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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE STANDING COMMITTEE 
Tenth Report — “A measure of trust: How WA Police evaluates the effectiveness of its responses to family and 

domestic violence” — Tabling 
MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [10.19 am]: I present for tabling the tenth report of the 
Community Development and Justice Standing Committee, titled “A measure of trust”. 
[See papers 3553 and 3554.] 

Ms M.M. QUIRK: I thank my fellow committee members for their important contribution to our inquiries: 
deputy chair, Dr Tony Buti, member for Armadale; Ms Libby Mettam, member for Vasse; Mr Mick Murray, 
member for Collie–Preston; and Mr Chris Hatton, member for Balcatta. We are all extremely grateful for the 
support, diligence, commitment and good humour of the committee’s principal research officer, 
Dr Sarah Palmer, and research officer, Ms Franchesca Walker. 

A little over a month ago, a caller rang radio 6PR’s Drive program. He had recently heard a domestic violence 
incident in the neighbouring property in the south east metropolitan district. He called 000 for immediate police 
assistance but had to wait five hours for police to arrive. In the intervening period, he called 000 another 
two times and 131 444 four times. Mr Bradley Sorrell, who was acting as an assistant police commissioner at the 
time, told the program that police resources were stretched when the call was received; police were responding 
to five separate domestic violence incidents as well as other incidents requiring police attention. However, he 
said that that was not an excuse. Under the metropolitan policing model, the south east metropolitan district 
could request assistance from outside the district through the control centre, and he was struggling to come to 
grips with why it took five hours for police to arrive. Members will be mindful that the new policing model has 
been operating in the south east metropolitan region the longest. Part of our brief is to see how the new policing 
model is impacting on service delivery.  

This report is not about the complex multi-layered issues surrounding family violence generally, but about the 
narrower issue of how police assess whether their performance in responding to family violence is optimal; what 
performance measures do police have in place and what is the process of evaluation of the data. In the absence of 
such indicators, the acting assistant commissioner may well not be alone in struggling to pinpoint when 
performance is lacking or when there is a lack of consistency in approach. At the outset, it needs to be said that it 
is totally accepted that police are not necessarily responsible for dealing with the increasing volume of family 
violence. In fact, we heard throughout the inquiry that the Department for Child Protection and Family Support 
is the lead agency, that WA Police let its own strategy lapse in 2011 and that the guiding policy for all agencies 
is now the “Freedom from Fear—Working towards the elimination of family and domestic violence in 
Western Australia: Action Plan 2015” released in September.  

Despite a number of action items, this plan is silent on how police should undertake their work, so it is 
disingenuous to say that it is this very strategy that acts as a template for police’s role in addressing family 
violence. We know that one woman a week in Australia dies from domestic violence. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics estimates that one in three women will experience family violence in their lifetime. That is not to 
mention the threats, intimidation and control that sit alongside the physical violence. As such, family violence is 
a huge driver in demand for police services, so purely from a management perspective, it is vital to harness 
resources for timely and adequate response in a prudent manner. In short, we found that police are doing a much 
better job than in the past but there is still much room for improvement, and having tangible means by which to 
measure that improvement is the challenge. The collaboration with other agencies is welcome but is in its 
relatively early stages. But Police are responsible for how it manages resources, how it deploys its personnel, 
what standards of conduct are set for police officers and how those interactions with the public are recorded and 
what actions are taken subsequently. The importance of ongoing analysis was stressed by the Minister for Police 
herself in answer to a question without notice in December 2013. I quote — 

We will not hang onto a model that is not working. We will keep changing the model until we start to 
drive down the incidence of domestic violence. We are committed to doing that. We will take 
courageous steps around dealing with domestic violence. If this model does not work, we will change 
the model, and we will continue to change the model until we drive down the incidence of domestic 
violence and we have an impact on making a positive difference for the victims of domestic violence in 
our community. 

