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Acknowledgement

Child and Family Focus SA acknowledges the traditional lands of the Kaurna people and
acknowledge the Kaurna people as the custodians of the Adelaide region and the Greater
Adelaide Plains. We pay our respects to Kaurna Elders past and present.

We acknowledge the traditional custodians of land beyond Adelaide and the Adelaide Plains, and
pay our respects to all Aboriginal Elders past, present and emerging.

We acknowledge and pay our respects to the cultural authority of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander colleagues and are grateful for the cultural expertise that they represent.

The role of Child and Family Focus - SA (CAFFSA)

CAFFSA is the South Australian peak body for child safety and wellbeing and child protection,
representing the needs of South Australian children, young people, families, and the Non-
Government and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organiations o support them.

Contributors

This report was created in partnership with members of CAFFSA’s Policy and Advocacy
Committee and Residential Care, Intensive Family Support and Reunification Network, and
Family Based Care Network. Members of these groups are drawn from CAFFSA’s membership,
comprising over 40 agencies across South Australia who provide services to children and young
people involved in or at risk of involvement with the child protection system. They include
agencies that provide specific services for children, young people and parents with a disability.
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Purpose

CAFFSA welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the South Australian Police Service’s
Draft Disability Access and Inclusion Plan 2025-2029 (the Plan). This submission highlights the
experiences of children, young people and families with disability who interact with policing,
particularly in crisis situations where disability, trauma and statutory involvement intersect.

Key recommendations:
To strengthen the Draft Disability Access and Inclusion Plan, CAFFSA recommends that SAPOL:

1. Explicitly recognise children, young people and families with disability as a priority
cohort within the Plan, including actions addressing the intersection between
policing, disability and child protection.

2. Explicitly recognise children and young people with disability in residential care as a
priority cohort within the Plan, including actions to strengthen trauma-informed and
disability-informed policing responses in residential care settings.

3. Strengthen recognition of the intersection between disability, culture and systemic
inequity within the Plan, including codesign with Aboriginal Community Controlled
Organisations and Aboriginal people with lived experience of disability to inform
culturally safe disability responses.

4. Strengthen trauma-informed and disability-informed training for police interacting
with children and families, including practical scenario-based learning and
guidance to support recognition of disability-related behaviours, communication
differences and neurodiversity.

5. Strengthen referral pathways between SAPOL and disability, health and family
support services when officers identify developmental or support needs.

6. Strengthen formalised interagency coordination and partnership responsesincluding
with the Department of Human Services Child and Family Support System Pathways
team), to ensure policing does not become the default response to unmet disability
and social support needs.

7. Strengthen diversion responses at the point of police contact, including alternatives
to charging where appropriate and supported referral pathways, to minimise
unnecessary justice system entry for people with disability.

8. Build on the training commitments in the Draft Plan by strengthening disability-
informed practice capability, including recognising behaviours associated with
cognitive disability, neurodiversity and developmental needs, and using trauma-
informed communication when interacting with people with disability.

9. Complement training with practical frontline supports, including scenario-based
learning and access to specialist disability advice and coaching.

10. Strengthen outcome measures to assess whether the Plan is improving safety, access
to support and experiences for people with disability.

11. Strengthen accessibility of reporting and engagement pathways for people with
disability.

12. Ensure communication supports are available when interacting with police.

13. Embed intersectionality as a core design principle across all outcomes and ensure
meaningful co-design with people who have lived experience of disability and
statutory systems.

CAFFSA Submission to SAPOL DAIP 2025-2029 Page 4 of 14



14. Strengthen monitoring and evaluation frameworks to include outcome indicators
relating to police interactions with people with disability, including children, young
people and families.

15. Strengthen emergency response planning and training to recognise the needs of
children and young people with disability, including those living in out-of-home care,
with a focus on communication support, trauma-informed responses and
coordination with relevant support services such as child protection, disability
support providers and residential care services.

Introduction

Many children and families supported by CAFFSA member agencies live with disability, including
developmental delay and neurodiversity, often alongside trauma, poverty, family violence and
statutory involvement with child protection services.

Police frequently interact with vulnerable children and families in crisis contexts, including
engagementin:

e welfare checks and police call-outs

o family violence incidents

e mental health crises

e incidentsin residential care placements
¢ child protection investigations.

