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5 October 2018 

The Hon John Ajaka MLC 
President 
Legislative Council 
Parliament House 
SYDNEY NSW 2000

The Hon Shelley E Hancock MP 
Speaker 
Legislative Assembly 
Parliament House 
SYDNEY NSW 2000

Dear Mr President and Madam Speaker

Pursuant to section 31 of the Ombudsman Act 1974 I am providing you with a report titled 
The JIRT Partnership - 20 years on.

I draw your attention to the provisions of s 31AA of the Ombudsman Act 1974 in relation  
to the tabling of this report and request that you make the report public forthwith.

Yours sincerely

Michael Barnes 
Ombudsman

ABN 76 325 886 267

Level 24, 580 George Street, Sydney NSW 2000

T 02 9286 1000 | F 02 9283 2911 
Tollfree 1800 451 524
www.ombo.nsw.gov.au
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Our inquiry into the operation of the JIRT Program
The Joint Investigation Response Team (JIRT) is a tri-agency program in NSW – delivered by the Department of 
Family and Community Services (FACS), the NSW Police Force and NSW Health. JIRT provides a comprehensive and 
coordinated safety, criminal justice and health response to children and young people alleged to have suffered 
sexual abuse, serious physical abuse or extreme neglect. The program has existed in one form or another for 
more than 20 years. 

In July 2016 – mindful that the JIRT program’s operations had not been comprehensively reviewed for over ten 
years, and in light of the Royal Commission’s ongoing consideration of issues related to the operation of the JIRT 
program and components of similar models for national application – the JIRT partner agencies requested that 
our office conduct an independent review of the JIRT program.

The original review timeframe was to be 12 months. However, in order to ensure that key structural issues 
identified from the review could be considered by the Royal Commission ahead of its final report on criminal 
justice, we agreed to reduce the timeframe for preparing our draft report to six months. We initiated an inquiry 
into the operation of the JIRT program under section 11(1)(e) of the Community Services (Complaints, Reviews  
and Monitoring) Act 1993 (CS-CRAMA) on 16 September 2016. 

We provided the agencies with our draft report the following May, and after incorporating their feedback, we 
released our final report to the agencies in August 2017. The agencies considered our recommendations in the 
context of the related recommendations made by the Royal Commission in its August Criminal Justice report,  
and its subsequent final report in December 2017.

Our report contained 67 recommendations aimed at improving joint agency practice and consolidating and 
enhancing the performance of the individual agencies. It also highlighted the key achievements of each agency.  
A copy of the full report is attached. 

It is now a year since we provided the agencies with our report. In light of the considerable public interest in 
the operation of the JIRT program, we decided to make the report public, along with the progress made by the 
agencies in responding to the recommendations. To this end, we asked the agencies to provide a formal response 
to the recommendations and a progress update. A copy of each agency’s response is also attached. 

I am pleased to report that the agencies have indicated their support for the vast majority of our recommendations 
and practice suggestions, and have welcomed the opportunity to reassess their agency’s performance and the 
nature of the program going forward. Despite differing views on certain issues, it is clear from the agencies’ 
responses that they remain collectively committed to maintaining the essential components of the program,  
and to children receiving a seamless, tri-agency response, which promotes their safety, health and wellbeing.

Key results to-date

The attached agency responses illustrate that significant progress has been made in responding to our 
recommendations. Outlined below are some of the key results achieved over the past 12 months. 

 • Strengthening governance – Shortly after receiving our report, the agencies met to consider our 
recommendations, and immediately acted to strengthen the program’s governance structure, by establishing 
direct oversight by the heads of each agency via twice yearly meetings, supported by regular meetings of 
the newly established agency deputies group. In addition, we have been advised that regular and timely 
engagement is taking place at the operational level when points of contention arise on individual cases. 

 • Reframing the agreement – The agencies have negotiated a newly framed agreement to guide the 
partnership. The agreement will be supported by updated interagency and individual agency policies and 
procedures, which will include a comprehensive performance monitoring framework for the program.  

 • Enhancing the capacity of the JIRT Referral Unit – We highlighted that the increased demand on the JIRT 
Referral Unit (JRU) without an injection of additional resourcing and a realignment of the operating model will 
inevitably impact adversely on the quality of its decision-making. We recommended that the agencies should 
source enhanced funding for the JRU to establish a second interagency decision-making team and extend its 
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operating hours from the current Monday to Friday, 9am to 5pm arrangement, to better meet current demand. 
The agencies have worked together to pursue budget enhancements to increase the capacity of the JRU by 
extending its business hours on weekdays, and to weekends, and providing the necessary staffing. A trial of  
a ‘second decision-making table’ at the JRU for use during peak periods is underway. 

 • Better systems to track FACS JIRT performance – We recommended that FACS and Health strengthen their 
internal measures for tracking their JIRT performance, along similar lines to the Police. In accordance with our 
recommendations, FACS has prioritised enhancing its reporting and executive oversight by building all FACS 
JIRT (and interagency functions) into its new ChildStory database; settling corporate performance measures 
and building JIRT reporting capacity into its organisational business review process; initiating a bi-annual 
business review process with Executive Director and Director oversight; and engaging the Office of the Senior 
Practitioner to assess the quality of casework practice. 

 • Improving Health’s JIRT governance – Health too has focused strongly on strengthening internal governance 
arrangements, and has built into its new Sexual Assault database and JIRT Health databases, the additional 
data fields we recommended, including better data relating to physical abuse and neglect. In addition, work 
is underway to examine how Health can better capture its indirect and direct client activities to enhance 
reporting against the delivery of Health services. To strengthen compliance, a new performance improvement 
measure relating to key JIRT program commitments has been added to service agreements between the 
Secretary and each district and the Sydney Children’s Hospitals Network. 

