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Sexual Assault against Indigenous Children in
New South Wales 2003-2007
Child sexual assault in Indigenous communities has previously been identified as a significant problem. This
paper analysed recorded crime data over the period 2003 to 2007. The data shows that there has been a
33.2% increase in the reported rate of child sexual assault over this period and that not all children are at equal
risk of becoming a victim of child sexual assault with differences evident on the basis of Indigenous status,
gender, age and geographical location. Indigenous children are the reported victims of sexual assault at
around double the rate of non-Indigenous children. Female children are the reported victims at 5 times the rate
of male children and the most common age of reported victims was 12 to 15 years. While criminal proceedings
are not commonly commenced in these matters, around half of all persons of interest who were proceeded
against in the reported child sexual assault incidents from 2003 to 2007 were related to the victim and a further
38% were persons otherwise known to the victim. The information provided in this paper can be used as a
starting point for the development of education and prevention strategies in Indigenous communities.

BACKGROUND
The issue of family violence and sexual assault
in Indigenous communities in New South
Wales has been on the political agenda for the
past two decades, with the incidence of abuse
now considered to be at crisis levels in many
communities.
Thorp, Solomon and Dimopoulos identified the
following factors as being critical to understanding
and dealing with sexual assault in Indigenous
communities that:
 There is a normalisation of sexual violence
that has become intergenerational.
 Sexual violence in Indigenous communities is
widespread.
 Very few victims report the sexual assault to
the police or seek assistance.
 Child sexual abuse is very much hidden in the
communities.
 Keel, Monique, 2004, Family Violence and sexual assault in Indigenous
communities, Briefing No. 4, September, Australian Centre for the study
of Sexual Assault, Australian Institute of Family Studies.
 Thorp, L., Solomon, R., & Dimopoulos, M., 2004, From Shame to Pride:
Access to Sexual Assault Services for Indigenous People, Elizabeth
Hoffman House, Melbourne.

 The issue of sexual assault has to be addressed
in a holistic way for real outcomes (in the form of
change) to be achieved.
In 2003 the Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault
Taskforce was established in response to reports
that showed there to be high rates of child sexual
assault in Indigenous communities. Following the
collection of information from multiple sources,
the taskforce reported that child sexual assault
in Indigenous communities was a significant
problem and that the problem was seldom
reported to authorities. While recognising that
reporting is difficult for all victims of child sexual
assault, the difficulties in Indigenous communities
were found to be compounded by such factors
as “...complex extended family and community
 The Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce was established to
examine the incidence and service response of Government and nonGovernment agencies to child sexual assault in Indigenous communities
in New South Wales.
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The data sources used to measure the extent of child sexual assault
in Indigenous communities were information from the NSW Department
of Community Services and NSW recorded crime statistics provided by
the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research. In addition to this,
in 2001/2002 the NSW Department of Aboriginal Affairs conducted a
series of roundtables on sexual violence in Indigenous communities and
in 2002, the Aboriginal Justice Advisory Council produced a report that
considered the issue of child sexual assault, Speak Out, Speak Strong.

networks; geographic isolation; mistrust of the
service system; and poor responses from existing
service providers”.
The findings of the Aboriginal Child Sexual
Assault Taskforce led to a state-wide response
to the issues through the development of a NSW
Interagency Plan to Tackle Child Sexual Assault
in Aboriginal Communities.

THE PREVALENCE OF CHILD
SEXUAL ASSAULT
The prevalence of child sexual assault in the
general community is difficult to measure due to
high rates of under reporting. Not all children who
experience sexual abuse report the abuse to an
adult and not all adults who are made aware of
abuse go on to report the abuse to authorities.
As a result, child sexual assault prevalence data
is drawn from retrospective reports of men and
women who provide information about their
experience of unwanted sexual activity prior
to turning 18. Child sexual assault prevalence
figures for Australia have been reported at 5.1%
for males and 27.5% for females.
In January 2008 the Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare (AIHW) reported that 14.7% of all
substantiated notifications of child abuse received
during 2006-2007 were labelled as sexual abuse.
Female children were reported as being three
times more likely to be victims of sexual abuse
than males, with 1501 substantiated notifications
where the victim was female compared with
516 where the victim was male. The figures
also showed differences in the proportion
of substantiated notification on the basis of
Indigenous status with 8.7% of the substantiated
notifications for Indigenous children being for
sexual abuse compared with 16.6% for non Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, Breaking the Silence:
Creating the Future, Addressing child sexual assault in Aboriginal
communities in NSW, NSW Attorney General’s Department, p.4
 NSW Government, New South Wales Interagency Plan To Tackle Child
Sexual Assault in Aboriginal Communities, 2006-2011.
 Smallbone, S, Marshall, WL, and Wortley, R, 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing.
 Andrews, G., Gould, B., Corry, J, 2002, “Child sexual abuse revisited”,
The Medical Journal of Australia, 176 (10), 458-459. Accessed
22/09/2008:
http://www.mja.com.au/public/issues/176_10_200502/
and101179_fm.html
 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008, “Child Protection
Australia 2006-07”, Child Welfare Series 43, Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, Canberra. Cat no CWS 31, Table 2.10, page 31.

