims
Rights needs to be strengthened to ensure this right is realised.

Recommendation 22:
Strengthen the Charter of Victims Rights to:

a. Give victim-survivors a right to seek a review of prosecutorial decisions consistent with

40 Victims Charter Act 2006 Victoria, s 11(2)(a)(iv) and s 11(2)(b)
L Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW, s 6.2
“2 Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW, s 6.3
* Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW s 6.17
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recommendation 50 of the Queensland Women’s Safety and Justice Taskforce: Hear Her Voice:
Women and girls’ experiences across the criminal justice system - Report 2 Volume 1.

Make clear a victim-survivor’s right to access an interpreter when reporting violence to police and
throughout the justice journey.

Inform a complainant of “any special protections or alternative arrangements for giving evidence” and
informing the court of the complainant’s preferences for this as outlined in the Victims Charter Act
2006 Victoria.

Help victim-survivors realise the right to make a claim under the Victims Support Scheme.

Ensure procedural fairness

Discretion to apply for an internal review out of time

247.

248.

249,

250.

The strict 90-day time limit for internal review is a barrier.

Even though a Victims Services decision includes basic information about the right to seek a review, an
applicant may not understand what this means and what they need to do. Some may not be able to
obtain legal advice or only seek legal advice towards the end of the time limit. We note the Victims
Support Scheme is intended to operate without the assistance of lawyers.

The current lack of discretion is at odds with the intended beneficial nature of the legislation for victim-
survivors and is an unusual practice. There is discretion to apply out of time for external reviews.

We submit there should be out of time provisions applied to internal reviews.

Victims Support internal review - change to practice is a barrier to justice

251.

252.

253.

254.

255.

Victims Services introduced a change in practice with respect to internal reviews in about October 2020
without consultation.

Prior to October 2020, applicants had 90 days from receiving the decision within which to lodge a
request for internal review. Applicants could provide (or amend) grounds and lodge any further
relevant evidence at a later date, including after 90 days. This practice was in place from the time of
the introduction of the Victims Support Scheme in 2013.

We noticed a change in practice when we tried to lodge an internal review without providing grounds,
electing to provide grounds at a later time, and were unable to do so.

We wrote to the Commissioner Victims Rights to seek clarification on the change in practice on 13
October 2020 and to advocate the practice since the introduction of the Victims Support Scheme in
2013 continue.

The Commissioner corresponded with Women’s Legal Service NSW on this issue and indicated she
believed the internal review application form and Victim Services practices were inconsistent with the
legislation and would be changed accordingly. The Commissioner interpreted s49 of the VRSA as
requiring an application for review to include the full ground/errors of the review at the time of filing
which cannot be amended, and any supporting evidence must be submitted within 90 days. We note
that this does not preclude Victims Services deferring a decision while it seeks further information.
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On 11 November 2020, we wrote to the Attorney General, and then Minister for Prevention of Domestic
and Sexual Violence, the Hon Mark Speakman, raising concerns about this change in practice and
advised further that we did not agree with the Commissioner’s legislative interpretation.

We note further that the NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal does not require all evidence and/or
submissions to be submitted within the timeframe for lodging an appeal of a Victims Services decision
and grounds for an appeal can be amended.

Beyond what we believe to be an incorrect legislative interpretation, the practical application of this
interpretation is that this limits the time available to an applicant to collect any additional evidence
required to support an internal review application. This is particularly an issue where a decision has
been made without providing procedural fairness as outlined in Jenny’s and Elizabeth’s case studies
above.

We are particularly concerned for applicants who are not legally represented and traversing an
application for internal review.

To clarify and to ensure procedural fairness and natural justice to applicants, the VRSA should include
provisions which note:

i. that the time limit for lodging an internal review applies only to the notification to Victims
Services of the internal review request;

ii.  Victims Services must set a date on which the internal review decision will be made and that
date must be at least a further 3 months from the date of filing of the internal review request
and can be extended on application of the applicant and must not be unreasonably refused
by Victims Services. Victims Services can set an earlier date to make an internal review
decision upon the request of an applicant;

iii. thatthe groundsand further evidence and submissions can be filed after 90 days and up until
the internal review decision date; and

iv. thatthe grounds and submissions can be amended up until the internal review decision date.

Recommendation 23:

Amend the VRSA to provide discretion to apply out of time for internal review for all aspects of Victims
Support.

