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INTRODUCTION 

This paper arises from a three-year research project on child sexual abuse investigation and criminal justice processes in the Auckland region
 (Davies 1999). The research involved interviews with the child complainants and their primary careers on their perceptions of the professionals involved once a child alleges sexual abuse. These professionals include Children, Young Persons and Families Agency (CYPFA) social workers, police officers, DSAC paediatricians, lawyers and other agents of the criminal court. Although the research also involved analyses of criminal court transcripts of the ways that children were questioned by evidential interviewers and lawyers in court, the methodologies and subsequent data are not be reported here as they are available elsewhere (see Davies et al. 1997, Davies and Seymour 1998). In this paper, the investigation process and the methodology of the research eliciting children’s and primary careers’ perceptions of the process are outlined, and the key findings summarised in relation to the international literature, government policies and practice. These findings are put into a political context, raising some suggestions for ways to advance child sexual abuse investigation and criminal court proceedings in the future. The authors show ways that practice often fell short of policy standards and offer suggestions of ways to improve intra-agency communication and inter-agency collaboration. 

THE CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE INVESTIGATION PROCESS 

The investigation process starts with notification to CYPFA or the New Zealand Police. In either situation, the other agency is automatically informed (NZCYPS and Police 1996: 5—65). CYPFA social workers are usually the first to make direct contact with a family. If a child discloses something that indicates s/he may have been sexually abused, the social worker will refer the child to an Evidential Video Unit. At these units, which are jointly operated by CYPFA and the Police, standardised, videotaped interviews are conducted by evidential interviewers for care and protection reasons and for potential evidential use in criminal court proceedings. A medical examination by a specialist paediatrician is recommended in all cases of alleged sexual abuse involving genital contact. 

After an evidential interview is conducted, the social worker will advise children who have alleged sexual abuse and their families of counselling services (NZCYPS and Police 1996). Counselling services are usually financed through ACC, unless the child is under the guardianship of the Director-General of Social Welfare when counselling may be financed by CYPFA. In some complex cases, the child and family will be offered therapy through CYPFA Specialist Services. Some children and their families in Auckland will be offered counselling funded under the Health Funding Authority. Once the immediate safety of the child is established, the evidential interview and medical examination are completed, and counselling services available to the child and family have been discussed, the social worker will usually cease their active involvement with the family. 

The Police will usually start a criminal investigation, to determine whether or not to prosecute the alleged offender, after they receive the videotaped interview of the child. If they do decide to prosecute, the case will go through pre-trial hearings to determine whether the Court perceives there to be enough evidence to proceed. Presuming the Police show sufficient evidence, the case will ultimately go to a jury trial (if the accused maintains innocence) or straight to sentencing (if the accused pleads guilty in court). Some cases go through a combination of the two, with perpetrators entering a late guilty plea. 

SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGY 

Participants and Interview Procedure 

Interviews were conducted with 51 children aged 6—16 years and 124 primary careers (usually mothers) in cases where the children had made clear allegations of sexual abuse. Interviews were also conducted with 58 social workers and 85 police officers that were involved in the cases (see Table 1). 

Children and their primary careers entered the study at either of two points in time. These points in time are described as Phases. Phase 1 is within one month of an evidential interview (early in the investigation process) and Phase 2 is after the police closed the file (at the end of the investigation process and any criminal court proceedings). 

Phase 1 — within one month of an evidential interview. Evidential Interviewers invited client participation after an evidential interview, seeking permission from the primary careers to be contacted by an interviewer of their choice (Pākehā, Māori or Samoan). The interviewers sought informed written consent from primary careers and informed assent from children. 

Phase 2 — after the police closed the file. The police officers invited client participation after they closed each file (whether or not the cases went to court). The police officers sought permission from the primary careers to be contacted by an interviewer in the same way as above. In addition, as the project proceeded, two counsellors and six mothers of allegedly abused children referred families or themselves to participate in the project. 

The interviews with children and primary careers usually took place in the participants’ home. Occasionally, at participants’ request, they took place in an interview room at the University of Auckland. The interviews with social workers and police officers took place by telephone. The major Päkehä participants were interviewed by the senior author (E.D.), the majority of Māori participants by a Māori woman, and Pacific Islands participants by a Samoan woman. 