Indigenous children. The AIHW also reported that
Indigenous children were significantly more likely
to be brought to the attention of the authorities on
the basis of neglect than were non-Indigenous
children.
The sources of child protection notifications are
most commonly the police, hospitals, other health
providers and schools. These are sources that
Indigenous children in remote communities are
less likely to have regular contact with, decreasing
the opportunity for detection. This, in addition
to the finding that Sexual abuse is defined by
the AIHW as: “Any act by a person having the
care of the child which exposes a child to, or
involves a child in, sexual processes beyond his
or her understanding or contrary to accepted
community standards” (page 100).
Reporting rates of sexual assault are typically
lower in Indigenous communities than they are
in non-Indigenous communities,10 highlights that
the issue of child sexual assault in Indigenous
communities requires immediate attention.

THIS RESEARCH
The Crime Prevention Division of the New
South Wales Attorney General’s Department is
currently engaged in developing a multi-media
child-sexual assault awareness campaign for
Indigenous communities in New South Wales.
The purpose of this bulletin is to provide some
background information in relation to the number
of child sexual assault victims reported to the
police by the Indigenous status of both the victim
and offender and to identify regions that have
high rates of reported assaults.11
Specifically, this bulletin examines the number of
child sexual assault victims reported to the NSW
Police Force over a five-year period from 2003
10 Gordon, S. and Hallahan, H., 2002, Putting the Picture Together:
Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies to Complaints of Family
Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities, Department of
Premier and Cabinet, Western Australia, 42.
11 It is important to note that there are problems inherent in using
recorded crime statistics as a measure of the incidence of the occurrence
of an offence in the community. The main issue is that the figures reflect
only the criminal incidents that are reported to, and/or recorded by, the
police. On this basis, the reported figures do not reflect the actual number
of criminal events that have taken place. As previously indicated, child
sexual assault is an under reported crime, therefore we can be certain
that the figures reported do not accurately reflect the extent of the problem
in the community.



to 2007,12 and the number of charges brought for
child sexual assault. The information is presented
under five broad headings:
 The number of child sexual assault victims
reported in New South Wales
 Child sexual assault victim characteristics
 Persons of interest in reported incidents of
child sexual assault
 Indigenous status of the persons of interest
and their relationship to the victim
 Areas with high rates of reported Indigenous
child sexual assault

THE NUMBER OF CHILD SEXUAL
ASSAULT VICTIMS REPORTED IN
NEW SOUTH WALES
This section examines the reported incidents
of child sexual assault in New South Wales for
years 2003 to 2007. Table 1 presents the total
number of victims of sexual assault13 aged less
than 16 years14 reported to the NSW Police
Force from 2003 to 2007 and the rate per 10,000
population.15
TABLE 1
TOTAL NUMBER OF REPORTED
CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT VICTIMS, 2003-2007
Year

Number

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

1794
2018
1904
2115
2390

Rate per 10,000
child population
12.8
14.5
13.7
15.2
17.2

There has been a 33.2% increase in the number
of reported victims of child sexual assault over
the period 2003 to 2007. These figures represent
an increase in the rate per 10,000 of the child
population from 12.8 to 17.2.
Table 2 examines the increase in the number
of reported victims and the rate of reporting by
Indigenous status of the victim. It shows that
the rate of reported child sexual assault has
increased similarly for both Indigenous and nonIndigenous children for the period under review.
However, apparent from the data presented in
Table 2 is that the rate at which child sexual
assault reports are made where the victim is
Indigenous is around double the rate for nonIndigenous children.
There is a more pronounced increase in the rate
of reporting of sexual assault for Indigenous
children evident in 2007. This increase may be
an artefact of increased reporting rather than
reflecting a significant increase in the number
of child sexual assaults that are perpetrated.
However, when examining these figures it is
important to note that reported rates of child
sexual assault are known to be lower than the
actual rate at which this offence occurs within the
community and that this is purported to be more
so the case in Indigenous communities than in
non-Indigenous communities.
TABLE 2
NUMBER AND RATE PER 10,000
POPULATION OF REPORTED VICTIMS OF CHILD
SEXUAL ASSAULT BY INDIGENOUS STATUS OF
THE VICTIM, 2003-200716

Year
12 This report focuses on calendar year data, 2007, which at the time
of writing this report, is the most recent full calendar year for which data
were available from the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research.
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Sexual assault’ in this bulletin includes the three NSW Police Force
offence categories of ‘Sexual assault’, ‘Aggravated sexual assault’ and
‘Assault with intent to have sexual intercourse’ under the Crimes Act 1900
s61I, s61J & s61K.
14 Note that the age of 15 or below has been selected as the benchmark
for child sexual assault due to the age of consent being 16 years and
above. Different charges are brought in cases where the victim is over
the age of 15.
15 The rate per 10,000 for the years 2003-2005 were calculated using
the 2001 census figures, interpolated for the years 2003-2005. With
only a single data point reference, the 2006 census figures were used to
calculate the rate per 10,000 for both 2006 and 2007.