In Western Australia alone, police recorded nearly 43 000 domestic violence incident reports 
from July 2014 to June 2015. Consider also that this is unlikely to reflect the full extent of offences. Domestic 
violence is notoriously under-reported, so it is difficult to ascertain how many people are truly affected. One of the 
things that impacts on the reporting rate is the level of trust that victims have in police. Do they feel they will get 
a timely response? Will they be listened to? Will they be believed? Will police orders or violence restraining orders 
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be effective in keeping them safe? How much will it matter that they do not speak English? Many victims and 
domestic violence service representatives informed the committee that the response from police was often 
dependent on the individual officer. By all accounts, a number of police officers responded sensitively and 
appropriately and were considered to be doing an excellent job, but for others the opposite was true. I will not give 
the name of the person who made this submission, but I quote from one submission to the committee as follows — 

I suffered extreme abuse at his hands, including numerous sexual assaults, physical violence and 
emotional and verbal abuse. On one occasion he put his hands around my throat and began strangling 
me, and several times he pinned me down and held a pillow over my face to suffocate me. 
Having nowhere to go apart from his house, I was initially reluctant to contact police, but after advice 
from a domestic violence organisation I called police to make them aware of what was occurring. Given 
his previous assaults on police and the knowledge of his unregistered firearm I also felt that I should 
apprise police of the situation before calling them out to any violent incident. 
When I called the local police station, the female police officer to whom I spoke, told me that there was 
no point in calling the police about domestic violence and that domestic violence had nothing to do with 
police Hoping for a better outcome I later attended the police station in person and unfortunately, spoke 
to the same unhelpful police officer. She was extremely rude and hostile and simply reiterated that 
domestic violence is not a police matter. She told me to go and live somewhere else. When I explained 
the difficulties I was having in finding somewhere to go she simply shrugged She was not interested in 
hearing any details of his violence and would not take a statement Because of the poor response that 
I received from police I did not call them for help for any of his violent assaults. 
I was trapped in my situation with a perpetrator who was obviously extremely dangerous and violent 
and there is no doubt that his actions constituted criminal behaviour making the police response 
inappropriate and appalling It is extremely concerning that this man is a serial offender and came very 
close to killing me The inadequate police response means that sadly there will be more victims of this 
man’s violence. 

The submission states further on — 
I witnessed one incident in which a young indigenous woman was being violently physically assaulted 
by a man who lives in the building. Police attended and from what I could hear arrested the man in 
question The next day when police brought the victim back to pick up her belongings I was taken aback 
to see this young woman being transported in the back of a police paddy wagon—an area usually 
reserved for criminals. There may have been some reason that I am not aware of as to why this was 
done, but if not, it is a shocking and disrespectful way to treat a victim of crime. 

How does WA Police know whether its officers are doing a good job of policing domestic violence? WA Police 
collects data that shows the number of recorded offences classified as family and domestic violence but statistics 
can only tell us so much. Narrowing definitions of what constitutes a family and domestic violence relationship 
affects these figures, and then, of course, there is the problem of whether an increase in reporting reflects an 
increase in actual incidents or an increase in willingness to report them. WA Police includes a KPI in its annual 
report that measures the percentage of incidents processed within a particular time frame, but this does not 
indicate how satisfied victims were with the response, and hence their willingness to go to police in future. 
Deciding to do nothing after seven days and closing a file may well meet the key performance indicator 
benchmark and avert the immediate danger, but in the long run it may still be an inadequate response. 
The independent community satisfaction survey in WA Police’s annual report directs no specific questions 
towards family violence victims; hence, the title of the committee’s report, “A measure of trust”, which reflects 
the notion that how police respond to domestic violence will directly influence the level of trust in police in the 
future. Measuring such levels of trust is not a simple matter. The report notes a series of measures, postulated in 
an article by Rollings and Taylor, titled “Measuring police performance in domestic and family violence”. 
I consider this a more comprehensive snapshot of performance, both qualitatively and quantitatively. 
Their suggested performance measures are: a reduction in repeat victimisation; a reduction in repeat attendances; 
a reduction in repeat offending; accurate identification recording of incidents; an increase in offenders charged 
and successfully prosecuted; increased arrest and prosecution of breaches of domestic violence orders; police 
adequately informed about previous attendance of violence; increased victim satisfaction of police response; and 
a proven willingness of victims to call the police. I think the minister tacitly acknowledges that more needs to be 
done in this context. In response to a question without notice last week from the member for Armadale, the 
minister noted in part — 

We are also looking at a better way of measuring our response to domestic violence; for example, 
measuring how long it takes for police to serve a violence restraining order on a perpetrator. 
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Then there are the changes to the law first announced in March by the Attorney General and the Minister for 
Police. At that stage the introduction of laws to create a new family violence restraining order appeared to be 
imminent. It was noted that this would ease the burden on a victim having to provide evidence of abuse and it 
followed the recommendations of the WA Law Reform Commission. Police have recorded around 
9 000 domestic assaults since that announcement was made in March, yet the legislation has still not been 
introduced. A further article appeared in The West Australian last weekend, under the misleading headline of 
“Move against revenge porn”. Upon closer reading, I discerned that it reiterated the government’s previously 
stated intention of introducing updated laws on restraining orders. The article, however, indicated that 
a consultation paper had been distributed to stakeholders only this week, so the stated intention to introduce 
these laws into Parliament this year seems improbable. This is yet another demonstration of the dilatory, almost 
negligent, approach of the Barnett government to prosecute law reform even when an identified need is pressing. 
Likewise, WA is still waiting for legislation to enable GPS tracking and monitoring of serious family violence 
offenders, which was foreshadowed in early 2013. 