Interview Schedules 

The semi-structured interview schedules for children and their primary careers included sections on their experiences of CYPFA social workers, evidential interviewers, police officers, paediatricians conducting forensic medical examinations, access to counselling services, criminal court proceedings (including any contact with prosecutors) and the overall process (see Davies 1999 for interview schedules). 

The interviews with social workers and police officers provided basic information about each case including duration and nature of the alleged abuse and the relationship between the child and the alleged perpetrator. Interviews with primary careers took an average of 1.5 hours, and interviews with children lasted an average of 30 minutes. Interviews with police officers and social workers took approximately 15 minutes. 

Frequencies and percentages were calculated for the quantitative data derived from closed questions. Non-parametric tests were conducted to explore possible relationships between variables. An alpha level of 0.05 was used for all statistical tests. Interviews with children and their primary careers were transcribed and subjected to a content analysis. 

Characteristics of the Sample 

This study involved 124 families. There were three child complainants of sexual abuse within one family, two complainants within 19 of the families and one complainant within 103 of the families. Table 1 shows the number of interviews conducted. Twenty-one primary careers were interviewed at both Phase 1 and Phase 2. In all, 124 primary careers and 51 (35%) of the total 145 child complainants were interviewed. 

Table 1 Numbers of Interviews Conducted

	Timing
	Interviewees
Children 
	Primary carers 
	Social Workers 
	Police officers 

	Phase 1 
	22 
	39 
	42 
	10 

	Phase 2 
	29 
	64 
	12 
	69 

	Phase 1 & Phase 2
	0 
	21 
	4 
	6 

	Total 
	51 
	124 
	58 
	85 


Of the primary careers interviewed, 103 (83.1%) were mothers, five (4.0%) were fathers and 16 (12.9%) were guardians (e.g., aunts, grandparents). Ninety-two (74.2%) primary careers described themselves as Pākehā (Caucasian), 17 (13.7%) as Pacific Islander, 12 (9.7%) as Māori and three (2.4%) as Asian. Of the sub-sample of 51 children interviewed, 35 (68.6%) were Pākehā (Caucasian), 11 (21.6%) were Pacific Islanders, three (5.8%) were Māori and two (3.9%) were Asian. Table 2 shows the gender and age of children at the point of disclosure to the police or CYPFA. 

Table 2 Gender and Age of Children at Disclosure to the Poke or Child Protection Services
	
	All Cases (N=145)
	Children Interviewed (N=51)

	
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Age (years) 
	
	
	
	

	3—4 
	12 
	8.3 
	- 
	- 

	5—12 
	96 
	66.2 
	28 
	54.9 

	13—15 
	38 
	26.2 
	23 
	45.1 

	Gender 
	
	
	
	

	Female 
	109 
	75.1 
	35 
	68.6 

	Male 
	36 
	24.8 
	16 
	31.4 


All of the children interviewed alleged abuse by male perpetrators as did 143 (98.6%) of the total of the child complainants. Interviews with social workers and police officers revealed details about the allegations, recorded in Table 3. The table records an allegation made by each child that led to the most serious charge, the number of incidents alleged and the relationships between the children and the alleged perpetrators. 

FINDINGS CONCERNING THE EARLY STAGES 

OF THE INVESTIGATION PROCESS (PHASE 1) 

The Phase 1 interviews included questions on children’s and primary careers’ experiences of social workers, evidential interviewers, medical examinations (if applicable), police, access to counselling services and perceptions of the overall process in these early stages.
 The key issues which emerged concerned delays in the process, inter-agency communication, and support. 

Table 3 The Children’s Allegations of Abuse

	
	All Cases (N=145)
	Children Interviewed (N=51)

	
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Nature of alleged abuse
	
	
	
	

	Penetration of vagina or anus
	29
	20.0
	12
	23.5

	Attempted penetration (vagina/anus)
	20
	13.8
	5
	9.8

	Oral genital contact
	26
	17.9
	9
	17.6

	Digital contact
	65
	44.8
	22
	43.1

	Non-contact*
	5
	3.4
	3
	5.9

	
	
	
	
	

	Number of incidents
	
	
	
	

	1 incident
	26
	17.9
	11
	21.6

	2-5 incidents
	62
	42.8
	27
	52.9

	6 or more incidents
	57
	39.3
	13
	25.5

	
	
	
	
	

	Alleged perpetrators
	
	
	
	

	Parent figures
	49
	33.8
	10
	19.6

	Other relatives
	32
	22.1
	11
	21.6

	Friends or neighbours
	51
	35.2
	25
	49.0

	Child care providers or teachers
	10
	6.9
	4
	7.8

	Strangers
	3
	2.1
	1
	2.0


* Non-contact abuse refers to exposure or sexual photographs

Delays

Table 4 reports 48 primary careers’ responses to the questions, ‘What do you think about the time it has all taken from your point of view?’ and ‘What do you think about the time it has all taken from your child’s point of view?’; and 20 children’s responses to the question, ‘What do you think about how much time it’s all taken?’ 

