Victorian Government Response to the report of the Family And Community Development
Committee Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse by Religious and Other Non-
Government Organisations ‘Betrayal Of Trust’

Foreword

The Family and Community Development Committee’s Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse by
Religious and Other Non-Government Organisations exposed horrific abuse of children by adults who
were entrusted with their care. By initiating this Inquiry, the Government allowed a light to shine on this
appalling abuse and its devastating consequences. It has made evident the impact criminal child abuse
can have on the lives of victims, some of whom are survivors, and some of whom have taken their own
lives, so profound have been the consequences of their abuse. Many victims have suffered severe,
ongoing harm and in many cases this was intensified by the failure of those in positions of authority to
act when abuse became apparent. There is no doubt this represented an enormous betrayal of trust by
institutions that were entrusted with the wellbeing of children. As evidenced by the submissions and
testimony received by the Committee, when the abuse occurred in a religious organisation there was also
a feeling of betrayal at a deeply personal, spiritual level. As one witness said, they ‘stole my soul’.!

The Victorian Government welcomes the Committee’s report, Betrayal of Trust, and supports in principle
all of the Committee’s recommendations.

The Government thanks and pays tribute to those survivors who were able to share their experiences and
views with the Committee. They showed extraordinary strength and courage in telling their stories to the
Committee through their testimony and submissions.

The Government has considered the findings and recommendations of the report and is taking positive
steps to ensure that in the future, children do not have to endure what these children suffered in the
past.

In taking these steps, the Government is mindful of the work of the Royal Commission into Institutional
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (Royal Commission), and the intersection of its work with some of the
Inquiry’s recommendations. The Government also recognises the need to consult with organisations in
the community to make sure we get the details right to bring real change.

The report’s findings and recommendations — and the Government’s response — fall under three broad
themes: prevention, response, and access to justice.

In responding to the Inquiry’s recommendations, the Government has focused its initial attention on
those recommendations critical to ensuring the immediate safety of children. For example, the
Government has already implemented three of the Inquiry’s recommendations by introducing three new
criminal offences to protect children from abuse. These are:

- anew grooming law, which prohibits any communications with a child or the child’s parents or carers
intended to facilitate engaging the child in a sexual offence;

- anew offence for people who hold a position of responsibility who fail to protect a child from sexual
abuse when they know someone associated with their organisation poses a risk of sexually abusing
children; and

- anew offence for individuals who fail to inform police if they know or believe that a child has been
sexually abused.

t Betrayal of Trust Report, Part A, Chapter 1, p5

Page 1 of 9




These new offences are critical to preventing further abuse of children and bringing offenders to justice
under our criminal laws.

The Government’s next priority is ensuring children are safe by strengthening organisations’ approaches
to preventing and responding to abuse.

The Government will work with the Commission for Children and Young People (CCYP) to strengthen the
capacity of organisations that have direct and regular contact with children to prevent and respond to
child abuse. Minimum child safe standards will be introduced for these organisations, to promote the
adoption of preventive measures to minimise the risk of child abuse. These standards will be mandatory
for organisations with a high degree of responsibility for children. The Government will improve oversight
of organisations with the highest level of responsibility for children by developing a ‘reportable conduct’
scheme, which will require centralised reporting of abuse allegations to the CCYP. In addition to existing
child safety and welfare requirements, all schools will be required to implement a policy for responding
to allegations of child abuse as a condition of registration.

The Government will also introduce legislation to expand the Working with Children (WWC) Check
requirements so that a minister with children in their congregation, or who otherwise comes into contact
with children as part of their duties as a minister, will be required to get a check.

The third phase of the Government’s response to the Inquiry’s findings and recommendations is
consideration of options for civil law reform and for redress, which the Government supports in principle.
As noted by the Chair of the Royal Commission, designing a fair redress scheme raises significant and
difficult questions. The Government will continue to explore options for implementing the Committee’s
recommendations and will follow closely the work of the Royal Commission in its consideration of how to
best provide access to justice and redress at a national level.

The Government recognises that these are significant reforms, with implications for organisations
working with children. To ensure these reforms achieve their intended outcomes without unnecessarily
increasing the compliance burden on non-government organisations, the Government will undertake
targeted consultation with relevant organisations, peak bodies, and the CCYP over the coming months.
This will include consultation on the scope of organisations that may be required to meet any new
obligations, and the timing of implementation.