Recommendation 24:

To clarify and to ensure procedural fairness and natural justice to applicants, the VRSA should include
provisions which note:

That the time limit for lodging an internal review applies only to the notification to Victims Services
of the internal review request;

Victims Services must set a date on which the internal review decision will be made and that date
must be at least a further 3 months from the date of filing of the internal review request and can be
extended on application of the applicant and must not be unreasonably refused by Victims Services.
Victims Services can set an earlier date to make an internal review decision upon the request of an
applicant;
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c. That the grounds and further evidence and submissions can be filed after 90 days and up until the
internal review decision date; and

d. That the grounds and submissions can be amended up until the internal review decision date.

External review for all aspects of Victims Support
261. Currently only decisions about recognition payments can go to an external review.

262. All decisions should be externally reviewable, including decisions on claims for financial assistance.

Recommendation 25:

Amend the VRSA to ensure external review is available for all claims for financial assistance, including
immediate needs and economic loss.

Lapsing provision

263. Following the 2016 statutory review of the Victims Rights and SupportAct, arecommendation was made
to:

Include a new section of the Act to empower the Commissioner to lapse an application for which the
supporting evidence was not lodged within twelve months of the last correspondence, unless there is
a good reason for the delay, provided that the Commissioner has first attempted to contact the
applicant on at least three occasions.*

264. This provision allowed at least 12 months for the collection of evidence.

265. At the time of its introduction, Victims Services was responsible for collecting evidence and if unable
to locate evidence, Victims Services typically asked the applicant to provide it.

266. Since the changes implemented on 1 July 2020, the burden now falls to applicants to collect their own
evidence. Further, Victims Services states in their publications about Victims Support that if supporting
evidence is not provided within 12 months of lodging an application “Your application will be closed”.

267. Itis essential that section 41Ais not interpreted narrowly and that there is a presumption to extend the
time to provide evidence, particularly in relation to requests by applicants who are victim-survivors of
domestic violence, sexual violence, child abuse, child sexual abuse, modern slavery as well as for family
victims.

Recommendation 26:

Section 41A of the VRSA (lapsing provision) be reviewed and if it continues it not be interpreted narrowly
and that there is a presumption to extend the time to provide evidence, particularly in relation to
requests by applicants who are victim-survivors of sexual violence, child sexual abuse, domestic
violence, child abuse, modern slavery as well as for family victims.

“ NSW Department of Justice (2018) Statutory Review: Victims Rights and Support Act 2013, Recommendation 14, p
20(24)
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Legislative requirement to note all evidence and provide reasons

268.

269.

270.

271.

272.

273.

274.

275.

Victims Services decisions are usually brief and appear to be of a template nature.
It is often not clear what evidence is considered and whether all evidence has been considered.

There have been several occasions where we have represented women claiming grievous bodily harm
arising from a significant psychological injury who were awarded a Category D recognition payment at
firstinstance and a Category C recognition payment either oninternal review or review to the NSW Civil
and Administrative Tribunal. Sometimes this has been because Victim Services did not have all
relevant evidence before it prior to making a decision. On other occasions it appears they had all
relevant information before it but did not properly consider the evidence.

Detailed reasons for the decision are often not provided.

A lack of clarity about what evidence has been considered and the reasons for the decision makes it
difficult for victim-survivors to understand why a decision has been made. It also makes it difficult to
appeal a decision (through internal or external review).

We note s 43(5) of the VRSA requires reasons for the making of a successful determination and s 43(6)
of the VRSA requires reasons when an application is dismissed.

We recommend the strengthening of these provisions, legislating the requirement for Victims Services
to note all evidence considered and provide reasons for their decisions outlining the evidence relied
upon for a decision so victim-survivors can understand the decision and to ensure procedural fairness

It is also important that decisions are in plain language so they can be easily understood by victim-
survivors.

Recommendation 27:

Legislate the requirement for Victims Services to note all evidence considered and provide reasons for
their decisions ensuring that decision-makers provide applicants with detailed information to justify
their decision in plain language, and that the reasons outline the evidence relied upon to reach the
decision.

Commissioner correcting an error in a determination notice

276.

Following the last statutory review, s43(7) of the VRSA was introduced:

The Commissioner may, only on the Commissioner’s own initiative, amend a notice given under this
section to correct an error in the notice.*®

277. 1t would be helpful if data could be published on how often this provision has been used in each

financial year since its introduction.