The initial investigation process was perceived as moving too slowly in terms of contact with social workers, evidential interviewers, the police and therapists. For example, four weeks after an evidential interview, 53 (79.1%) of the 67 children of primary careers interviewed in Phase 1 had not been to a therapeutic service. Even at the Phase 1 research interview, more than 90% of primary careers found the process too slow. This was perceived as a major source of stress. For example, one mother said: 

"It’s all too slow, for us and for her [daughter] too. She wanted it over and done with. From day one when the incident happened until after seeing Starship it was four or five days before we heard from Children and Young Persons. So that was a really horrible time because we thought we were alone and that was really stressful time. From seeing Children and Young Persons until the video was a very long time. There was a three-week break there that was just terrible. And everybody was stressed out about that because they just wanted that over with. And we haven’t heard anything from Children and Young Persons or the Police and just want it over with." 

Table 4  Perceptions of Speed of the Investigation Process at Phase 1

	Speed of Process
	Primary Carers' Perceptions (N=48)
	Children's Perceptions (N=20)

	
	Carers
	Children
	

	
	n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Too fast
	-
	-
	2
	4.2
	3
	15.0

	About right
	4
	8.3
	6
	12.5
	5
	25.0

	Too slow
	44
	91.7
	37
	77.1
	10
	50.0

	Nothing much
	-
	-
	3
	6.2
	2
	10.0


Inter-agency Communication 

Both investigators and primary careers perceived the interagency collaboration as poor despite the existence of interagency policies advocating collaboration (NZCYPS and Police 1996:5—67). Forty-seven police officers and social workers rated their perception of the quality of communication between CYPFA and the Police in Phase 1, on a scale of one to ten, with one representing very poor communication and ten representing very good communication. Seventeen (36.2%) said they had had no contact with the other discipline, with the exception of faxed notification. Eleven (23.4%) rated the quality of their relationship as poor (score of one to four), seven (14.9%) rated it as moderate (score of five or six) and 12 (25.5%) rated it as good (score of seven to ten). 

Forty-eight primary careers interviewed in Phase 1 were asked, ‘How well do you think the people involved have communicated with each other?’ Twenty-three (47.9%) said that they perceived the communication to be poor, three (6.3%) said they perceived communication to be moderate and six (12.5%) said they thought the communication between agencies was very good. The remainder (16) said they had no opinion. Thirty-two (66.7%) of primary careers said they were not given enough information about the investigation process and staff roles. In the words of two mothers: 

"When I talk to the social worker, the police, I mean they really only can tell you about their part of the process. And I think there needs to be a better communication between the agencies so that wherever a parent goes, those people can tell you about other people’s roles, because sometimes you sit on that anxiety for six months before you get to see that person." 

"One organisation doesn’t know what the other is doing. I’ve been going round chasing my tail in different organisations. There should be a pamphlet to all schools and the public on who to see, who does what, this is what to do and what is available for them." 

Poor communication between agencies led to situations where children and primary careers absorbed conflicting messages from different agencies: 

"She [social worker] said that she could like show the video to the police and stuff so I wouldn’t have to talk about it again myself.. .but that wasn’t true." (12 years) 

"At the beginning the social worker said I could see the video, but when I asked the police later, they said I couldn’t.. ..l was really angry about that." (mother) 

"The people at the video unit said I could see the video but the police said I couldn’t see it." (mother) 

Support 

The majority of primary careers reported positive interactions with professionals. However, 31 of the 48 primary careers (64.6%) who answered questions about the overall process in Phase 1 said they had no support from anyone through the course of the investigation to date. Consistent with the findings of Humphreys (1992, 1995a, 1995b) in Australia, this was a theme common in perceptions of the components of the investigation process, especially with respect to social work investigation and lack of access to support services. 