Some reforms relating to the protection of children may be more effective where there is national
cooperation and consistency. The Government will continue to work with other jurisdictions on these
issues and will carefully consider all findings and recommendations made by the Royal Commission in its
Interim Report (due by 30 June 2014) and reports from individual Royal Commission case studies that
have been the subject of public hearings.

A Government focused on protecting children from harm

These proposed reforms are in addition to the already stringent measures in place to protect children
from the risk of child abuse. For example, comprehensive background checking and ongoing monitoring,
as well as child safety and welfare standards exist for organisations and individuals alike who engage in
child-related work. However, this Government is committed to their improvement.

Since 2010, the Government has also implemented a wide range of initiatives to improve outcomes for
vulnerable children and keep children safe from harm.

In January 2011, the Government initiated the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children inquiry (the
Cummins Inquiry) to investigate systemic problems in Victoria’s child protection system. The final report,
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tabled in Parliament in February 2012, made 90 recommendations to promote the safety and wellbeing
of vulnerable children.

In May 2012, the Government published Victoria’s Vulnerable Children — Our Shared Responsibility
Directions Paper and announced a program of investment to support reform. The Government has made
an additional investment of more than $900 million over the last four State Budgets to better protect and
support vulnerable children, young people and families.

In October 2012, consistent with the recommendations of the Cummins Inquiry and commitments made
in the directions paper, the Government introduced legislation to establish the CCYP, and appointed Mr
Bernie Geary OAM to the role of Principal Commissioner. The CCYP’s responsibilities include the power to
initiate inquiries into government and government-funded organisations.

In july 2013, Australia’s first Commissioner for Aboriginal Children and Young People, Mr Andrew
Jackomos, was appointed.

In May 2013, Victoria’s Vulnerable Children — Our Shared Responsibility Strategy 2013-2022 was released.
This ten-year strategy outlines the Government's long-term commitment to improving outcomes for
vulnerable children and families by preventing abuse and neglect, acting earlier when children are
vulnerable, and improving the outcomes for children in out-of-home care.

In March 2014, the Government implemented another of the Cummins Inquiry’s recommendations when
it released Out-of-home care: a five year plan, and has committed $128 million over four years to support
implementation of the plan. It will provide additional support to keep children safe from sexual
exploitation, by using ‘disruptive policing’ and training child protection practitioners, police, service
providers and residential care workers about how to detect and prevent the sexual exploitation of young
people. in addition, service providers that deliver out-of-home care services will be required to have a
formal child sexual exploitation prevention and response strategy in place. The Government will also
request that the CCYP undertake an independent annual audit of a number of randomly identified
children and young people in out-of-home care and report to the Minister for Community Services on the
quality of service they are receiving.

Police investigation of child abuse has been strengthened, including through the establishment of
Taskforce Astraea to tackle child exploitation on the internet, and the creation of 27 teams of specialist
detectives trained to investigate child sexual abuse across the state.

The Government has also expanded multi-disciplinary centres in metropolitan and regional areas, which
co-locate child protection practitioners with specialist police investigators and sexual assault
counsellors/advocates. These centres reduce the trauma people experience when reporting sexual abuse
to police by providing a holistic, collaborative response. Funding has been provided to establish three
new centres, in Dandenong, the Latrobe Valley and Bendigo. Work is under way for the first of these new
centres to be completed later in 2014. The remaining two centres will be established by mid-2015.

To assist former state wards who were in care in Victoria, the Government also provides about

$2.4 million each year for support services, such as Open Place. Open Place provides free counselling
services, some financial assistance to access health and training services, and helps people access their
records as well as trace family members.

To better support schools and other education organisations to respond to issues of abuse, the
Government implemented a mandatory reporting e-learning module in July 2012. Over ninety-five per
cent of school teachers have completed the training, enhancing their ability to recognise the signs and
symptoms of abuse and act accordingly.
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In addition, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development has partnered with
Education Queensland to make the Daniel Morcombe Child Safety Curriculum available to all Victorian
schools. This curriculum aims to support schools and teachers in promoting safety for all students. It
includes lessons about personal saféty and awareness, cyber-safety and telephone safety for students
from Prep to Year 9, and aims to develop students’ knowledge and skills to recognise, react to, and report
unsafe situations.

The Government will also shortly release Building Respectful Relationships: Stepping Out Against Gender-
Based Violence, a new resource providing a whole-school approach to gender-based violence and a series
of curriculum activities targeted at Year 8 and 9 students around the central themes of gender, power,

violence and respect.

This Government is committed to ensuring that these changes, in addition to the wide-ranging measures
already in place in this state, will better protect children from abuse now and into the future.
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