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CRAIG WALLACE:   I would now like to call on our next speakers at this point, so Leona and Kobie, if you would like to come up.  

Just to introduce our next speakers, Leona Berrie is the manager of WWILD Sexual Violence Prevention Association and has worked for the organisation since 2011.  Previous to that she worked at Community Living Association in Brisbane, since 2007.  WWILD is concerned broadly about the vulnerability of people with an intellectual disability to violence, abuse and exploitation.  They have two programs, a sexual assault counselling program funded by the Queensland State Government Department of Communities and a Victim of Crimes support program funded by the Queensland State Government Department of Justice and the Attorney‑General.  It is the only one of its kind in Queensland and possibly further, we believe.  A large part of WWILD’s work is also providing professional training and community education to whoever is interested in learning about better responses to people with intellectual disability who have experienced violence and exploitation and abuse in ways to reduce vulnerability.  

Kobie Hicks is a WWILD woman.  She studies, raises four children and has had a connection with WWILD for nearly three years.  She is a powerful self-advocate and is passionate about finding ways to share her story to try to bring about better outcomes for people with disability, especially children growing up in or out of home care.  Please make them both very welcome.  

APPLAUSE 

LEONA BERRIE:   So my name is Leona Berrie, I'm the manager at WWLD and I'm really excited to be here.  So thanks for the invitation.  I am aware that I'm going to be a little bit repetitive about some of the things that have already been covered, but I wanted to have my two cents really quickly and then I will pass over to Kobie who is a far more interesting speaker.  

I guess I wanted to give people a little bit of a snapshot around the typical thing that we see at WWILD. So we see men and women and they obviously experience some form of violence and that may have been at the hands of a partner, paid carer, stranger, in some sort of dating relationship or that sort of new acquaintance not quite dating, not quite stranger, but certainly wouldn't go so far as to say that somebody was in a dating relationship.  

Obviously, there's the experience that has been had in childhood, and there’s the experience that has, perhaps, been had more recently. But as we know, people are likely to experience multiple instances across their lifetime, so these things aren't often separate when people come to see us at WWILD.  

Once people come to see us there's a couple of options.  There's often a wide range of options, but some of the core decisions are around whether they want to make a report to police or whether they don’t.  So if somebody decides not to report to the police, then it's our job then to look a little bit broader at what other things might help this person recover and might improve their safety in the sort of shorter term. Things like access to, perhaps a change in accommodation, and advocacy around that, perhaps counselling, perhaps an increased connection to community, addressing physical and mental health issues, things like applying for financial assistance or compensation‑type applications, access to disability support, family support services or advocacy with guardianship, child safety or other disability issues or more broadly for the safety‑planning issues, or there's the report to the police.  

From this point it might be that, perhaps, WWILD is just giving advice or information to a family member or carer or somebody who is a support in that person's life, to help them make that report, or it might be that they want WWILD’s assistance to do that.  So from here we've got two common scenarios that play out.  We've got the one that goes really well, which we don't see all that often and we’ve got the one that doesn't go so well.  

The one that goes well: you ring the police station, you make an appointment, so you know when you're going down and you know who is going to be there.  Usually people, particularly women, might prefer a female officer and one is made available.  Cognitive capacity issues may be discussed and this is raised and there's an agreement straightaway that ‑ in Queensland they call them 93A interviews, which is a recorded interview, similar to what's used with child witnesses – and this is agreed to easily.  The matter is investigated, charges are laid, the person pleads guilty, we get to avoid trial and an appropriate sentence is given.  Or it is sent to the DPP and they agree to prosecute, and special witness provisions are put in place to avoid re-traumatising the victim, the person is found guilty and sent to gaol for an appropriate amount of time.  We hear it happens, but not much, and not much in our experience.  

What's more likely to happen, and we've got an example from last week, a very fresh one that I can draw on: you ring the police station, speak to an officer, they refuse to make an appointment time.  When you request a female officer, they say, “what on earth for?  I've been in the force in 20 years.  Nothing that you can tell me will shock me”.  Ah, it's not about you.  

When the cognitive capacity issue is raised, perhaps other issues might be raised like that the person might be on the autism spectrum or other issues that might need to be taken into consideration, there is a hostility to that information and then, perhaps, something incredibly inappropriate would be said along the lines of "Well, surely that young person knows that they shouldn't be doing X, Y or Z", in relation to a sexual assault, and that "we require proof of disability before we will make those special arrangements for how you give your statement".  The implication being that there is somehow something to be gained from playing a disability card.  

So the message was clear in this instance, and this is unfortunately a really common situation, that it was a crime that wasn't worth reporting, too complicated, and if there was consent, she probably did give it, and even if she didn’t, it has zero chance of being successful anyway, so please stop wasting our time.   