"It’s important to think of the children and the parents too. It is not us causing the problem. We need support. We are not responsible even though it felt like that. I think the way everything focuses on the children makes those feelings, the guilt, feel even stronger." 

"I think it’s the helping with the parents, I think. You know, following it through with the parents so that the parents know what they’re suppose to be doing, and that the parents have got adequate support and things are getting followed through quickly. That’s where the need for the children is." 

"Your life does genuinely fall apart when you find out that your children are being abused and I think that the children find it very difficult. But for them, often, it’s a relief initially to actually tell and they feel great in the short term. You feel like shit in the short term and you don’t know how you’re going to keep going. And, I think, rather than what they should be doing for the children initially, I think they need to be looking at supporting the parent or parents who are trying to cope with the situation, because unless you hold it together your children won’t." 

This lack of support was compounded for primary careers who are themselves survivors of abuse. Sixty-six of all the primary careers interviewed (53.2%) spontaneously disclosed through the course of the research interviews that they themselves were survivors of sexual abuse. This is likely to be an under-estimate of the true percentage since there was no specific question asked. These primary careers were significantly more likely to feel badly treated by the social worker than those who did not disclose any abuse through the course of the interview (U=850.5, p<0.05). These primary careers did not gain timely access to services to help them deal with their own abuse issues, so that they could effectively support their children: 

"Well I’ve been screaming out for some time out from my child (who this has really affected badly) because of the abuse I suffered as a child. It’s just like — I never got help for that, so it’s all coming back, and I feel like it’s doubled the load of any other mother with an abused child that’s never been abused herself. I must have been screaming out for help and I’ve still got nowhere." 

The lack of support was also compounded for primary careers who were still partners with alleged perpetrators. Primary careers were significantly more likely to experience the social workers negatively if the alleged perpetrator was a parent figure for the child, a father or step-father (U=9l8.5, p<0.05). A small number of mothers interviewed who were still partners with alleged perpetrators when their children disclosed sexual abuse felt judged by their social workers and were not referred to services that could provide them with support to work through their own issues. They described being pulled in two directions; protection of the child on the one hand and support of the alleged perpetrator on the other. Their ambivalence arid subsequent complex issues do not seem to be addressed. In the words of one of these mothers: 

"She seems to think that I should make plans about what I’m going to do five — ten years down the track. Like she was saying to me that I shouldn’t have supported my husband. I shouldn’t — like I should be — if he comes out of jail in five or ten years (I’m not sure yet) I shouldn’t welcome him back to the family. I should kind of push him away — you know... I mean I can’t make that kind of decision right now. I can’t even plan for next week, let alone ten years away, you know." 

FINDINGS CONCERNING THE OVERALL INVESTIGATION PROCESS (PHASE 2) 

The Phase 2 interviews included questions on children’s and primary careers’ experiences of police investigations, criminal court proceedings (if applicable) and access to counselling services. Similar issues emerge from the data regarding children and primary careers’ experiences of the police investigation and the court process as emerged from the Phase 1 interviews i.e., delays, lack of information and lack of support. 

 Police Investigations 

Although police policy states that child abuse offences should be given high priority (NZCYPS and Police 1996:5—66,5—67), Table 5 shows, in common with research conducted in Wellington (Elder and Halsted 1998), that substantial time delays occurred in the initiation of many police investigations. 

Table 5 Delays in Initiating Police Investigations

	Time lapse 
	Families (N=84)

	
	n
	%

	Same day 
	13 
	15.5 

	Less than 1 week 
	10 
	11.9 

	1—2 weeks 
	9 
	10.7 

	2—4 weeks 
	12 
	14.3 

	1—2 months 
	9 
	10.7 

	More than 2 months 
	31 
	36.9 


Families subsequently experienced frustration and additional stress, particularly if the alleged offender had the potential to make contact with them: 

"The hardest thing was I think it took about five months before the file even hit the desk for the cops and we were in a situation where the offender was an extended family member who lived literally 300 meters away and there was nothing we could do. I mean it was just about physically restraining my husband. He wanted to just go down and baseball bat him, you know. He was out for blood." 