278. We recommend that this provision should also be extended to enable the Commissioner on request to

amend a notice to correct an error in the notice. There should also be steps taken to make people
aware of this provision.

* Victims Rights and Support Amendment (Statutory Review) Act 2018 NSW
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Victim-blaming assumptions and procedural fairness in relation to adverse inferences

279.

280.

We are also concerned that some assessors are making victim-blaming assumptions about evidence
and applicants. For example, there may be many reasons why a survivor of sexual assault might say
they will make a further statement to police and then not make a statement. Adverse inferences should
not be drawn from this. Adverse inferences should also not be drawn because an applicant may have
been under the influence of drugs or alcohol at the time of the act of violence, or because she may have
had criminal convictions for past offences.

As a matter of procedural fairness, if Victims Services intends to draw adverse inferences on the
evidence before it, Victims Services should advise the applicant or their legal representative and ask if
there is further evidence to submit or submissions to be made with respect to the issue in question. In
our experience, Victims Services is failing to provide procedural fairness in this regard.

Recommendation 28:

Section 43(7) of the VRSA be extended to enable the Commissioner on request to amend a notice to
correct an error in the notice. There should also be steps taken to make people aware of this provision.

Recommendation 29:

As a matter of procedural fairness, if Victims Services intends to draw adverse inferences on the evidence
before it, Victims Services should advise the applicant or their legal representative and ask if there is
further evidence to submit or submissions to be made with respect to the issue in question.

Restitution

Presumption not to pursue restitution in circumstances of domestic violence, child abuse, sexual

281.

282.

283.

violence, child sexual abuse and modern slavery

One of the objectives of the VRSA is

to enable financial support paid and recognition payments made under the Scheme to be
recovered from persons found guilty of the crimes giving rise to the payments.

However, this objective must also be understood in the context of other objectives including the need
to “recognise and promote the rights of victims of crime”*’ and “provision of support for victims of acts of
violence and acts of modern slavery.”® Where there are competing objectives, the safety of the victim-
survivor must be prioritised.

Many victim-survivors of domestic violence, child abuse, sexual violence, child sexual abuse and
modern slavery identify restitution as a major barrier to accessing the Victims Support Scheme. Victim-
survivors express fear that the perpetrator will be alerted to their application for support and that this,
in combination with a restitution order, leads to risks to the safety of the victim-survivor. It is not
uncommon that these safety concerns mean a victim-survivor does not ultimately apply for the
support they need and are entitled to.

6 Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW s 57
4T Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW s 4
8 Victims Rights and Support Act 2013 NSW s 17
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Safety concerns should not be a barrier to accessing Victims Support.

Further, requiring the victim-survivor to prove circumstances to substantiate the waiver of restitution
can compound the trauma of the victim-survivor.

Since the introduction of changes that require bank details to be provided at the time of making a
Victims Support application, Victims Support payments are generally paid immediately upon the
decision to make an award. This means that some victim-survivors are not given an opportunity to
raise their concerns about restitution before accepting a payment.

A safer and more trauma informed approach is a legislative presumption not to pursue restitution in
circumstances of sexual violence, child sexual abuse, domestic violence, child abuse and modern
slavery unless the victim-survivor elects Victims Services pursues restitution.

This prioritises safety and a victim-survivor’s agency, important features of a trauma informed,
survivor centric approach.

Recommendation 30:

A legislative presumption not to pursue restitution in circumstances of sexual violence, child sexual
abuse, domestic violence, child abuse and modern slavery unless the victim-survivor elects Victims
Services pursues restitution.

Prohibit use of financial assistance payments to service debt

289.

290.

291.

292.

Immediate Needs financial assistance payments are intended to help victim-survivors with urgent
immediate needs for their safety and recovery.

Financial assistance for economic loss also assists with recovery.

Financial assistance must not be used to offset or pay off any kind of debt, including an order of
restitution.

A recognition payment is made to acknowledge a traumatic and violent experience. Recognition
payments must not be used to offset or pay off any kind of debt, including an order of restitution except
where a victim-survivor requests it.

Recommendation 31:

Prohibit use of Victims Support financial assistance payments to service debts, including an order of
restitution.

