Victims Advisory Board


Report on Activities 2001/2002


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, Chief Executive Officer of the Legal Aid Commission of New South Wales was Chairperson of the Board during 2001/2002.     The 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


Jill Davidson, NSW Health Department


Elena Katrakis, NSW Health Department


�
3.	Work of the Victims Advisory Board during 2001/2002





In November 2001, the Board held a strategic planning day to develop an action plan to guide their work during 2001/2002. The planning day provided the opportunity for the Board to review its achievements, identify key issues, agree on priorities, and confirm its approach to achieving its core purposes.





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





Advice was received from several New South Wales’ Government Ministers acknowledging the Attorney General’s correspondence regarding the activities of the Victims Advisory Board in 2000/2001. It was confirmed that matters relevant to victims of crime would be referred to the Board for advice and consultation. 





The Attorney General referred the review undertaken by The Hon Gordon Samuels AC CVO QC of the NSW Director of Public Prosecutions’ policy and guidelines for charge bargaining and the tendering of agreed facts to the Board for advice. The Board reviewed Mr Samuel’s report and made a number of recommendations. The Board took the view that implementation of any changes resulting from the review needed to be carefully examined and that the responsible Departments should be adequately resourced to ensure such changes can be promptly and fully implemented. In view of the recommended amendments to the internal polices and procedures of the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, the Board considered that the impact of any such amendments upon relevant legislation also required examination. 





The Board also provided advice to the Attorney General regarding statements made by the Minister for Police calling for a review of the victims compensation scheme. The Board’s advice reviewed the provisions of the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996 regarding victims of crime who were eligible for payments of compensation through other jurisdictions such as workers compensation or in civil proceedings. The Board also emphasised the important role of counselling, support and other services in responding to the needs of victims of crime. The Board indicated that any recommendations for changes in the scheme should be considered as part of the review in progress.








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 has been to improve the provision of information to the family members of homicide victims in relation to cases referred to the Coroner. Ms Jabour was the Board’s representative on a quality team examining the Coronial process with the aim of better supporting family members and achieving consistency between the different coroners courts. Ms Jabour provided regular reports to the Board on the progress of the quality team process and reviews concerning the coronial system. 





innocence panel


Another focus of the Board was to ensure that issues effecting victims of crime were considered as part of the Innocence Panel which was established by the New South Wales Government to receive applications from prisoners who argue that DNA evidence might establish a wrongful conviction. Mr Brown was nominated to represent the Board as member of the Innocence Panel and Mr Marslew was nominated as alternate. Mr Brown provided regular reports to the Board on the progress of the Innocence Panel, which included the development of a series of protocols, the finalisation of an application form for prisoners and a number of recommendations for legislative amendments. 








guest speakers


The meetings of the Board provide an opportunity to review and discuss issues affecting victims of crime.  To share their in-depth knowledge of a variety of victims issues, several speakers were invited to the Board meetings.  Speakers during 2001/2002 included:





The Honourable Justice Blanch, Sydney District Court, who discussed issues affecting victims of crime in the District Court. Topics discussed by Justice Blanch included: the reduction of delays for matters to proceed to trial; the use of victim impact statements in assessing the gravity of an offence; the use of physical barriers in court; and judicial education and the experience of judges with victims and offenders.   





Ms Patricia Staunton, Chief Magistrate, Local Courts who reviewed the workload and diverse jurisdiction of the NSW Local Courts. Ms Staunton’s presentation examined the use of victim impact statements in Local Courts; the diversity of sentencing options available to magistrates e.g. diversionary programs for offenders who are drug addicts, domestic violence offenders or indigenous offenders; the judicial education program which includes issues such as mental health, indigenous offenders, domestic violence, and victims rights. 





Ms Maureen Tangney, Director, and Ms Kristen Rundle, Assistant Policy Adviser, of the Legislation and Policy Division of the Attorney General’s Department attended a meeting of the Board to give an overview of the review process for the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996 and the Victims Rights Act 1996.  





Mary Spiers, Criminal Law Review Division of the Attorney General’s Department provided an overview of the Bail Amendment (Repeat Offenders) Bill 2002.  The Bill included provisions that made bail more difficult to obtain for repeat offenders and persons charged with an offence that was committed whilst on bail for other offences. 








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





Legislative issues


Relevant and recent legislation was regularly reported to the Board through the distribution of the Weekly Legislative Bulletin from the NSW Parliamentary Counsel’s Office to members of the Board.


  


Review of Victims Rights Act and Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 


The attendance of representatives from the Legislation and Policy Division of the Attorney General’s Department at a meeting of the Board provided a valuable opportunity for the Board to obtain an overview of the review process for the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act 1996 and the Victims Rights Act 1996.  The Board provided submissions regarding various issues of both Acts. 


 


Review of Young Offenders Act


The Board provided submissions on the review of the Young Offenders Act 1997. The Board made comments regarding:


whether the Act successfully establishes an alternative process to court proceedings for dealing with children who commit certain offences;


whether the Act establishes a scheme which provides an efficient and direct response to the commission by children of certain offences; and


whether youth justice conferences are successful in allowing an offender to be dealt with in a way that:								


enables a community based negotiated response to offences involving all the affected parties


emphasises restitution by the offender for his or her behaviour and the acceptance of responsibility by the offender for his or her behaviour; and


meets the needs of victims and offenders.








Victims of Crime website


The Victims of Crime website was an initiative of the Victims Advisory Board and provides a one-stop on-line source of support and information for victims of crime.  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.  





In 2001/2002 the website was enhanced with further information provided for people with disabilities and older people. This information was provided with the assistance of the Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care. A page providing information regarding the services and entitlements available for victims of road trauma was also added to the website.





The victims of crime website was also promoted by the distribution of information cards displaying the website address and the Victim Support Line number to Regional Violence Prevention Specialists, NSW Health, the Sex Workers Outreach Project, the Youth Action and Policy Association and the Salvation Army. The website was added to seven major search engines and links to the site were established from other government sites.  Access to the website has been steadily increasing from 500 visits to the website per month at its launch in April 2001 to over 2,000 per month in 2002.











 








4.	Plans for 2002/2003





During 2002/2003, the Victims Advisory Board 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 changes that may 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.  


The Board plans to further enhance the Victims of Crime website and promote closer liaison between government departments, community organisations and other agencies in responding to the needs of victims of crime. 





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


The Board anticipates being further consulted in the review of victims legislation, with representatives from the Legislation and Policy Division of the Attorney General’s Department scheduled to attend a meeting of the Board in late 2002 to report on the progress of the review. The Legislation and Policy Division have been invited to use the Board for advice on victims issues during the review period. 





Review of NSW Mental Health Services


It was reported that the NSW Parliament had established the Select Committee on Mental Health to inquire into and report on mental health services in New South Wales. An interim report is to be tabled by 3 September 2002. The Board anticipates providing submissions regarding issues effecting victims of crime arising out of the review of NSW Mental Health Services.











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