Working with gay, lesbian and transgender communities in NSW 

Background 

For over a decade, the NSW Attorney General’s Department has been actively involved with the lesbian, gay and transgender communities, particularly through the work of the Anti-Discrimination Board, Victims of Crime Bureau, Community Justice Centres, the Criminal Law Review Division and the Crime Prevention Division’s support for the Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project’s ‘Homophobia What are you scared of?’ campaigns. 

In September 1998 the Homosexual Advance Defence Working Party, chaired by the Department with membership from the legal profession, Police, Gay and Lesbian Rights Lobby, Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project, University of NSW, Judicial Commission, Public Defenders and the Deputy Senior Crown Prosecutor, published its final report with a number of recommendations. The Working Party reviewed cases where a person accused of murder raised a ‘homosexual advance defence’ - saying they killed in self defence or under provocation in response to an unwanted homosexual advance. In recognition of the pervasive climate of homophobia within the community, the report recommended the establishment of a Gay and Lesbian Liaison role within the Department to act as a referral point for inquiries and complaints. 

The creation of a Gay and Lesbian Liaison role within the Department also responds, in part, to the concerns raised by an interagency workshop convened by the Department’s Crime Prevention Division in March 1998. Discrimination, inadequate direction and lack of focus of responsibility for homophobia across agencies were identified as critical issues by participants. Discussion also highlighted concerns about homophobic attitudes in the media and inadequate resourcing of strategies to combat homophobia across the agencies. 

A Policy Officer (Gay and Lesbian Liaison) position was established within the Crime Prevention Division of the Department in 1999. The role is to develop policies and programs to reduce or prevent violence and crimes against lesbians, gay men and transgender people, and to promote liaison between the Department and the gay, lesbian and transgender communities. 

Consulting with the community 

To determine priorities for the work of the new position and to establish a relationship with key organisations, a comprehensive consultation process was initiated in August 1999 to: 

promote awareness of the nature of the Policy Officer (Gay and Lesbian Liaison) position, 

build rapport within the Attorney General’s Department and the network of community organisations that represent the interests of lesbians, gay men and transgender people, and 

develop a workplan for this new position which reflects the priorities and concerns of the gay, lesbian and transgender communities and the Attorney General’s Department.
A total of 55 consultation meetings were conducted between August and December 1999. Meetings were held with parts of the Attorney General’s Department, related agencies such as Legal Aid NSW and the Public Trustee, other government agencies and gay, lesbian, transgender and HIV/AIDS non government organisations. 
What did the community organisations say? 
The community representatives consulted saw the position as a conduit between the lesbian, gay and transgender communities and the Department’s services. However, representatives felt that it should not be the only contact with the community - many good working relationships have already been established with parts of the Department such as the Anti-Discrimination Board. 
Access to the legal and justice systems for gay, lesbian and transgender people emerged as a clear priority. This included a role in improving the community’s understanding of existing and new legislation, and assisting in the law reform process by facilitating communication about priorities for policy development and law reform from the community’s perspective. 
Community representatives felt that more attention should be given to providing information and education for community members living in outer suburban, regional and rural areas. The view expressed was that these community members experience difficulties accessing the range of services and information sources available in inner city Sydney. 
Maintaining a close and supportive relationship with the Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project was also a clear priority for the organisations consulted. Given the success of the project to date and its unique status nationally and internationally, the community felt that the project should be promoted as a best practice model. 
Obtaining a commitment from the key government agencies working in the areas of violence and crime to work together to reduce violence towards gay men, lesbians and transgender people was identified as the most important aspect of the policy role. With this kind of commitment the view was that the community could expect more strategic and secure resourcing of anti-violence projects. 

Many specific project ideas emerged during the community consultations. The challenge for the Department will be to determine the main priorities, in consultation with the community. The next will be to implement project ideas, in collaboration with other government and non government agencies, within resource constraints. 

Some of the community’s ideas included: 

· working more with young people: 

· promote the establishment of outreach services such as streetwork projects for gay and lesbian youth 

· support strategies to reach young people earlier by improving employment opportunities for young gays and lesbians; addressing violence within the home, harassment and violence in schools and on school transport, violence at refuges, violence and homophobia in remand centres 

· encourage the establishment of a shopfront cafe style service for lesbian and gay youth to help them find safe accommodation. 

· reaching more community members outside of Sydney: 

· support a ‘Gay and Lesbian Roadshow’ type project (similar to the Roadshow collaborative project conducted several years ago) to bring together a range of government and community based services to rural and regional communities in a one or two day expo-style format 

· promote the publication of a resource directory for the lesbian, gay and transgender communities including an electronic version and with a capacity to update entries on a regular basis. 

· conduct better research into homophobic violence, crime and homelessness: 

· support research into attitudes in schools following anti-homophobia education 

· support research into sexuality related factors involved in ‘irretrievable breakdowns’ of families 

· support research into sexuality and youth homelessness and links with crime - either as victims or perpetrators.
What did the Attorney General’s Department say? 