CAFFSA supports the intent of the Plan to strengthen disability inclusion within policing.
However, there are opportunities to further strengthen the Plan’s recognition of the specific
experiences of children, young people and families with disability, particularly those interacting
with policing in crisis situations.

Evidence from the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People
with Disability highlights that people with disability experience disproportionate contact with
policing and justice systems and frequently face barriers when reporting crime or seeking police
support’.

This submission therefore identifies several key themes that could strengthen the Plan and
improve outcomes for children, families and communities.

Policy context and system alighment

This submission alighs with the objectives of Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031, Inclusive
SA - the State Disability Inclusion Plan 2025-2029, and findings of the Royal Commission into
Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability.

1 Australian Government. (2023). Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with
Disability, Final Report — Inclusive Justice System. https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report
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Priority Group: Children, young people and families with
disability particularly in the context of child protection

The Plan broadly references people with disability but does not explicitly identify children, young
people and families with disability as a priority cohort for SAPOL actions. This is a significant gap
because police frequently interact with vulnerable children and families in crisis contexts,
including family violence incidents, mental health crises, incidents within residential care
placements, welfare checks and child protection investigations.

Police regularly encounter children with disability in the context of domestic and family violence
responses. Consistent with approaches such as the Safe and Together Model developed by David
Mandel?, domestic and family violence responses should recognise children (including those
with disabilities) as victims in their own right and prioritise the safety and support of the non-
offending caregiver and child. This approach is consistent with the findings of the South
Australian Royal Commission into Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence, which highlighted the
need for system responses that recognise children and young people as victim-survivors in their
own right and ensure services are accessible and responsive to diverse groups, including
children with disability®.

Children with disability are significantly over-represented in the child protection and out-of-home
care system. Evidence suggests that approximately 25-30% of children in out-of-home care live
with disability or significant developmental delay.® These children often experience multiple and
intersecting forms of disadvantage, including trauma, poverty and exposure to family violence,
which increase vulnerability to statutory intervention and crisis responses involving police.

Parents with disability may also experience additional barriers accessing support and can face
heightened scrutiny within statutory systems. Parenting a child while also managing a disability
as an adult may involve balancing one’s own complex care needs, financial pressures and service
coordination challenges. These dynamics mean police frequently encounter families where
disability, trauma and family stress intersect.

Recognising children, young people and families with disability as a priority cohort would also
strengthen alignment with broader whole-of-government commitments to improving outcomes
for vulnerable children and support more coordinated responses across policing, disability and
child protection systems.

Recommendation:

1. Explicitly recognise children, young people and families with disability as a priority cohort
within the Plan, including actions addressing the intersection between policing, disability
and child protection.

2 Safe & Together Institute. (n.d.). Who we are. https://safeandtogetherinstitute.com/who-we-are

3 South Australian Government. (2025). Royal Commission into Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence:
Recommendations. https://www.royalcommissiondfsv.sa.gov.au/ _data/assets/pdf file/0012/1175997/RCDFSV-
recommendations.pdf

4 DCP. (2020). Every effort for every child: South Australia’s strategy for children and young people in care 2020-2023.
Government of South Australia.
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Children with a disability in residential care

Children with disability are significantly over-represented in residential care placements. Police
are frequently called to respond to incidents in these settings when staff require assistance
managing complex situations involving young people with high support needs, including welfare
checks, missing person reports and behavioural escalations. As a result, SAPOL officers
regularly encounter some of the most vulnerable children in the state, many of whom are living
with disability, trauma and complex development needs.

Around 30 - 40% of children in out-of-home care have a disability or significant developmental
delay.’ These children often require specialist assessments, therapeutic supports and tailored
educationalresponses, yet face significant barriers to accessing disability services. Children with
disability are also more likely to be placed in residential care, where they experience poorer
health, education and life outcomes.®

Many young people reach adolescence without having received early intervention and may
require complex assessments and supports during transitions from care. When police attend
incidents in residential care settings, situations may reflect trauma responses, communication
difficulties or unmet support needs rather than intentional offending behaviour.

Strengthening disability-informed and trauma-informed policing responses in residential care
settings would support SAPOL’s prevention first approach, helping to reduce unnecessary
escalation and prevent avoidable justice system contact for vulnerable children and young
people.