Prohibit use of recognition payments to offset or pay off any kind of debt, including an order of
restitution except where a victim-survivor requests it.

Notice of an Order for restitution

293.

For more than a decade WLS NSW has provided culturally safe, specialised, family and civil law advice,
casework and education services to criminalised women across NSW.
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We work in partnership with Wirringa Baiya Aboriginal Women’s Legal Centre and the Western Sydney
Community Legal Centre to provide the Legal Education and Advice in Prison (LEAP) for women, which
is a family and civil law program in the four Sydney women’s correctional centres. WLS NSW is also
available as a free phone call for advice in other correctional centres around the state. LEAP prioritises
access for First Nations women.

As previously mentioned, the majority of women in custody have complex histories of sexual and
physical violence starting in childhood.

We are concerned that the current requirement for Victims Services to inform a person of an order for
restitution does not provide sufficient safeguards to ensure the person actually receives notice of the
provisional order.

Section 61(1) of the Victims Rights and Support Act provides:

The Commissioner must serve notice of an order for restitution personally or by post on the person
against whom it was made.

As a matter of procedural fairness, Victims Services must ensure the respondent to the order for
restitution in fact receives it.

Criminalised women with whom we work are often unaware they have an order for restitution until
they receive notice of the successful outcome of their own Victims Support application. It is at that
time they are informed all or at least part of their Victims Support recognition payment will be used to
pay the order for restitution.

Whilst not limited to clients in prison, it most notably impacts our incarcerated clients.

Several women we have assisted who are in custody have had their order for restitution posted to them
atanincorrect Correctional Centre. This means they do not receive the provisional order for restitution
and do not have the opportunity to challenge it, including seeking a full or partial waiver. The time to
challenge is 28 days with discretion up to 90 days. Once the order for restitution is confirmed, the
current practice is to transfer the debt to Revenue NSW. Often women in custody are not aware of the
order for restitution until months and sometimes years after the order is made.

Itis also important that if a person makes an application to Victims Services for a recognition payment
and they have an existing order for restitution, Victims Services must notify them about the debt at the
time of them lodging the application. This is important to provide the opportunity to challenge the
order for restitution and/or seek to access Work Development Order programs to pay off the debt.

Victims Services should also advise as to whether that debt has been transferred to Revenue NSW and
provide information about Work Development Order programs available, so the applicant has the
opportunity to reduce any debts by that scheme.

It is also important that the person is able to quickly access Work Development Order programs,

including if they are in custody. Women in custody often experience delays in accessing Work
Development Order programs for the purposes of paying an order of restitution.
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Recommendation 32:

If a person makes an application to Victims Services for a recognition payment and they have an existing
order for restitution (debt), Victims Services must notify them about this at the time of them lodging the
application. Victims Services should also advise as to whether that debt has been transferred to Revenue
NSW and provide information about Work Development Order programs available, so the applicant has
the opportunity to reduce any debts by that scheme.

Uniformity of processes within Victims Services and Revenue NSW about debt collection

305. Itisimportant that there is transparency about the different processes undertaken by Victims Services
and Revenue NSW in relation to debt collection.

306. Itis also important that there is a consistent approach to the waiving or reducing of debt.

307. Both Victims Services and Revenue NSW should provide a list of Work Development Order programs
available in the area where the person lives when advising about enforcement/debt.

Recommendation 33:

Uniformity of processes within Victims Services and Revenue NSW about debt collection.

Recommendation 34:

Victims Services and Revenue NSW provide a list of Work Development Order programs available in the
area where the person lives when advising about enforcement / debt.

Independent Commissioner Victims Rights

308. Since the role of Commissioner Victims Rights was established in 2013 WLS NSW and other NGOs have
consistently advocated the position be independent. As stated in the Open Letter to the Attorney
General dated 29 November 2021:

To be otherwise, places the person in the role in a very difficult position due to competing interests.
The role of Executive Director Victims Services involves budgetary oversight in the delivery of
services. As outlined above, in recent times, there have been significant cuts or limits on access to
support for victim-survivors provided by Victims Services. In our collective experience, this has
impacted negatively upon the victim-survivors with whom we work. Often these decisions are being
made without any consultation with the members of the [Victims of Crime Interagency]. Victim-
survivors need an effective advocate. The current functions of the Commissioner do not make it
clear that this is the primary role of the Commissioner. This requires a position that is independent
of the Department of Communities and Justice. We need a fully funded and independent
Commissioner.