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

Indigenous
Rate per
No. 10,000 child
population
129
25.4
134
26.3
133
26.2
137
24.2
173
30.5

Non-Indigenous
Rate per
No. 10,000 child
population
1348
10.5
1491
11.6
1454
11.3
1684
13.5
1936
15.5

16 Note that Table 2 excludes recorded incidents in which the Indigenous
status of the victim was not recorded by the police.



The difference in the rate of reported child sexual
assault victims based on Indigenous status is
graphically represented in Figure 1.
FIGURE 1
RATE PER 10,000 POPULATION OF
REPORTED CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT VICTIMS IN
NSW 2003-2007

Table 3 (ii)
Indigenous

35.0

Non-Indigenous

30.0
25.0
20.0

indigenous

15.0

non-indigenous

10.0

Female
Age
Recorded
(years)
victims
0 to 3
9
4 to 7
24
8 to 11
21
12 to 15
88
Total:
142
0 to 3
114
4 to 7
295
8 to 11
256
12 to 15
914
Total:
1579

Rate per
10,000
13.5
35.3
29.8
125.1
51.5
7.8
19.8
16.6
57.6
25.9

5.0

Table 3 (iii)
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CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT
VICTIM CHARACTERISTICS
This section examines the characteristics of child
sexual assault victims aged less than 16 years,
on the basis of their gender, age17 and Indigenous
status for 2007 only.
TABLE 3 (i, ii & iii)
RATE PER 10,000
POPULATION OF REPORTED VICTIMS OF
SEXUAL ASSAULTS BY GENDER, AGE AND
INDIGENOUS STATUS, 2007

Table 3 (i)
Indigenous

Non-Indigenous

Male
Age
Recorded
(years)
victims
0 to 3
6
4 to 7
8
8 to 11
6
12 to 15
11
Total:
31
0 to 3
44
4 to 7
101
8 to 11
91
12 to 15
121
Total:
357

Rate per
10,000
8.4
11.2
8.0
15.1
10.6
2.8
6.4
5.6
7.2
5.6

Indigenous

NonIndigenous

Total victims
Age
(years)
0 to 3
4 to 7
8 to 11
12 to 15
Total:

Recorded
victims
15
32
27
99
173

Rate per
10,000
10.9
22.9
18.5
69.0
30.5

0 to 3

158

5.2

4 to 7
8 to 11
12 to 15
Total:

396
347
1034
1935

12.9
11.0
31.7
15.5

Victim gender
The first consideration is the vulnerability of
female children as victims of sexual assault.
Female children have higher reported rates of
sexual assault than male children irrespective of
age or indigenous status. However, the gender
difference is particularly evident for adolescents
(12 to15 year olds). Overall, female children are
the reported victims of sexual assault at around
five times the rate of male children.

17 Note that the “age of victim data” reports the age that the victim was
at the
��������������������������
incident start date.



This gender-based difference is consistent with
available data on victims of child sexual assault,18
and is clearly illustrated in Figure 2 below.

incidents of sexual abuse for Indigenous children
around double that for non-Indigenous children.
Figures 3 and 4 clearly illustrate this finding.

FIGURE 2
RATE PER 10,000 POPULATION OF
VICTIMISATION BY SEX, PERSONS AGED < 16
YEARS, 2003-2007

FIGURE 3
RATE PER 10,000 POPULATION
REPORTED INCIDENTS OF FEMALE VICTIMS
BY AGE AND INDIGENOUS STATUS, 2007
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FIGURE 4
RATE PER 10,000 POPULATION
REPORTED INCIDENTS OF MALE VICTIMS BY
AGE AND INDIGENOUS STATUS, 2007

Victim age
16

Children aged 12 to 15 were the most frequently
reported victims of child sexual assault across
both gender and Indigenous status. The next
most frequently reported victim age was 4 to 7
years followed by 8 to 11 years.
Information relating to the age of the victims in
this report has been calculated from the date of
birth of the victim to the date police have recorded
as the incident start date, not the date that the
report was made to the police. As such, it reflects
the children’s age when they first became a child
sexual assault victim.
Indigenous status
An important finding is the significantly higher
rate of reported victimisation for both male and
female Indigenous children when compared
with non-Indigenous children, with the reported
18 These findings are consistent with those reported in Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare, 2008, “Child Protection Australia 2006-07”, Child
Welfare Series 43, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Canberra.
Cat no CWS 31, Table 2.10, page 25.

14
12
10
Indigenous

8

Non-Indigenous

6
4
2
0
0 to 3

4 to 7

8 to 11 12 to 15 16 to 17

Total

PERSONS OF INTEREST IN
REPORTED INCIDENTS OF
CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT
This section presents information about persons
of interest19 in reported sexual assault matters
where the victim was Indigenous and aged less
than 16 years. Note that information about the
gender of the identified persons of interest (POI)
is not included due to the fact that while males tend
to be overrepresented in most offence categories,
the perpetrators of child sexual assaults are almost
exclusively male.20
19 Note that person of interest (POI) data is incomplete for some victims
because in some circumstances police have not obtained any information
on one or more of the POIs associated with the incident. Note also that
in cases where there were multiple POIs identified, data on the youngest
POI is used.
20 Smallbone, S, Marshall, WL, and Wortley, R, 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing, p5.