"It was really, really, really awful... It was my father-in-law who did it — my husband’s father. And at the time, my father-in-law and mother-in-law didn’t know that we had discovered this horrible thing. And so we had to keep ourselves out of contact with them because we just couldn’t have them in our house. We just wanted to protect our children from them and so we were very, very upset for my mother-in-law because we thought she’d be getting very hurt because we’re not making any contact. So we’ve particularly kept asking the police about when would the police go around to see my parents- in-law, so that my mother-in-law could understand why we weren’t making contact." 

Many primary careers perceived that they had insufficient contact with the police once the investigation was underway, with 52 (63.4%) commenting on a lack of information about the investigation process: 

"They don’t explain, they think you know it all and you don’t know the system.... they don’t explain the system to you, they don’t explain the purpose of anything." 

"It would have helped her (daughter) if she understood more about what was going to happen, how slow everything is. I don’t understand a lot of it." 

Criminal Court Proceedings 

Several issues of concern were raised by the children and their primary careers in relation to criminal court proceedings. Explanations regarding the decision on whether to proceed to court were not routinely given, particularly to families in which the children made allegations that did not proceed to Court. Delays in criminal court hearings were as problematic as has been highlighted previously in New Zealand (Lash 1995, Pipe et al. 1996) and elsewhere (Cashmore 1992, Davies and Noon 1991, Goodman et al. 1992, Murray 1995). Primary careers’ access to information and support for depositions hearings was inadequate, indicating a need for specific preparation of primary careers who are to give evidence in these hearings. 

Twelve of the 15 child witnesses said they had been worried about going to court, but seven of these said they did not speak to anyone about their fears. Table 6 is derived from child witness’s responses to the question, ‘Who, if anyone, helped you to get ready to be a witness in court?’ and primary careers’ responses to the questions, ‘Who, if anyone, helped your child get ready to be a witness in court?’ and ‘Who, if anyone, talked with you about your child being a witness in court?’ Few of the families who participated in this research had seen a Victims Advisor, even though this government-funded service was developed to inform victims of crime. The table also shows that at least a third of the child witnesses had no preparation for court, and nearly three quarters of the primary careers were given no assistance on how to help the children get ready for court. Consequently some of the children understood very little about the legal process and were put at risk of experiencing more stress through lack of appropriate court education, a finding similar to that of previous research (Davies et al. 1995, Murray 1995, Sas 1992, Saywitz 1989). 

In common with research from England (Davies and Noon 1991, Davies et al. 1995, Morgan and Plotnikoff 1990), many did not meet the Crown Prosecutor until the day of the trial and both children and primary careers highlighted the need for an earlier meeting. Eight of the 27 primary careers of child witnesses and five of the fifteen children said that they did not meet the Crown Prosecutor before giving evidence. Eleven of the 27 primary careers and three of the 15 child witnesses said they only met the Crown Prosecutor on the morning of the trial. Meeting the children and their families, in particular any recent complaint witnesses, would enable Crown Prosecutors to better prepare for each court case and enhance the witnesses’ confidence about giving evidence. 

Table 6  Education for Court

	
	Primary Carers' Perceptions
 (N=27)
	Children's Perceptions (N=15)

	
	Carers
	Children
	

	
	n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%

	No one
	20
	74.1
	10
	37.0
	5
	33.3

	Police
	5
	18.5
	14
	51.9
	5
	33.3

	Counsellor
	1
	3.7
	2
	7.4
	2
	13.3

	Victims Advisor
	2
	7.4
	3
	11.0
	1
	6.7

	Prosecutor
	1
	3.7
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0

	Parent
	0
	0.0
	0
	0.0
	3
	20.0


In line with previous research findings (Brennan and Brennan 1988, Davies and Noon 1991, Murray 1995, Perry et al. 1995, Saywitz et al. 1993), this research also raised important issues about how children are questioned when they give evidence. Almost three-quarters of the child witnesses reported they did not understand all the questions asked of them and two thirds of these children did not communicate their lack of understanding to the court. These results are consistent with our findings from the transcript analyses (see Davies and Seymour 1998). This limits the amount of information child witnesses can provide and is likely to reduce the amount of detail and accuracy of their testimony. 

Children and primary careers raised further issues about system deficiencies in terms of post-trial processes. The majority of the children and primary careers were offered no assistance after court. In answer to the question, ‘Did any adults [professionals] talk to you after court about the difficult parts?’ nine of the 15 child witnesses and 24 of 27 primary careers of child witnesses said ‘no one’. One third of the fifteen children said a parent or carer talked to them about it and one child said her counsellor talked with her about it. Three of the 27 primary careers said that the police debriefed them. However, most talked about the difficulties of processing what had happened in court with little help from the agencies involved. This was particularly prominent in cases that led to not-guilty verdicts, although some talked about this in cases that resulted in guilty verdicts too. 