This was an attitude to a professional, whose job it is to be there and to push past that kind of response.  However, I can easily picture what would have happened if it was this mother and her daughter left to their own devices to make that contact with this officer.  They would have been incredibly easily dissuaded.  So let's say we get to the interview.  Let's say it goes okay.  Things often stop here because it's decided there's not enough information or the details are too difficult to pursue or to gather, evidence is difficult to gather, but we say that sometimes it's a little bit more “too hard, too complicated” and I will let Kobie talk a little bit more about that in a minute when I shut up.  Sometimes there might be an investigation and as the previous speaker said of course there are some really good people in these systems as well, who we come across who do a really excellent job and push really hard.  However, this is not the norm, it is not always the case. 

But let's say there is good evidence gathered and it goes to the DPP and in my experience, my three years at WWILD, we haven't seen it get past this stage once unfortunately.  It is often decided that the person is not a good witness, won't stand up to cross‑examination, and is not given the opportunity to have their day in court.  

So that's kind of a little bit of a snapshot of WWILD’s experience.  I'm going to shut up now and I’d like to hand over to Kobie who is a true survivor and has recently found the drive to share her story in order to try and bring about change and she can tell you in a little bit more detail than I can some of the issues that we're talking about today.  So please make Kobie feel really welcome.  

APPLAUSE 

KOBIE HICKS:   Hi.  My name is Kobie.  I have been through several parts of my life where I've been abused, neglected, been in child safety, been sexually abused.  I have reported and sometimes I just feel like the police aren't listening to me, not willing to take my statement.  I've had people that have helped me make reports, I've done reports on my own.  I just felt that they didn't want to listen.  I felt like they didn't want to ‑ what's that word I'm looking for?  Yeah, that's about it.  

I've got five children now.  I have a stepson, but he's a new member of the family, so Leo is still getting used to him.  I have a wonderful husband and I just, yeah, I've been in situations which I wish I was never in.  

LEONA BERRIE:   Do you mind sharing a little bit about what happened as a young person, as a child, when you did try to report?  

KOBIE HICKS:   I remember when I reported when I was in child safety, I went to the police.  They took my statement.  We went to court.  As far as I can remember, I think it got thrown out.  

LEONA BERRIE:   What about in terms of the information that was shared, can you talk a bit about your confidentiality?  

KOBIE HICKS:   Yeah.  I went to a counsellor when I was trialled, I went to a trial counsellor, and the trial counsellor used to go back and tell my foster mother stuff that I used to say, and when I got home, I used to get flogged, thrown off the glass window, hit in the stomach.  I'm not meant to be alive, but I lived it.  

LEONA BERRIE:   So, fast forward to being an adult, and trying to report something from when you were younger.  Can you talk to us about what happened that time?  

KOBIE HICKS:  Well, when I was in foster care, I got raped for most of my life.  I went and reported it as a crime only recently because I was too scared to report when I was younger.  I was afraid that my confidentiality would be broken again and I might not survive this time.  So I kept it to myself.  I told one person out of the whole lot of friends that I had.  That person, they were saying that they can't get a hold of them.  Several times I have got a hold of that person, but, yeah, the police weren't willing to get hold of her.  

But anyway, getting off that subject. I went in and reported about that incident and they said there’s not enough evidence. I understand about the evidence, but they need to realise a lot of kids out there, okay, might be adults now, trying to speak up, and it is memory. It all flashes back in your memory.  I can… I can picture the house, I can picture the scene, I can tell you what clothes I was wearing.  It should not come down to having a witness.  As long as you can describe what happened, that should matter.  That's the main thing that should matter.  The police, they don’t feel that, they don't care about the people who got a disability. That's how I feel anyway.  

LEONA BERRIE:   When they said that they investigated and they said that there wasn't enough evidence, what did they say to you then?  

KOBIE HICKS:   They turned around and said it was a waste of time, get on with your life, don't bother. But it's not a waste of time, because I have to live with that for the rest of my life.  You know, my children have no idea of what I've been through and they're not ever going to find out.  If anyone hurts my children ... 

LEONA BERRIE:   Is there anything that you want to say about anything that has been helpful in recovering or things that you want people to know about what you want to be different? 

KOBIE HICKS:   I just got some help from Victims Assist in New South Wales.  Again, Victims Assist in New South Wales is different to Queensland.  We had a good run down here in New South Wales.  Queensland, again, they want me to put a person away before they give me anything.  That money has got me out of a lot of debt.  I have got some money put away to do my car and … yep.  

LEONA BERRIE:   Really practical things that have just sort of helped you get on, like money and some things like that has been useful?  