Management and staff within the Department were extremely positive about the establishment of a position dealing with gay, lesbian and transgender issues. Many creative and useful ideas were generated during these meetings. For example, local courts throughout NSW were identified as potential venues for community education on the new Property (Relationships) legislation. 
Other potential initiatives which emerged from these consultations include: 

· a collaboration between the Crime Prevention Division, Bureau of Crime, Statistics and Research and Police to conduct a research and data forum on violence, crime and related criminal justice issues for the lesbian, gay and transgender communities 

· the conduct of a seminar on legal issues in relation to wills, superannuation and financial planning with the Public Trustee, the Gay and Lesbian Rights Lobby and other interested organisations 

· a range of training and development strategies to address general as well as specific corporate needs and the needs of related agencies eg. briefings on new rights and responsibilities such as the Property (Relationships) legislation, information about homophobic violence 

· the design and maintenance of a web page with appropriate links to relevant organisations and services to inform the community about the relevant work of the Department in relation to issues of interest to gay men, lesbians and transgender people.
Preferred methods of consultation 

A community based advisory committee was suggested as the best way to ensure that the Department’s work continues to reflect the priorities held by the community. In the process of negotiating an agreed list of priorities the committee would consider the various agendas within the gay, lesbian and transgender communities. 

A ‘whole of government’ approach was discussed with a focus on facilitating links both within the Department and with other government agencies on key issues, and on assisting government agencies to develop, implement or change policies. 
Whilst there is a general sense of appreciation for the gains made by the Department and the Attorney General, there is ongoing concern about law reform and policy development in several areas such as recognising same sex relationships for superannuation purposes and the age of consent. 

What did other government agencies say? 

All of the government agencies consulted agreed that a ‘whole of government’ response to reducing violence and preventing crime towards gay men, lesbians and transgender people was required. 
Government representatives supported a strategy to encourage agencies to work together via the establishment of a network of key government contacts. Using email, fax or phone to maintain regular communication, this network would also meet formally to discuss particular issues. 

One such issue already on this network’s agenda (as a result of the community consultations) is addressing the lack of coordination and strategic commitment towards reducing homophobic and transphobic violence. A formal meeting will be scheduled specifically to deal with this issue. 

Priority areas to address in 2000 
Improving access to the legal and justice systems in NSW and increasing awareness and understanding of existing as well as new legislation emerged as clear priorities for the work of the Department over the next twelve months. 

The Attorney General recently announced a $24,000 community education campaign on the new Property (Relationships) Legislation. The Department, working closely with the Gay and Lesbian Rights Lobby, NSW Young Lawyers, Inner City Legal Centre, the AIDS Council of NSW and other organisations, is about to launch an awareness raising campaign as well as publish an information booklet. This booklet will explain, in plain English, how these new rights and obligations will impact on the lives of gay men and lesbians in NSW. 

Also critical for the Department and other government agencies is to ensure a more effective response to the continuing harassment and violence and fear of violence amongst gay men, lesbians and transgender people in all kinds of public and private settings - schools, the workplace, correctional facilities, the home. The Department will continue to support the work of the Lesbian and Gay Anti-Violence Project, particularly the ‘Community United Against Violence’ campaign to be launched in May this year. 
Law reform in areas where same sex relationships are not yet recognised eg. superannuation, and the issue of unequal age of consent remain high on the agenda. 
Working more effectively with young people of all cultures, those with a disability and young people living in rural and regional areas will form a focus for activity. 
Reaching rural and regional community members of all ages will be a priority for information and education initiatives. Addressing the relative isolation, lack of support and access to information, and greater levels of violence and harassment generally are ongoing concerns. 

Working with the Gender Centre and the Transgender Working Party (hosted by the Department for Women) will help the Department to more effectively respond to transgender issues. The complex nature of transphobic violence and working towards a better community understanding of such violence is a priority for the work of the position. 

Another priority will be to facilitate improved research and data collections on a range of issues such as homelessness, suicide, sexuality and hate crimes. A community and government forum to discuss the major policy questions and what kinds of research and/or data can help find the answers will help the Department progress in this area. 

Concerns about domestic violence in gay and lesbian relationships and access to appropriate support services as well as drug use within the community will also be on the work agenda. The community advisory committee will play a critical role in determining the kinds of responses that ought to be made by the Department and other government agencies which will complement and support existing and new community initiatives. 
Ongoing consultation and feedback 
Legal rights issues for the gay, lesbian and transgender communities will continue to be a priority for the community. So too will concerns in relation to violence, harassment and discrimination. Regular communication and consultation with the community and government are critical aspects of the role of the Policy Officer (Gay and Lesbian Liaison). 
There will be ongoing formal consultation with the key community organisations and government agencies in NSW through the community advisory committee and the network of key government contacts. Other committees and advisory or reference groups will be established from time to time to guide the work of the Department on specific issues. 
The Policy Officer (Gay and Lesbian Liaison) also sits on a number of committees of interest to the community such as South Sydney Council’s Gay and Lesbian Advisory Committee, the AVP’s Community United Against Violence Campaign Advisory Committee, the Homosexual Advance Defence Monitoring Committee and the Working Party to Address Concerns within the Transgender Community. 

Please forward any comments to: 

The Policy Officer (Gay and Lesbian Liaison) 

Crime Prevention Division 

NSW Attorney General’s Department 

GPO Box 6 
SYDNEY NSW 2001 

Or email: jackie_braw@agd.nsw.gov.au 