Table 4 presents the number of persons of interest
proceeded against to court by Indigenous status of
the victim. Across all years, there is little difference
in the proportion of persons of interest proceeded
against when examined on the basis of Indigenous
status of the victim (14% where the victim was
Indigenous and 16.6% where the victim was nonIndigenous). The variation evident for Indigenous
victims across each of the years may be the result
of small victim numbers rather than a reflection of
systematic differences in the data.
The small proportion of matters in which the person
of interest is proceeded against to court is not
unexpected based on previously reported figures.21
It would be beneficial to undertake an examination
of the status of suspected persons of interest who
are not proceeded against by the police to determine
the reasons why no legal action was taken.
TABLE 4 (i & ii)
NUMBER OF RECORDED
VICTIMS AND NUMBER OF PERSONS OF INTEREST
PROCEEDED AGAINST TO COURT BY YEAR OF
REPORTING
Table 4 (i)
Year

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
Total:

Indigenous victims
POIs
Recorded
proceeded
victims
against
n
n
129
22
134
11
133
14
137
31
173
21
706
99

%
proceeded
against
%
17.1
8.2
10.5
22.6
12.1
14.0

The huge disparity between the number of
recorded events and the number of persons of
interest proceeded against to court is illustrated
in Figures 5 and 6.
FIGURE 5
NUMBER OF RECORDED VICTIMS
AND PERSONS OF INTEREST PROCEEDED
AGAINST TO COURT – INDIGENOUS VICTIMS,
2003-2007
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FIGURE 6
NUMBER OF RECORDED VICTIMS
AND PERSONS OF INTEREST PROCEEDED
AGAINST TO COURT – NON-INDIGENOUS VICTIMS,
2003-2007
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Table 4 (ii) Non-Indigenous victims
POIs
%
Recorded
Year
proceeded proceeded
victims
against
against
n
n
%
2003
1348
228
16.9
2004
1491
257
17.2
2005
1455
225
15.5
2006
1684
243
14.4
2007
1936
359
18.5
Total:
7914
1312
16.6
21 Fitzgerald, J., 2006, The attrition of sexual offences from the New
South Wales criminal justice system, Crime and Justice Bulletin, Number
92, NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Sydney.



Table 5 presents information about the age of
the persons of interest proceeded against by the
police where the victim was aged less than 16
years, for all years combined. In cases where
the victim was Indigenous, the Indigenous
status of the person of interest is provided. In
cases were the victim was non-Indigenous, the
small proportion (3.5%) of Indigenous persons
of interest precluded an analysis of person of
interest based on this variable.

Indigenous victims

In cases where the victim was Indigenous, 15 to
24 year olds comprised just under half of all the
persons of interest proceeded against to court
(43.9%). This finding held across Indigenous
status. However, some variation in relation to
Indigenous status is evident within this age
bracket. Just over one-thirds (34.5%) of the
Indigenous persons of interest proceeded against
to court were aged 15 to 19 years and 10.9%
TABLE 5 (i & ii)AGE OF PERSONS OF INTEREST were aged 20 to 24 years. Conversely, where the
PROCEEDED AGAINST WHERE THE VICTIM IS person of interest was non-Indigenous, 10.8%
UNDER 16 YEARS, BY INDIGENOUS STATUS OF THE were aged 15 to 19 and 35.1% were aged 20 to
VICTIM, 2003-2007
24. It is important to note though that this apparent
difference may be the consequence of the age
Table 5 (i)
Indigenous victims
data being coded into broad age ranges.
Indigenous
POIs

Age of
POI
10 to 14
15 to 19
20 to 24
25 to 29
30 to 34
35 to 39
40 to 44
45 to 49
50 & over
Total:

NonIndigenous
POIs

Total
(includes
POIs with
unknown
Indigenous
status)

n

%

n

%

n

%

4
19
6
3
4
3
8
5
2
55

7.3
34.5
10.9
5.5
7.3
5.5
14.5
9.1
3.6
100

1
4
13
3
4
4
1
1
6
37

2.7
10.8
35.1
8.1
10.8
10.8
2.7
2.7
16.2
100

5
24
19
6
9
8
10
7
10
98

5.1
24.5
19.4
6.1
9.2
8.2
10.2
7.1
10.2
100

Table 5 (ii) Non-Indigenous victims
All POIs
Age of POI
n
%
10 to 14
97
7.4
15 to 19
211
16.2
20 to 24
128
9.8
25 to 29
104
8.0
30 to 34
149
11.4
35 to 39
168
12.9
40 to 44
127
9.7
45 to 49
118
9.0
50 & over
202
15.5
Total:
1304
100
Note: The age of the person of interest was missing in one matter where
the victim was Indigenous and in eight matters where the victim was
non-Indigenous.