"It would have been good to have been visited and to be able to discuss my feelings and my needs. And I could have discussed how am going to deal with this guy living right next door — no fence, our windows look right into each other." (guilty verdict, non-custodial sentence) 

"I spent a lot of time trying to help Claire3 feel good about what she had done, that she’d done the best that she could and I was really proud of her... It would have been great to have somebody to help with all that. Somebody official." (not guilty verdict) 

"I think somebody should have come to me... Tim3 [the police officer] like sit down and ask, ‘Do you understand what this means?’ and tell me about reasonable doubt and why he was found that, you know... I didn’t know all that." (15 years, not guilty verdict) 

"Dana
 I think had come to terms with everything... It wasn’t until afterwards that we could start the healing process... I think I needed some help afterwards ... I found I was very emotional. I still get like that... I would have liked to talk to them [the police and the crown prosecutor] about it all... Instead we were all bundled off home... It’s just that you go through all the emotion of the actual day of the court case because it was two full days and the next thing you’re bundled off home and you’re sort of reeling from it all and it’s very hard, you know... The police haven’t been in contact since they phoned us with the verdict." (guilty verdict; custodial sentence) 

Assistance after court is a way of helping children and their families to cope with the pressures of participating in the criminal justice process. This could take the form of debriefing, in which children’s and primary careers’ questions could be answered, their perceptions and misperceptions addressed, their ‘unreal’ concerns allayed and their accurate concerns allowed expression. This is especially important for child complainants involved in trials where the accused is ultimately not convicted, although as comments by those involved with guilty verdicts indicate, cases that ultimately result in suspended or short sentences may also raise issues for the child complainants and their families. 

POLICY AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS 

If there is one key message that comes out of the data, it is the need to improve interagency collaboration to ensure that families are consistently informed and gaps in service provision are avoided. Policies exist that encourage co-ordination of services, provision of support and reduction of time delays (see New Zealand Children and Young Persons Service 1995, New Zealand Children, Young Persons Service and the New Zealand Police 1996), but practice often fell short of these policy standards. Policies are only as useful as the extent to which they are implemented.

Discussions with staff from various agencies have exemplified the difficulties of communication between the Head Offices of the government departments and the practitioners. Often times, practitioners are unaware of their agency policies or consider them unrealistic in their working lives. In the case of the police, the regular withdrawal of police officers on child abuse teams onto other enquiries, and the lack of national infrastructure for child abuse teams probably exacerbates the difficulties in implementing national policy. 

There are some improvements to the processes that individual agencies can make in isolation from each other. For example, the work of child abuse teams could be given greater priority within the Police, by resourcing the teams and the infrastructure supporting the teams so that the existing policies could be implemented. CYPFA could encourage their social workers to place greater emphasis on meeting the support and information needs of primary careers so that they are more able to meet the needs of their children. This would involve social workers facilitating primary careers’ and their children’s early access to support and therapeutic services, ensuring they can access information about any relevant investigation and criminal court processes, and leaving cases open for a sufficient period to allow for monitoring of the efficacy of those services for each family. In short, CYPFA social workers in the Auckland region could, resources allowing, become the broker and advocate in line with their policy documentation (The Care and Protection Handbook 1996:5—6). In relation to Crown Law, prosecutors could be further encouraged to meet with children and their primary careers prior to trial. 

While there is a government commitment to interagency collaboration on social and community services, this commitment did not appear to permeate the practice of child sexual abuse investigations in the Auckland region. To enhance interagency collaboration, government departments (CYPFA, Police, Crown Law, Health, ACC, Courts, Justice, Corrections), funders of non-government agencies and non-government agencies themselves, should work together to harness their separate concerns for the best interests of the children. This collaboration should happen at top levels of government departments and management as well as at grass-roots levels. Perhaps the ‘Strengthening Families’ initiative will open the door to government departments working more closely together to meet the needs of child complainants of sexual abuse and their families. 