309. There is little transparency in the current role of NSW Commissioner Victims Rights. In other
jurisdictions in Australia annual reports are published outlining in detail the work the Victims of Crime
Commissioner has engaged in, consultations and inquiries undertaken by the Victims of Crime
Commissioner, including inquiries into systemic issues impacting on victim-survivors and other
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systemic advocacy undertaken.”® In other jurisdictions Victims of Crime Commissioners are active in
the media *® with one Commissioner’s report noting their role in the media to “promote the voices of

victims and represent their interests and concerns in public discourse”.>!

As outlined above, we are concerned by the lack of transparency and accountability in the work of
Victims Services and the Commissioner. We and many others have expressed strong concern about the
failure to publish submissions to the review of Victims Services changes implemented since 1 July 2020
and the failure to publish a final report despite a commitment to openness about any findings. We are
also concerned by the removal of previous reports from the Victims Services website, including Victims
Advisory Board reports, Victims Services data profiles and reports such as the 2015 Evaluation of the
counselling in prison trial. We are also concerned by the failure to publish communiques following
meetings of the Victims Advisory Board and minutes to the Victims of Crime Interagency meetings and
the Commissioner’s absence from Victims of Crime Interagency meetings over the past two years.

We continue to call for the NSW Commissioner Victims Rights to be an independent role similar to what
was recently recommended in Queensland.

The Queensland Women’s and Safety Justice Taskforce recently recommended the appointment of an
independent Commissioner Victims Rights.

It recommended the Commissioner’s functions include:

e identifying systemic trends and issues including in relation to policy, legislation, practice or
procedure and potential responses to address these issues

e assisting victims in their dealings with government agencies across the criminal justice system,
including through oversight of how agencies respond to complaints

e monitoring and reviewing the effect of the law, policy and practice that impact victims of crime
e other functions recommended throughout this report.

The commissioner will be authorised to exercise the rights of victims, upon their request and with consent,
including in relation to their interactions with police, other government agencies and the courts (similar
to the South Australian model).>?

The Taskforce specifically noted

Avictims’ commissioner is needed to take an impartial role in relation to complaints about services
provided to victims. It would therefore be appropriate that the functions of [Victims Assist
Queensland] related to deciding applications for victims’ assistance should remain separate to the
victims’ commissioner.>?

49 For example, Victims of Crime Commissioner Annual Report 2019-20, Victoria, p 7(4); Victims of Crime
Commissioner Annual Report 2020-21, Victoria, p 6(4), 14(8), 38-39(20)

30 For example, ACT Human Rights Commission (2020) Annual Report 2019-20, p 94(95); Victims of Crime
Commissioner Annual Report 2019-20,Victoria, p18(10); ); Victims of Crime Commissioner Annual Report
2020-21, Victoria, p 16(9)

>! Victims of Crime Commissioner Annual Report 2020-21, Victoria, p 15(8)

52 Women'’s Safety and Justice Taskforce (2022) Hear Her Voice: Women and girls’ experiences across the criminal
Justice system - Report 2 Volumel, Queensland, recommendation 18

53 |bid, p 141(151)
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315. In considering if the work could be done by an existing body the Taskforce concluded:
that a victims’ commissioner would need to establish an independent public profile to build
confidence in its impartiality and that the establishment of a new body would be preferable.>
Recommendation 35:
Establish an independent NSW Commissioner Victims Rights.
Recommendation 36:

The independent Commissioner Victims Rights and Victims Services regularly consult organisations to
ensure cultural safety and to remove barriers to accessing Victims Support with the independent
Commissioner Victims Rights publishing an annual report which includes a list of stakeholder meetings
the Commissioner has attended, consultations and inquiries undertaken by the Commissioner, a
summary of reports published, and media work undertaken by the Commissioner.

316. In conclusion, we reiterate again the importance of a victims support scheme that is transparent,
accountable, consistent, beneficial, accessible, meaningful, including by way of its payments, victim-
survivor centric, trauma informed, culturally safe, disability aware and LGBTIQA+ aware in order to
best meet the needs of victim-survivors in NSW.

317. We look forward to further engagement with the review team to explore and discuss ways to further
improve the Victims Support Scheme in NSW.

5 |bid, p 139(149)
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