The age group with the second highest
proportional representation in the Indigenous
offenders were those aged 40 to 44 (15%) and
for the non-Indigenous offenders, those aged
50+ (16%).
Non-Indigenous victims
A different pattern is evident in relation to the
age of the person of interest in cases where
the victim is non-Indigenous. In contrast to the
43.9% reported above, 26.0% of the persons of
interest involved in sexual assaults against nonIndigenous children were aged 15 to 24. Most
of these were in the 15 to 19 years age bracket
(16.2%). The age group with the second highest
proportional representation was 50+ (15.5%).
The differences that have emerged in relation to
the persons of interest information are worthy of
further investigation. Particularly important is the
high proportion of young Indigenous offenders in
the sample (34.5% aged 15 to 19 years). This
finding may point to a need for education and
awareness programs to be developed that target
this group.
In addition to this, the distribution in the age of the
offenders is worthy of further investigation. The
bi-modal distribution in the age of the persons
of interest is consistent with other research
findings. For example, Smallbone et al22 report
that the perpetrators of child sex offences, unlike
22 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W.L., and Wortley, R., 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing.



those who commit other offence types, are not
concentrated in the younger age groups with
a tapering off of prevalence as age increases.
Instead, there are two peaks in child sexual assault
data. Typically, the first represents offending by
adolescents, the second offending by persons
in their late thirties. Importantly, Smallbone et
al argue that this is not necessarily evidence
of recidivist offending as child sexual assault
is an offence for which a significant proportion
of offenders begin offending in later adult life.
This finding has implications for identifying and
implementing strategies aimed at prevention.

that in 2004 only 8% of child sexual assault
charges were proven in court.23

INDIGENOUS STATUS OF
PERSONS OF INTEREST AND
RELATIONSHIP TO VICTIM
TABLE 6
RELATIONSHIP24 OF THE PERSON
25
OF INTEREST TO THE CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT
VICTIM26, 2003 TO 2007

Across the 5 years of data, 59.8% of the persons
There are however two factors to be considered
of interest who were proceeded against for sexually
when examining the information relating to the
assaulting an Indigenous child were themselves
age of the persons of interest. The first is that the
Indigenous. This is not surprising when the
data provides the age of the youngest offender
relationship between the victim and the offender is
in cases where there were multiple offenders. If
examined. This information is presented in Table 6.
the number of cases in which
there was multiple offenders
POIs relationship to the victim
was high, this has the potential
Other
Indigenous
Family
Not know
to skew the data in the direction
Year
known
Total
status
member
to victim
of younger offenders. A second
person
consideration is that the group
n
%
n
%
n
%
of offenders who are proceeded
Indigenous 58
52.7
43 39.1
9
8.2
110
against by the police represent
2003
Nononly a small proportion of all
658
52.5
482 38.5 113 9.0 1253
Indigneous
persons of interest in reported
Indigenous 57
50.9
48 42.9
7
6.3
112
child sexual assault matters.
2004
NonOn this basis, there is the
632
45.9
626 45.4 120 8.7 1378
Indigenous
possibility that the available
Indigenous 69
56.6
42 34.4 11 9.0 122
data is more a reflection of the
2005
Nondemographics of persons more
641
47.1
611 44.9 110 8.1 1362
Indigneous
likely to be proceeded against
than of persons who commit
Indigenous 63
50.8
53 42.7
8
6.5 124
child sex offences.
2006
NonCharge outcome
2007

869
Indigenous
Indigenous 84
Non961
Indigenous
Indigenous 331
Non3761
Indigenous

It is not possible for the charge
outcomes of the persons of
Total:
interest identified above to
(2003be reported. This is because
2007)
the recorded crime database
does not reliably record charge
outcomes and also because it is not possible
to link data from the recorded crime and court
databases. However, previous research that
examined the charge outcomes of child sexual
assault shows that only a small proportion are
ever proven in court. For example, it was found

53.7

634

39.2

116

7.2

1619

54.2

59

38.1

12

7.7

155

52.1

786

42.6

98

5.3

1845

53.1

245

39.3

47

7.5

623

50.4

3139 42.1 557

7.5

7457

23 Fitzgerald, J., 2006, The attrition of sexual offences from the New
South Wales criminal justice system, Crime and Justice Bulletin, Number
92 NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Sydney.
24 Note that the relationship of the person of interest to the victim is
subject to high error rates and should be used with caution.
25 Persons of interest (POIs) are suspected offenders recorded by
police in connection with a criminal incident. Some POIs are formally
proceeded against to court, some are proceeded against other than to
court and some will not be proceeded against. All POIs represented in
Table 6 were proceeded against by the police.
26 Data in Tables 6 and 7 represents victims aged 15 years or under.



