Victims Advisory Board


Report on Activities 2000/2001





1.	Background





The Victims Advisory Board was established under the Victims Rights Act 1996 to:





advise the Attorney General on policies, practices and reforms relating to victims compensation and support services;





consult victims of crime, community victim support groups and government agencies on issues and policies concerning victims of crime; and





promote legislative, administrative or other reforms to meet the needs of victims of crime.





The Board first met in November 1997 and meets every two months.  Terms of Reference and an Operational Protocol were developed early in 1998 to direct and guide the work of the Board including a protocol for responding to correspondence and the media.  








2.	Membership of the Board 





The Board comprises representatives from community and government agencies that deliver services to victims of crime.   Mr Bill Grant, Deputy Director General of the Attorney General’s Department was Chairperson of the Board during 2000/2001.  In accordance with the Terms of Reference for the Board, the Board membership was renewed in October, 2000.   The newly constituted Board comprises the following members:





Bill Grant, Chairperson of the Victims Advisory Board and Deputy Director General of the Attorney General’s Department


Martha Jabour, Homicide Victims Support Group (Aust) Inc.


Howard Brown, Victims of Crime Assistance League (VOCAL)


Ken Marslew, Enough is Enough Anti Violence Movement Inc.


John South, Mission Australia


Morris West, NSW Police Service 


Jo Spangaro, NSW Health Department


Philip Dart, Office of the Director of  Public Prosecutions


Claire Vernon, Victims Services, Attorney General’s Department 





The following were approved deputies to members of the Board:


Superintendent John Laycock, NSW Police Service


Roger Snaith, Enough is Enough Anti-Violence Movement Inc.


Marianne Curtis, Victims Services


Elena Katrakis, NSW Health Department�
3.	Work of the Victims Advisory Board during 2000/2001





Advising the Attorney General on policies, practices and reforms relating to victims compensation and support services





The Victims Advisory Board made use of several opportunities to discuss victims issues with the Attorney General in 2000/2001.  Submissions can be made to the Attorney General on behalf of the Board, or the Board members may choose to refer the issue to the group which they represent for action.  





The Honourable Bob Debus attended a Board meeting in April 2001 and discussed the Human Tissue Amendment Bill 2001, judicial education and sentencing guidelines.  Mr Debus confirmed that the issues raised by the Board in relation to organ retention and support mechanisms for family members of homicide victims would be examined by Parliament when considering the Human Tissue Amendment Bill 2001. 





Following the Board meeting, the Attorney distributed copies of the Report on Activities 1999/2000 to all NSW Government Ministers with the Board’s newly published pamphlet to raise the profile of the Board and encourage Ministers to refer legislative and policy issues to the Board.





The Board were consulted on a draft regulation to enable the Attorney General to issue guidelines on the transfer of information between government and various agencies representing victims.  The Board members were invited to refer this issue to their own organisation for appropriate action.





Consulting victims of crime, community victim support groups and government agencies on issues and policies concerning victims of crime





coronial process


A focus of the Board was to improve the provision of information to the family members of homicide victims in relation to cases referred to the Coroner.  The Board commenced discussions with the State Coroner and the NSW Police Service and  Ms Jabour was nominated to represent the Board on a quality team examining the Coronial process with the aim of better supporting family members.





legal database


The Board were consulted on the proposal for a legal database of District Court judgements on victims compensation appeals against decisions of the Victims Compensation Tribunal.  The database, to be available on-line under Caselaw, will provide users with vital information about decisions of the District Court on various points of law under the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996.  The Board voted unanimously to support the legal database being progressed by Victims Services.





�
guest speakers


The meetings of the Board provide an opportunity to discuss matters of common interest affecting victims of crime.  To share their in-depth knowledge of a variety of victims issues, several speakers were invited to the Board meetings.  In addition to the Honourable Bob Debus, NSW Attorney General, speakers during 2000/2001 included:





Dr Tony Raymond, Director of Forensic Services, NSW Police who gave a presentation entitled ‘The forensic process in support of crime reduction and crime prevention’.  The issues covered involved CrimTrak, IBIS, Profiler Plus and the Crimes (Forensic Procedures) Act 2000; and 


Mr Doug Humphreys, Legal Aid Commission who discussed Legal Aid applications and appeals under the Legal Aid Review Committee.  Issues discussed included the internal review systems, the workings of the Legal Aid Review Committee and the reduction in delays in District Courts.





Promoting legislative, administrative or other reforms to meet the needs of victims of crime.





“victims of crime” website


The Board developed the Victims of Crime website which was released on-line on 2 April 2001 and launched at Parliament House on 12 April 2001. The website demonstrates how the strategic use of technological resources can assist victims of crime by making this information easily accessible.  The website is a one-stop on-line shop to help victims of crime find the support and information they need.  It gives practical details on many topics including police and court processes, counselling and support services, obtaining legal redress and compensation, domestic violence and sexual assault, obtaining protection from offenders and victims' rights.  





judicial education


The Board is interested in ensuring that all judicial officers are sensitive to the needs of victims of crime and is considering a range of strategies to achieve this goal.  In 2000/2001 the Board’s editorial sub-committee drafted an article for inclusion in an edition of the Judicial Officers’ Bulletin.





students attending court hearings


The inappropriateness of students attending court hearings in matters such as child sexual assault was raised by the Board.  Following discussion with the Office of the Sheriff, the Board was advised that this practice was to cease. 





sentencing guidelines 


Following discussions about sentencing guidelines, it was confirmed that the Board would be advised where the courts have indicated that they would like assistance in guideline judgements or where an application for a guideline judgement has been made.  This enables the Board to provide submissions on sentencing guidelines to the courts in appropriate circumstances.





�
Industrial Relations Amendment (Leave for Victims of Crime) Act 2001


The Board requested clarification on sections of the Industrial Relations Amendment (Leave for Victims of Crime) Act 2001.  The advice obtained from the Attorney General’s Department assisted Board members in correctly advising victims affected on their rights and entitlements under the legislation.








4.	Plans for 2001/2002





The Victims Advisory Board  during 2001/2002 will continue to respond appropriately to victims issues as and when they are identified by members or are referred to the Board.  The Board will also continue to comment on proposed legislative change which will affect victims of crime. 





In addition, the Board has identified several major projects which it wishes to progress:





the continued development of support networks for victims of crime within NSW and interstate.  


This will be assisted by the growth of the Victims of Crime website interstate and also with liaison with the Victims of Crime Bureau Interagency which comprises members representing over 25 government departments and non-government organisations.





assistance with the review of the Victims Rights Act 1996 and the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996.


The statutory review of these Acts is due to commence in December, 2001 and will be completed within one year.  The review will be conducted by the Attorney General’s Department and the Board anticipates providing submissions to the Department on various issues concerning both Acts.





judicial education


In 2001, the Honourable R Blanch, Chief Justice of the District Court, will be attending a meeting of the Board to discuss the issue of judicial education and the impact of the judiciary on victims of crime.  Following the publication of the article written by the Board for the Judicial Officers’ Bulletin, the Board hopes to adopt other strategies to bring victims issues to the attention of the judiciary.








The Board will continue to respond appropriately to matters referred to the Board and will continue to take a proactive stance in identifying areas of concern with the field of victims’ rights.
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