Although not the whole solution, these are important initiatives that would assist police in addressing family and 
domestic violence. As part of the Frontline 2020 reforms the model for policing domestic violence has changed. 
Now there is half the number of specialist domestic violence officers assigned to victim support units. Under the 
frontline reforms, all officers are expected to respond to domestic violence incidents. This means that 
a generalist approach will re-emerge, with responders not necessarily having specialist or cultural training to 
a level that would improve interaction with victims. We reiterate the Law Reform Commission’s 
recommendations that more training for police officers is essential. This is a real pity as the quality control by 
close scrutiny of incident reports, follow-up action and expeditious triage to appropriate services was a real 
improvement. I express our thanks to WA Police in Geraldton who demonstrated to the committee the efficacy 
of these processes. I note that there was also a common misconception that specialist family violence officers 
were on hand 24/7. This has never been the case and they work ordinary business hours and follow up inquiries 
of the first responders. 
Given the reforms, WA Police would do well to put in place measures that can assess whether it is truly better 
off. Victims of family and domestic violence need to know that their calls will be attended to in a timely manner 
and with sensitivity, regardless of who they are, where they may be and which officer responds. Yes, it is 
accepted that family violence is a complex problem requiring a multi-agency response, but police need to use the 
high standing and respect in which they are held in the community to garner community condemnation of family 
violence. Witnessing firsthand its impact, they are uniquely placed to galvanise broader action to reduce this 
most prevalent and virulent of crimes. This high profile will have the collateral benefit of engendering greater 
trust and confidence among victims in the role of police. One such lost opportunity was the invitation by 
The Guardian newspaper in November last year for police chiefs to address the issue of how to tackle domestic 
violence. Commissioners from all states and territories, other than Western Australia, contributed. In his 
contribution, Commissioner of the Queensland Police Service, Ian Stewart, was reported in The Guardian as 
observing — 

We can’t turn our backs and instead need to open our arms to help. It’s not simply domestic violence. 
It’s violence. It’s a murder, a vicious assault, sexual assault or the many other unacceptable forms that it 
takes. 
It is also one of the most dangerous areas for police to intervene. There have been a number of 
examples in Queensland police service history of officers being seriously injured or killed when 
responding to a domestic violence incident. 

South Australian Police Commissioner Gary Burns was also noted as stating — 
Responding to domestic violence can be complex and at times highly emotional. The police response to 
every incident, report or complaint has to be spot-on. Near enough isn’t good enough, as any failing on 
the part of police can have serious ramifications. 
Police must give domestic violence incidents the same priority as every other serious crime. That is the 
expectation that the community have, and it is also my expectation. 