Table 6 presents information about the
relationship between the reported victims of child
sexual assault cases and the persons of interest
proceeded against in those cases for the years
2003 to 2007. Note that the incidents where the
relationship between the victim and the person
of interest was not recorded have been excluded
from the analysis.
The patterns are similar for both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous victims, with around half of all
persons of interest proceeded against being a
member of the victim’s family across each of the
years (totalling 46.9% and 47.5% respectively),
followed by persons otherwise known to the
victim (totalling 38.3% and 42.1% respectively).
The proportion of matters in which the person of
interest proceeded against was not known to the
victim is small (7.5%) which is consistent with
reports that children are most likely to be abused
by people who are close to them.27
TABLE 7
RELATIONSHIP OF THE PERSON
OF INTEREST TO THE CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT
VICTIM AND PERSON OF INTEREST BY
INDIGENOUS STATUS AND AGE, 2003 TO 2007

based on the age of the victim.
Apparent from the Table, and consistent with other
reports, is that children are more likely to become
victims of sexual assaults that are perpetrated by
non-family members as they get older. However,
this likelihood is reflected less for Indigenous
children than it is for non-Indigenous children. The
person of interest in just under two-thirds (62.1%)
of cases where the victim was Indigenous and
aged 0 to 3 was a family member.
While there is a small reduction in this proportion
with each age increment the over-all difference
between victims aged 0 to 3 and those aged 12 to
15 is only 6.4%.
By comparison, in cases where the victim was
non-Indigenous and aged 0 to 3 years the person
of interest was a family member in three-quarters
of the cases (75.8%). The proportion of persons
of interest who were family members reduces
more significantly across each of the following age
ranges. Over-all, there is a difference of 29.6%
between the ages of 0 to 3 and 12 to 15 where the
person of interest was a family member.

POIs relationship to the victim
Indigenous
Age
Other known
Family member
status
category
person
n
%
n
%
Indigenous
0 to 3
36
62.1
22
37.9
4 to 7
64
59.3
44
40.7
8 to 11
64
58.2
46
41.8
12 to 15
167
55.7
133
44.3
Total:
331
57.5
245
42.5
Non0 to 3
379
75.8
121
24.2
Indigenous
4 to 7
906
64.4
500
35.6
8 to 11
723
60.4
475
39.6
12 to 15
1753
46.2
2043 53.8
Total:
3761
54.5
3139 45.5

Table 7 presents information about the age of the
victims in cases where person of interest was a
family member or otherwise known to the victim.
While the over-all proportion of family/other known
person persons of interest was very similar for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous victims, there
is evidence of a difference between the groups
27 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W.L., and Wortley, R., 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing, p 15.

Total
n
58
108
110
300
576

These findings have implications
for the need to identify the
circumstances that give rise to child
sexual assault incidents and the
development of targeted prevention
strategies.
AREAS WITH HIGH RATES OF
REPORTED SEXUAL ASSAULTS
AGAINST INDIGENOUS CHILDREN

500

Information was sought on the
regions where the reports of sexual
1406
assault against Indigenous children
1198
were highest. This will allow further
3796
investigation to be undertaken in
6900
the areas with a view to informing
the development of intervention strategies aimed
at reducing the opportunity for child sexual
assaults to take place. The identification of high
incident locations also serves as a marker for
the areas that require adequate and appropriate
support services. In order to ensure that the
identity of the victims is not compromised areas
with fewer than five incidents have not been
reported. The information was analysed by NSW


Year

# Recorded incidents

2003

129

2004

134

2005

133

2006

137

2007

173

Location/Statistical
Division
Sydney
Hunter
Illawarra
Richmond-Tweed
Mid-North Coast
Northern
North Western
Central West
Murrumbidgee
Sydney
Hunter
Illawarra
Richmond-Tweed
Mid-North Coast
Northern
North Western
South Eastern
Murrumbidgee
Murray
Far West
Sydney
Hunter
Richmond-Tweed
Mid-North Coast
Northern
North Western
Central West
Sydney
Hunter
Illawarra
Richmond-Tweed
Mid-North Coast
Northern
North Western
Murray
Sydney
Hunter
Illawarra
Richmond-Tweed
Mid-North Coast
Northern
North Western
Central West
South Eastern
Murrumbidgee
Murray
Far West

n

%

28
8
7
6
16
25
20
6
7
22
13
6
7
10
20
24
10
7
6
5
20
8
10
13
21
34
12
21
9
8
8
17
17
40
5
24
9
12.
8
19
31
27
7
13
13
5
5

21.7
6.2
5.4
4.7
12.4
19.4
15.5
4.7
5.4
16.1
9.5
4.4
5.1
7.3
14.6
17.5
7.3
5.1
4.4
3.6
15.0
6.0
7.5
9.8
15.8
25.6
9.0
15.3
6.6
5.8
5.8
12.4
12.4
29.2
3.6
13.9
5.2
6.9
4.6
11.0
17.9
15.6
4.0
7.5
7.5
2.9
2.9

Rate per 1000 Indigneous child
population
0.0
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.3
0.8
1.0
0.2
0.2
0.0
0.1
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.6
1.2
0.3
0.2
0.3
1.4
0.0
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.7
1.7
0.3
0.0
0.1
0.1
0.2
0.3
0.5
2.0
0.2
0.0
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.4
1.0
1.4
0.2
0.3
0.4
0.2
1.4
10