KOBIE HICKS:   Well, it will never, ever change what happened, Leona, but the thing is that it has helped.  The way I saw it - when I was younger when all of this was happening to me, I knew about Victims Assist, but I didn't know how to go about it.  I always saw it as blood money, dirty money, however you want to say it, but I ended up just accepting it and, yeah, it helped, but it would never ever take the memories away.  I don't really know how much more I can press on with the police, they never really listened to the disabled people.  We might be disabled, but we're not stupid.  

I'm opening up to questions in anyone wants to ask me anything.  

CRAIG WALLACE:   Thank you so much, Kobie and Leona for that.  

APPLAUSE 

CRAIG WALLACE:   Do we have questions?  At the front here.  

QUESTION: [Wendy Sanderson] Thanks so much for telling us about your experience.  One of the things that I think is really great about people who have had experiences like yours speaking up, is that it shows the importance of self-advocacy and advocacy and what it means for challenging policy and challenging attitudes.  How important has it been for you to have an advocate?  You said you reported a few different times, sometimes with someone, sometimes without someone.  Can you reflect on that? 

KOBIE HICKS:   I find it easier to report with advocates because they ‑ like, if I don't understand something, they can come back and explain it the way that I can understand it.  I found when I reported on my own, I found that they weren't listening to me, the police.  I found that I was just getting pushed aside, I didn't really matter, yeah.  If that answers your question.  

CRAIG WALLACE:   Kelly.  

QUESTION:   Hi Kobie, my name is Kelly Vincent.  I'm from the Parliament in South Australia.  Thank you for sharing your story with us.  You talked a little bit about why the police didn't listen to you and why things didn't go to court, things like that.  I'm wondering if you can talk a bit more about what might have helped you communicate with the police, what things might have helped you to have a conversation with the police where it might have gone a bit better?  

KOBIE HICKS:   Well, coming down to that - confidentiality would be a strong point these days, but it wasn't when I was a kid.  It would have been nice if there was people like WWILD or people with disabilities support out there, back when I was a kid.  I'm 28 years of age now, so now I've got the good link‑up, if I need to report anything now, if it ever happens in the future, because I've got WWILD, but I had so much trouble trusting and, yeah.  I was afraid for my life. 

CRAIG WALLACE:   Any other questions?  I've just got one.  Leona, you mentioned that you haven't seen a case get to court once.  Out of how many?  

LEONA BERRIE:   So last year ‑ and I guess a lot of what we see is historical issues, so I guess inherent in that is a lot of problems - but in the last sort of financial year we would have supported around 120 people in various ways, either accessing counselling or more general victim of crime support issues.  But so over maybe 3 or 4 hundred people over the period of time that I've been at WWILD, and in terms of people that we've in contact with.  Obviously, there are people that don't have contact with WWILD who might have better justice outcomes, but in the periods that I've been there, as far as I've ever seen a case go is to the DPP and then it not go any further.  

CRAIG WALLACE:   In 3 or 4 hundred people you’d see the patterns in those cases.  Where does it breakdown usually?  

LEONA BERRIE:   I think in a lot of the ways that the first speaker highlighted, but I guess there's, first of all, knowing that there's something to ‑ that something is wrong, being able to identify what's happening, then ‑ I mean, for somebody, particularly for people with intellectual and learning disabilities, to have access to our service, often requires somebody to help somebody make that link.  We do occasionally get self‑referrals, but they're in the great minority.  There's access to that kind of advocacy, and yeah, then it's getting to the police station, pushing past and trying to get some good conditions for the best kind of interview that's going to not only be the least taxing, but if it were to get to court, that the whole point of having the video evidence is so that it can be used as that person's primary statement and telling of their stories, so that they don't have to repeat that again in a courtroom setting.  Yeah, and then pushing past that to being seen as a credible witness, I guess, is the greatest difficulty that a lot of people would see once it gets to the DPP.  

CRAIG WALLACE:   Kobie, I was kind of struck by the different experiences that you described in New South Wales and Queensland.  Was it about the support or was it also about the way that people talked to you and worked with you?  

KOBIE HICKS:   Well, with the reporting in Queensland, I found that they are rude, they don't want to listen, they try and tell you how it happened and where in New South Wales they actually sit there and take notes.  I do notice a big difference.  

CRAIG WALLACE:   Well, you can be assured that people are listening right now, and are listening here.  Thank you very, very much.  We appreciate you sharing those stories with us, thank you.  

KOBIE HICKS:   No worries.  Thank you.  
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Our vision is of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community, in which the human rights, 
citizenship, contribution and potential of people with disability are respected and celebrated.
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