The last word goes to Victoria Police’s former Chief Commissioner Ken Lay who, on his retirement after over 
40 years as a police officer, said that his proudest achievement was helping to drive a change in community 
attitudes towards violence against women and children, which prompted the state government to announce 
a royal commission into family violence. I ask all members that they help to repel a callousness that has crept 
into our society—callousness and complacency. I want to leave members with the challenge to battle that sense 
of complacency and the prevailing damaging attitudes towards women. We must all stand up to these things 
wherever they occur, because if we shrug our shoulders when a sex worker is murdered or a wife is battered to 
death, we are diminished as a community. 
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MR C.D. HATTON (Balcatta) [10.38 am]: I would like to add comment to the debate on the tabling of the 
tenth report of the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee “A measure of trust: How 
WA Police evaluates the effectiveness of its response to family and domestic violence”. I would like to quickly 
acknowledge the robust work of the chair, Ms Margaret Quirk, MLA; deputy chair, Mr Tony Buti, MLA; 
Mr Mick Murray, MLA; Ms Libby Mettam, MLA; and also the very good committee staff: principal research 
officer Dr Sarah Palmer and research officer Ms Franchesca Walker. 
I stand here to comment and summarise the committee’s investigation of the performance of Western Australia 
Police and how that has been evaluated, particularly in the context of the introduction of the new frontline police 
model on domestic and family violence. In May 2015, the committee determined that due to an alarming 
elevation in recent years of domestic violence incidents and reports, and because police are on the front line, 
there was a need to evaluate whether Western Australia Police had been providing adequate responses to 
incidents, including domestic and family violence. The following terms of reference were established: firstly, 
what audited and internal performance measures are in place and whether these are sufficient; secondly, victims’ 
perceptions of how police respond to family and domestic violence; thirdly, how WA Police evaluates its 
training programs to ensure that officers have the skills and knowledge to deal effectively with family and 
domestic violence victims; and, fourthly, how WA Police evaluates the effectiveness of the use of technology in 
countering family and domestic violence. 
In understanding the role of the police, I acknowledge—I am certainly of the opinion that my colleagues would 
agree—that family and domestic violence is a complex social issue that is the responsibility of society as 
a whole. Fundamentally, no-one has the right to inflict harm on others, let alone to inflict harm on those in close 
relationships. Individuals are expected to behold personal responsibilities and behaviours in our society. 
However, in reality, society is not perfect and when things go wrong, the police are often the first point of 
contact in domestic and family violence incidents. The police are in a unique position to respond to and intervene 
in, and be proactive about, preventing family violence. How does Western Australia Police know whether it is 
doing a good job policing domestic and family violence? The report’s executive summary states — 

WA Police is some way along the road to what is considered good practice. It is part of a multi-agency 
response, considered essential for delivering best practice, and is committed to this approach. 

Although Western Australia Police acknowledged the importance of the performance evaluation and intends to 
look into appropriate evaluation methods, this is not enough. Police should commit to developing a set of 
measures with a suitable time frame. I believe that this inquiry certainly indicated promising signs that 
WA Police are acknowledging the elevation in domestic violence incidents that they attend and are adopting 
particular practices that are aimed to assist society with the problem. However, it becomes apparent that there is 
a question of what is best practice, and is best practice being adequately addressed by a police-driven approach? 
For example, is the single audited KPI related to family and domestic violence enough? Is there enough 
movement forward since the “Family and Domestic Violence Strategy 2009–2011”? Is the “Freedom from 
Fear—Working towards the elimination of family and domestic violence in Western Australia: Action Plan 
2015” addressing enough specifics related to policing and time lines? And, is it clear how Western Australia 
Police will be accountable to the Department for Child Protection and Family Support for performance measures 
in which it plays a central role? 
I would like to conclude by saying that it is widely acknowledged that policing of domestic and family violence 
incidents and issues is certainly complex. Probably for that very reason of complexity, the committee resolved 
that there is a concern that police officers are not sufficiently trained and experienced to address the demanding 
issues that they confront. The committee sought information on police training in the area of domestic and 
family violence and concluded that more training would better address the issue. The Frontline police model now 
introduced in Western Australia will no doubt work to best practice. However, it appears that the structure for 
best practice relating to domestic violence is not clear. The committee is concerned about the adequacy of 
specialists in the family and domestic violence response team. As stated in the executive summary, and I will 
conclude here — 

Only time will tell if the new model is a step in the right direction—time, and some robust performance 
measures. 

I endorse this report. 

MS L. METTAM (Vasse) [10.44 am]: I am pleased to provide some comments on the report of the 
Community Development and Justice Standing Committee titled “A measure of trust: How WA Police evaluates 
the effectiveness of its response to family and domestic violence”. This report comes at a time when there is 
a significant amount of reform in the very important area of family and domestic violence, along with 
WA Police’s Frontline 2020 model and the introduction of the “Freedom from Fear—Working towards the 
elimination of family and domestic violence in Western Australia: Action Plan 2015”. 
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Like our previous report on road safety, this report specifically looks at the police response in an area of shared 
responsibility with other agencies. We are looking at family and domestic violence and have this focus within 
a collaborative framework. In fact, this collaborative approach is highlighted in the Department for 
Child Protection and Family Support’s “Western Australia’s Family and Domestic Violence Prevention Strategy 
to 2022”. There is also a state government action plan, which I referred to earlier, that was launched by the 
Minister for Child Protection, titled “Freedom from Fear 2015”, which contains 20 actions, including increasing 
the safety of women and holding perpetrators to account. The implementation of the action plan is overseen by 
the Family and Domestic Violence Senior Officers’ Group, which includes representatives from 16 different 
agencies, including WA Police. Both the strategy and the plan highlight the integrated approach to addressing 
family and domestic violence in Western Australia. 