Statistical Division. See Appendix 2 for a map of
NSW detailing the boundaries of the Statistical
Divisions.
Table 8 presents the Statistical Divisions in which
5 or more child sexual assault victims were
recorded. As the focus of the report is on child
sexual assault in Indigenous communities, the
information presented is for Indigenous children
under the age of 16 only. It is important to note
that when broken down by Statistical Division, the
number of recorded incidents by region becomes
quite small. This makes certain identification of
high-risk locations difficult.
However, when victim numbers are examined,
there are four regions that stand out: Sydney, MidNorth Coast, Northern and North Western, with
these regions accounting for well over 50% of all
reported child sexual assault victims across all
years. When examined by rate of reported child
sexual assault per 1000 of the Indigenous child
population28 the Mid-North Coast, Northern and
North Western regions rate consistently high.
Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics
shows that the identified high incident regions
are those with high Indigenous populations (see
population table in Appendix 1). It is clear from the
information presented that further investigation
should be undertaken into the reported incidents
of child sexual assaults in these three regions.
TABLE 8 (page 10)
STATISTICAL DIVISIONS
WITH 5 OR MORE RECORDED VICTIMS OF
CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT WHERE VICTIMS ARE
INDIGENOUS AND AGED UNDER 16 YEARS

28 The rate per 1,000 was calculated using Indigenous child population
figures (aged under 16 years), by Statistical Division, in Cat. No.
2068.0, 2006 Census of Population and Housing, Australian Bureau of
Statistics.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
The focus of this report is sexual assault against
Indigenous children in New South Wales. Context
is provided via comparisons with child sexual
assault against non-Indigenous children. The
main findings from the data are:
There has been a 33.2% increase in the rate of
reported child sex offences over the period 2003
to 2007. The rate at which Indigenous children
are the reported victims of sexual assault is
around double that for non-Indigenous children.
This finding becomes more significant given the
reports that child sexual assault is less likely to
be reported in Indigenous communities.
Female children, regardless of Indigenous
status, were reported victims of sexual assault
at a rate around 5 times that for male children.
Children aged 12 to 15 were the most frequently
reported victims – followed by children aged 4
to 7 years. This pattern held across both cultural
groups. The finding that Indigenous children were
reported victims of child sexual assault at double
the rate of non-Indigenous children held across
both gender and age comparisons. It is important
to consider though that there is evidence that
shows that abuse against male children is less
likely to be reported than for female children.29
Information about the persons of interest was
limited to the offenders who were proceeded
against to court and in other ways. However,
we know from previous research that whilst a
high proportion of sexual assault matters are
investigated by police, criminal proceedings are
commenced in less than 20% of these matters.30
This is particularly relevant to offences involving
children. Further to this, investigation into the
reasons for the non-commencement of criminal
proceedings has shown a significant factor to be
the withdrawal of the complaint by the victim.31

29 Smallbone, S, Marshall, WL, and Wortley, R, 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing.
30 Fitzgerald, J, 2006, The attrition of sexual offences from the New
South Wales criminal justice system, Crime and Justice Bulletin,
Number 92, NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Sydney.
31 Kelly, L, Lovett, J & Regan, l, 2005, A Gap or a Chasm? Attrition
in reported rape cases, Home Office Research Study, No. 293 Home
Office Research, London. Wundersitz, J, 2003, Child Sexual Assault:
Tracking from Police Incident Report to Finalisation in Court, Research
Findings, Office of Crime Statistics and Research, Adelaide.
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Across all years reviewed, there was little
difference in the proportion of reported victims
in which the identified person of interest was
proceeded against to court based on the
Indigenous status of the victim (14.0% where
the victim was Indigenous and 16.6% where the
victim was non-Indigenous). While the outcome
of the charges brought against the identified
persons of interest was not available, there is
evidence that shows that the conviction rate of
persons brought on child sex offence charges
is low. As previously stated, reported figures
for 2004 showed that only 8% of sex offences
against children were ultimately proven in court.
The Indigenous status of the persons of interest
in cases where the sexual abuse was against
an Indigenous child was 60% Indigenous and
40% non-Indigenous. In contrast to this, the
Indigenous status of the persons of interest
in cases where the abuse was against a nonIndigenous child was 4% Indigenous and 96%
non-Indigenous. When examined in relation to
offender age this information becomes central to
developing targeted education and awareness
strategies within Indigenous communities. For
example, the data showed a high proportion
of young (aged 15 to 19) Indigenous persons
of interest involved in sexual assaults against
children.

Around 50% of all persons of interest proceeded
against during the years 2003 to 2007 were
related to their victim and a further 38% were
other persons known to their victim.
This finding was consistent across both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups, and is
not unexpected based on what we already know
about child sexual assault. Research that has
been undertaken into the relationship between
child sex abuse victims and the offenders has
shown that girls are more likely to be abused by
a family member than are boys, that younger
children are more at risk of abuse from family
members and older children than from non-family
members and that the average age at abuse
onset is reported to be at around seven years.33
An analysis of the geographic location of the
reported assaults against Indigenous children
identified Statistical Divisions with higher
reporting rates, Mid-North Coast, Northern and
North Western. These 3 areas accounted for
around 50% of all reported incidents and are
regions that have a high Indigenous population.
This finding may provide an indication of the
regions in which Indigenous children may be
most at risk.