Recommendation:

2. Explicitly recognise children and young people with disability in residential care as a
priority cohort within the Plan, including actions to strengthen trauma-informed and
disability-informed policing responses in residential care settings.

Cultural safety and disability

CAFFSA welcomes SAPOL’s commitment to engaging with First Nations communities within the
Plan. However, the intersection between disability, culture and systemic inequity could be more
explicitly recognised.

Evidence from the Disability Royal Commission highlights that First Nations people with disability
are significantly over-represented in criminal justice settings and frequently experience multiple
forms of disadvantage, including poverty, trauma and disrupted family backgrounds. Research
cited by the Royal Commission found that almost one in four First Nations young people in
detention were estimated to have an intellectual disability, compared with one in twelve non-
Indigenous young people’.

5 DCP. (2020). Every effort for every child: South Australia’s strategy for children and young people in care
2020-2023. Government of South Australia

8 https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/CREATE-OOHC-In-Care-2018-Report.pdf

7 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final Report —
Volume 8: Criminal justice and people with disability.
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Further evidence from the Royal Commission® highlights that First Nations people with disability
experience compounded disadvantage due to the ongoing impacts of colonisation, systemic
racism and intergenerationaltrauma. The reportidentifies that First Nations people with disability
are more likely to experience over-policing, under-recognition of disability and reduced access to
culturally safe supports, contributing to increased contact with police and poorer outcomes in
justice settings. The Royal Commission also emphasises the importance of Aboriginal
community-controlled responses, culturally governed service design and partnerships that
recognise the authority of First Nations communities.

These inequities highlight the importance of policing responses that are both culturally safe,
trauma responsive and disability informed. Aboriginal children, young people and families with
disability may face additional barriers when interacting with policing and statutory systems,
particularly where historical mistrust, communication barriers and systemic bias are present.

The Plan references alignment with Closing the Gap targets however there is an opportunity to
more clearly recognise the experiences and needs of Aboriginal children, young people and their
families with disabilities. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are estimated to be around
1.9 times more likely to live with disability than non-Indigenous Australians®, reinforcing the
importance of culturally responsive approaches when developing disability initiatives.

Strengthening collaboration with Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations and Aboriginal
people with lived experience of disability would support the development of culturally safe and
effective policing responses.

Recommendation:

3. Strengthen recognition of the intersection between disability, culture and systemic
inequity within the Plan, including codesign with Aboriginal Community Controlled
Organisations and Aboriginal people with lived experience of disability to inform culturally
safe disability responses.

Recognising disability, trauma and social disadvantage

Children and young people who come into contact with policing and child protection systems
often experience overlapping challenges, including trauma, disability, developmental delay and
social disadvantage. These intersecting factors can shape how they engage with services and
influence system responses during times of crisis.

Research consistently shows that children and young people with cognitive disability and
neurodevelopmental conditions are significantly over-represented in both child protection and
youth justice systems. While SAPOL does not deliver early intervention services, officers are often
first responders and play an important role in identifying vulnerability, responding in a trauma-
informed way, and connecting children, young people and families to appropriate supports.

Strengthening these identification and referral functions aligns with SAPOL’s documented
prevention-first, community-centred and collaborative partnership principles, and helps reduce
escalation and avoid unnecessary justice system contact.

8 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. (2023). Final Report
Volume 9: First Nations People with Disability
® 1.14 Disability / Data - AIHW Indigenous HPF
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Evidence from the Disability Royal Commission identified systemic challenges in police
interactions with people with disability, including negative assumptions, failure to recognise
disability, limited procedural and emotional supports, and increased vulnerability to misconduct.
Where disability or trauma responses are not recognised, behaviours associated with distress or
neurodiversity may be misinterpreted as deliberate non-compliance, potentially escalating
interactions with police.

Neurodevelopmental conditions such as Autism Spectrum Disorder are also common among
children involved with child protection and residential care services. Autistic young people may
experience sensory overload, communication differences or distress responses that can be
misunderstood during crisis interactions. CAFFSA members report particularly high rates of
young people with autism in residential care, highlighting the importance of ensuring policing
responses recognise neurodiversity and communication differences.