One way to enhance collaboration at the community level is to adapt, pilot and evaluate the American concept of ‘Child Advocacy Centers’ to our local contexts. These centres are ‘one-stop-shops’ for children and their families alleging abuse. Some are housed in hospitals, some in lawyers’ offices and some in stand-alone houses. The centres are staffed by a team of social worker(s), police officer(s), doctor(s), nurse(s), counsellor(s), psychologist(s), lawyer(s) and a co-ordinator. These professionals are usually funded by their home agencies, predominantly government departments. The benefits of such centres appear to be that each family sees the minimum number of professionals necessary to investigate, inform and support the complainant and his/her family. Furthermore, timely access to therapeutic services is likely to be improved. The team implements interagency protocols and presents a consistent, co-ordinated approach to each family. 

Without the development of such centres, inter-agency collaboration could be enhanced, to some extent, through informal networking or formal meetings, joint training and interagency staff retreats at all levels of the organisations. These forums would facilitate learning about each others’ roles, needs, terms of reference and priorities. This may reduce conflict between agencies (Morrison 1998) and conflicting messages from agencies to families. For example, such meetings could help clarify whether or not non-offending primary careers can see videotaped evidential interviews, and if so, under which circumstances. 

Within the Court process itself, improvements can also be made by making better use of existing legislation. In Section 23E (4) of the Evidence Amendment Act (1989), there is provision for the use of an intermediary in the questioning of children in court: 

Where the complainant is to give his or her evidence in the mode described in paragraph (b) or paragraph (d) of sub-section (1) of this section, the Judge may direct that any questions to be put to the complainant shall be given through an appropriate audio-link to a person, approved by the Judge, placed next to the complainant, who shall repeat the question to the complainant. 

Although this process has not been tried here (despite the existence of the legislation), an intermediary system has been implemented in South African courts since an amendment to the Criminal Procedure Act (1991). This allows an ‘intermediary’, who is trained in communicating with children and holds a qualification and experience as a social worker, psychologist, paediatrician or teacher, to paraphrase questions put to the child live in a closed-circuit television room. The agents of the court, including the jury can hear the lawyers’ questions, the paraphrasing of the questions to the child and the child’s responses. Those involved in the operation of this legislation have, on the whole, welcomed its introduction (Van Niekerk 1998). Mindful of the problems of communication between lawyers and children (Davies and Seymour 1998), implementation of such a process would also be worth exploring in the interests of the child and in the interests of justice. This would involve the inter-agency development of policy guidelines for the potential implementation of this process (including the involvement of non-government organisations such as The New Zealand Law Society). The Judiciary would need to take a key role in the development of these guidelines. It may be that an inter-agency group could make creative use of existing child-focused professionals (e.g., psychologists, social workers and evidential interviewers) employed by one of the government departments (e.g., CYPFA) and could monitor the development and implementation of a training curriculum for ‘intermediaries’. 

A similarly co-ordinated process (in terms of the use of an inter-agency group) was recently initiated by the Court Consultative Committee for the development of a package for Education for Court and debriefing of child witnesses and their families (Working Party on Child Witnesses 1996). The Ministry of Justice convened an inter-agency group, involving policy makers from Department for Courts, Crown Law, Police, CYPFA and Te Puni Kokiri, to oversee the development of a proposal for the design and evaluation of this package. Each of the policy makers nominated at least one experienced practitioner from their agency to form an advisory group to assist a contractor to write a proposal for the development of inter-agency guidelines, resources, training of those who will use the guidelines and resources, trialing and formative evaluation of the whole package and implementation of the package at a national level. The package would include information about the criminal justice process, the roles of agents of that process, layout of the courtroom, alternative modes of evidence, waiting times, practicalities in court (e.g., waiting area, lack of play facilities), explanation of ‘closed court’, the role of the support person, information about the outcome of the case and debriefing after court. It remains to be seen whether such a proposal can access the necessary funding when such preparation and debriefing is not perceived as the core business of any of the government departments involved. 

We have enlightened legislation in the form of the Children, Young Persons and their Families Act (1989) and the Evidence Amendment Act (1989). We also, to a large extent, have clear policy guidelines to invoke that legislation for the benefit of children and their families. If collaboration and innovation in the implementation of legislation could be enhanced throughout all levels of the organisations, the needs of the children and families would be met more effectively; specifically reducing delays, improving provision of information and support, providing earlier access to therapy and improving the participation of children as witnesses in Court. 
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