As previously stated, the under reporting of sexual
assault is a common phenomenon. However, the
There was also evidence of a bi-modal distribution rate of under reporting in Indigenous communities
in relation to age of the persons of interest, with is believed to be higher than in non-Indigenous
a second peak in offender age at 40 to 44 for communities. Some of the reasons proposed to
Indigenous offenders and 50+ for non-Indigenous explain this are that:
offenders.32 Again, this information is relevant
to the development of targeted education  Indigenous victims are intimidated by authority
and awareness campaigns within Indigenous figures and non-Indigenous people in general.
communities. However, further benefits would  The close nature of many Indigenous
be gained from having an understanding of the communities may lead to fear of reprisal from
circumstances that provide the different offender other community members or to shame.
age groups the opportunity for the assaults to  The relationship between the victim and the
take place. Further investigation into this issue offender.
would benefit from information relating to the age  Unfamiliarity with the legal process.
of the person of interest and their relationship to  Fear that the offender will be sent to prison.34
the victim.
32 This bi-modal distribution of offenders is a characteristic of this
offence type that has been previously recognised, the first peaking
during adolescence and the second, during the late thirties. Significantly,
this bi-modal distribution is not evidence of recidivist offending – starting
in adolescence and continuing into mid-adulthood. Instead, this
distribution represents an offence for which a significant proportion of
offenders begin offending in later adult life. Smallbone et. al, page 5.

33 Smallbone, S, Marshall, WL, and Wortley, R, 2008, Preventing Child
Sexual Abuse: Evidence, policy and practice, Willan Publishing.
34 Keel, Monique, 2004, Family Violence and sexual assault in
Indigenous communities, Briefing No. 4, September, Australian Centre
for the study of Sexual Assault, Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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In 2003, Lievore35 reported that the lack of
reliable data relating to the extent of sexual
assault in Indigenous communities is due not
only to under reporting but is compounded by
strained relationships between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous peoples as well as a lack of
culturally appropriate support services available
to these communities.
The findings of this report have identified a
number of key issues relevant to child sexual
assault in Indigenous communities as well as the
need for further research.
The report provides information about the rates
of reported child sexual assault by Indigenous
status, available details about the persons
proceeded against in child sexual assault matters
and has identified regions that have higher
reported rates of child sexual assault. However,
further investigation needs to be undertaken into
reporting rates of child sexual assault in relation
to services in the identified areas and into the
circumstances that provide the opportunity for
child sexual assault to take place. Included
could be an examination of the age of the
offender relative to the victim and the nature of
the relationship of the offender to the victim. An
examination of the low proportion of persons of
interest proceeded against is warranted as is the
high proportion of young Indigenous offenders.
Important in any discussion on the issue of
child sexual assault is that there is a wide range
of circumstances and events that constitute
these offences.36 It is this fact that makes the
identification and implementation of prevention
strategies aimed at reducing the incidence difficult.
From the data it appears that not all children are
at equal risk of becoming a victim of this crime
and that there are differences in risk apparent on
the basis of gender, age, Indigenous status and
geographical location. The information that has
been presented can be used as a starting point
for the development of education and prevention
strategies in Indigenous communities.
35 Lievore, D, 2003, Non-reporting and Hidden Recording of Sexual
Assault: An International Review, Report prepared by the Australian
Institute of Criminology for the Commonwealth Office of the Status of
Women, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.
36 Stephen Smallbone, William Marshall, Richard Wortley, 2008,
Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Evidence policy and practice, Willan
Publishing, Devon.
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Appendix 1
INDIGENOUS POPULATION FIGURES FOR HIGH INCIDENT CHILD SEXUAL ASSAULT REGIONS
2006 CENSUS DATA

Indigenous population
Non-Indigenous population
Population - Indigneous
status known
% of Indigenous population
- Indigenous status known
Unknown Indigenous status
Total SD population

Northern SD
13,600
151,400

Mid North Coast SD
12,200
260,527

North Western SD
14,265
91,028

165,000

272,727

105,293

8.20%

4.50%

13.50%

7395
172,395

11,949
284,676

5937
111,230

Indigenous population in NSW state = 2.2%

Appendix 2
NSW Statistical Division boundaries
RichmondTweed

Northern
Far West

Mid-North
Coast

North
Western

Hunter

Central West
Murray

Sydney
Murrumbidgee
Illawarra

South
Eastern
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Appendix 3
Local Government Areas in the Northern, Mid-North Coast
and North Western Statistical Divisions

Northern
Armidale Dumaresq
Glen Innes Severn
Gunnedah
Guyra
Inverell
Liverpool Plains
Moree Plains
Narrabri
Tamworth Regional
Tenterﬁeld
Uralla
Walcha

Mid-North Coast
Bellingen
Clarence Valley
Coffs Harbour
Greater Taree
Hastings
Kempsey
Lord Howe Island
Nambucca

North Western
Bogan
Bourke
Brewarrina
Cobar
Coonamble
Dubbo
Gilgandra
Mid-Western Regional
Narromine
Walgett
Warren
Warrumbungle Shire
Wellington

Indigenous population in NSW state = 2.2%
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