 • Increased staffing and improved after-hour responses – Our inquiry found that the disparity between Police 
resources and those of FACS and Health was making it harder for FACS and Health JIRT staff to ‘keep up’ with 
their police counterparts. The impact of resourcing constraints was particularly acute when there was a need 
for staff to provide an urgent or after-hours joint response. In the latter part of our inquiry both Health and 
FACS received additional funding. This allowed FACS to increase its JIRT resourcing by 52% over the next two 
years. FACS has advised that it has recruited ten new caseworkers with progress underway to recruit a further 
30. To address concerns about its after-hours capacity, FACS has identified and designated JIRT staff for after-
hours work on JIRT matters; and is expediting advice to the JRU and JIRT after-hours service.

The Government’s $10 million funding initiative to improve health service responses to victims of violence, 
abuse and neglect will include a focus on JIRT clients, and will, among other areas, be directed towards 
improving the Health’s capacity to provide more integrated 24 hour responses to victims. To-date, funding has 
been distributed in accordance with an internal needs-based cost allocation model. Detailed violence, abuse 
and neglect (VAN) service profiles have been developed for each health district and relevant specialty health 
network, and a new state-wide VAN service redesign framework is being finalised, and will be used to support 
local service redesign implementation over the next 18 months. 

 • Therapeutic services for young people who engage in harmful sexual behaviour – In response to concerns 
about the need to expand the supports available for young people who engage in sexually harmful behaviour, 
Health has allocated an additional $1.6 million annually to establish two additional New Street services in 
regional NSW. 

 • Improved training – The newly developed interagency training module has been rolled out and has received 
positive feedback from frontline staff. A key feature is the simulated child protection exercise conducted at 
the same facility which also provides emergency management, counter terrorism and other training to the 
NSW Police Force and other operational arms of government. In addition, Police have established a dedicated 
training portfolio within the Child Abuse and Sex Crimes Squad’s Strategic Coordination Unit to lead the 
development of a comprehensive training program for police. 

 • Strengthening the police area command response to child abuse – Police have responded to our 
recommendations about strengthening the quality of the responses by local police area commands  
to child abuse by commencing the Child Abuse Referral trial, which involves commands taking on a  
greater number of matters which meet set criteria, but on the basis that they also collaborate closely  
with the Child Abuse and Sex Crimes Squad when its specialist skills are required, for example, when 
conducting child victim interviews.

 • Co-location arrangements – At the outset of our inquiry, FACS and Health made clear that the 
accommodation of JIRT staff was one of a number of contentious issues requiring resolution. We 
recommended that the JIRT partner agencies should, as far as possible, co-locate their staff in the same 
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building, ideally on the same floor, or at least within close proximity to each other with Child Abuse and 
Sex Crimes Squad officers having their own dedicated work area. The agencies have progressed planning of 
property arrangements for the next five to ten years, which includes keeping agencies within close proximity 
to each other and sharing space for working with clients. Interagency negotiations continue and planning is 
underway to establish new and fit for purpose jointly located sites at Liverpool, Blacktown, Newcastle and 
Gosford (as well as, in due course, Tamworth and Wollongong).

Future direction of the JIRT program 

It is positive that the FACS Secretary has committed to addressing the broader recommendations in our report 
which relate to the intersection of the JIRT program with the child protection system. In this regard, it is 
significant that the Police Commissioner has noted his keen interest in:

‘……working with FACS, Health and other government agencies such as Education, to explore the potential for 
them to adopt an increased intelligence-driven focus on responding to children most at risk….

I am aware that a significant proportion of the children who become victims of the types of offences 
investigated by [Child Abuse Units], have previously been the subject of (at times multiple) child at risk 
reports of a non-criminal nature……

More than a decade ago, the NSWPF achieved considerable success in targeting organised and major crime 
suspects by adopting an intelligence-driven approach to profiling key individuals and their activities. It is 
my view that a similar approach could be adopted to proactively identifying and responding to children at 
current and/or future risk of serious abuse…..Doing so would not only lead to improved care, protection, 
clinical and educational outcomes, for some of the most vulnerable persons in our community, but also  
allow for finite NSW Government resources  to be used both more effectively and where they are most needed.’

The Police Commissioner’s comments align with the recommendation of Justice Wood in his 2009 final report on 
the Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Service, that government agencies identify their ‘high-
end’ users and provide these families with an integrated case management response. Since then, this office has 
been advocating for the adoption of an intelligence-driven child protection system. In our submissions to the 
Wood Inquiry and subsequent public reports, we stressed that an efficient child protection system must be able 
to identify those children who are most in need in order to direct an appropriate level of resources to this group. 

Although FACS has made some progress in recent years in lifting the proportion of children who are reported  
at risk of significant harm (ROSH) who are receiving a face-to-face response, the response rate in 2017 was still 
only 32%.1

Against the background of unmet ROSH demand, our ongoing monitoring of the implementation of the 
Government’s response to the Tune review of out-of-home care – a reform agenda known as Their Futures Matter 
– will include a focus on whether the reforms are delivering a robust system for systematically collecting and 
analysing critical holdings of lead government agencies and NGOs to facilitate the identification of those most 
vulnerable, along with ensuring that services are being provided to these individuals and positive outcomes are 
being achieved. 

In closing, we would once again like to take this opportunity to commend the frontline agency staff and leaders of 
the JIRT program for their continued commitment to providing a quality response to some of the most vulnerable 
children in this state.

1 FACS Caseworker Dashboard, December 2017 quarter, http://www.community.nsw.gov.au
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Annexure 1 - Agency responses
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Family and Community Services response
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NSW Health response
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NSW Police Force response
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Annexure 2 –  
Our 2017 report into the operation 
of the JIRT program
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