Family and domestic violence response teams are made up of agencies such as WA Police and the 
Department for Child Protection and Family Support in a coordinated response led by the department for child 
protection. Much of the evaluation happens under this framework as well. The collaboration extends to the 
evaluation of how these measures are working, with six-monthly reports into what is working well and areas in 
which improvement is needed. It is measured against a clear set of criteria, which includes family and domestic 
violence incidents that are attended to by WA Police. For example, in 2014, 88 per cent of domestic violence 
incident reports were received by the family and domestic violence report teams. According to this report, it 
suggests a high level of efficiency. The family and domestic violence strategy is also assessed annually, 
according to Acting Police Commissioner Gary Dreibergs. This action plan is an essential element of the police 
response to family and domestic violence going forward. There is also a specific plan for the Kimberley, with 
WA Police working with the Department for Child Protection and Family Support as well as 
Corrective Services. 

WA Police have one KPI, which is the percentage of family and domestic violence incidents in which the 
offender was processed within seven days for an offence against a person. This highlights the focus that 
WA Police have in this integrated area of concern. That focus is on sanctions against perpetrators and ensuring 
that those sanctions are delivered in a timely manner. The targets that WA Police have within this framework are 
aspirational. The target is 75 per cent, which has not been met since that KPI was first introduced in 2010–11. 
We have seen an average of only 70 per cent to 71 per cent. 

We heard much from various groups throughout this inquiry and there has been much investigation into 
WA Police’s response to family and domestic violence. According to WA Police, family and domestic violence 
is one of its most significant areas of reform. It comes within an integrated network with the Department for 
Child Protection and Family Support as well. One of the greatest challenges facing victims of family and 
domestic violence is that it is an under-reported crime. The biggest challenge is to get victims of crime to contact 
police and to report those crimes. Although only 20 per cent of cases of family and domestic violence are 
reported in Western Australia, there has been a 40 per increase in the number of victims seeking help in the last 
five years; hence, the issue surrounding the need to build trust between police and victims is very important. 

Statistics on family and domestic violence among the Aboriginal community are particularly concerning. 
Aboriginal women are 35 times more prone to hospitalisation and ten times more likely to die as a result of 
family and domestic violence. This can be an issue given police are challenged in this space because of cultural 
and historical issues between police and Aboriginal communities that have occurred at different times: police 
deliver sanctions and police sometimes also take children from these communities. This highlights the challenges 
police officers face when dealing with family and domestic violence, but it also underlines the importance of 
a collaborative approach, which the Liberal–National government is investing in, going forward. 

There has been a shift from family and domestic violence being a specific area of policing to it being a priority 
for all officers. We heard from WA Police about that cultural shift. Representatives of WA Police and the 
Department for Child Protection and Family Support spoke to the committee about the significant cultural shift 
in the approach to addressing family and domestic violence over the last 10 years and the merits of 
a collaborative approach. There has been a change from agencies and sections of WA Police working in silos to 
an approach in which every officer on the front line takes a crucial role in responding to family and domestic 
violence in the community. 

As part of the Frontline 2020 program there is a detective sergeant rostered 24 hours a day in each police district 
control centre to oversee reported incidences of family and domestic violence. If the incident is assessed as 
domestic violence, it is referred to the family and domestic control teams. Although there has been a reduction in 
the number of specialised officers, as has been explained, this is the result of a renewed focus to provide support 
through frontline officers. According to Julie Jackson from Legal Aid WA — 
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There is a need for people who are in positions of authority over the frontline police officer … to also 
be attending regular professional development so that they are keeping in touch with the latest 
understanding of research around family violence and appropriate responses. 

Mr Speaker, the committee heard from WA Police on research undertaken nationally and internationally to see 
that best practice is endorsed and supported. It suggests that a more formalised approach is called for, as well as 
support for additional face-to-face training and for areas of additional cross-cultural awareness with respect to 
Aboriginality. 

With the cultural challenges that we face, it is clear that we have come a long way in Western Australia with 
WA Police’s responses to address family and domestic violence and with our renewed shift to put family issues 
and incidences of family and domestic violence policing on the front line. I acknowledge that if WA Police’s 
renewed focus on family and domestic violence is to be a priority for all officers, they need support and training 
as well. 
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