Strengthening police capability to recognise disability, trauma and communication differences
supports SAPOL's documented prevention first approach and commitment to community-
centred socially minded policing. It also reinforces the importance of working constructively with
families, carers and support services to reduce escalation and improve outcomes for children
and young people with disabilities.

Recommendation:

4. Strengthen trauma-informed and disability-informed training for police interacting with
children and families, including practical scenario-based learning and guidance to
support recognition of disability-related behaviours, communication differences and
neurodiversity.

Preventing the criminalisation of disability

Evidence from the Disability Royal Commission highlights that people with disability may
become involved in the criminal justice system due to systemic disadvantage, unmet support
needs and a lack of early intervention. Young people with cognitive disability may shift from being
perceived as “at risk” to being treated as “a risk”, increasing the likelihood of police contact and
criminalisation.

The Royal Commission further identifies that contact with police can act as an entry point into
the criminal justice system for people with disability, particularly where disability is not
recognised and appropriate supports are not provided. This risk is heightened for First Nations
young people with disability.

Behaviours associated with cognitive disability may be misinterpreted by police as criminal
behaviour or deliberate non-compliance. For example, agitation, impulsivity or yelling may reflect
disability-related distress or trauma responses, while communication differences may be
misinterpreted as resistance or defiance. When these behaviours are not recognised as
disability-related, interactions with police may escalate unnecessarily.

Evidence also indicates that some children and young people with cognitive disability may be
more likely to acquiesce to authority figures or accept responsibility for offences they did not
commit due to suggestibility, fear or misunderstanding. It will be important to ensure that
specialist interview processes are consistently applied and supported, particularly for children
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and young people with cognitive disability who may be vulnerable to suggestibility,
misunderstanding or acquiescence during police questioning.

These dynamics highlight the importance of appropriate responses at the point of police contact,
including recognition of disability, trauma-informed practice and connection to support services.
Strengthening these responses supports documented SAPOL’s prevention-first and collaborative
partnership approach, helping to reduce escalation and avoid unnecessary entry into the justice
system.

Recommendations:

5. Strengthen referral pathways between SAPOL and disability, health and family support
services when officers identify developmental or support needs.

6. Strengthen formalised interagency coordination and partnership responses including
with the Department of Human Services Child and Family Support System Pathways
team), to ensure policing does not become the default response to unmet disability and
social support needs.

7. Strengthen diversion responses at the point of police contact, including alternatives to
charging where appropriate and supported referral pathways, to minimise unnecessary
justice system entry for people with disability.

Workforce capability and practice change

CAFFSA supports the Draft Plan’s commitment to strengthening disability training for SAPOL
staff, including embedding trauma-informed principles and building disability confidence in
justice contexts. These are important steps toward improving interactions between police and
people with disability.

However, responding effectively to situations involving disability, trauma and communication
differences requires capability that is supported not only through training alone but also through
practical application in frontline policing contexts. Frontline officers often encounter complex
situations involving people with neurodiversity, cognitive disability and developmental needs,
particularly when responding to crisis incidents involving children, young people and their
families.

Strengthening disability-informed practice capability can help reduce the risk of behaviours
linked to disability or trauma being misinterpreted which may otherwise contribute to
unnecessary escalation during police interactions.

Recommendations:

8. Build on the training commitments in the Draft Plan by strengthening disability-informed
practice capability, including recognising behaviours associated with cognitive disability,
neurodiversity and developmental needs, and using trauma-informed communication
when interacting with people with disability.

9. Complementtraining with practical frontline supports, including scenario-based learning
and access to specialist disability advice and coaching.
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Accessible pathways and inclusive service design

People with disability experience significantly higher rates of violence than the general
population, with research indicating they experience around twice the rate of violent
victimisation. This highlights the importance of accessible and trauma-informed pathways for
reporting crime and engaging with police'

The Royal Commission into Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence recommended the
development of accessible help-seeking pathways for people experiencing violence, including
priority population groups such as people with disability and young people.

Ensuring that police reporting pathways are accessible and inclusive is critical to improving trust
and engagement.

Accessible responses may include communication supports, alternative reporting pathways and
partnerships with disability support organisations.

CAFFSA supports the establishment of Disability Engagement Officer roles across SAPOL
districts and regions. These roles present a critical opportunity to strengthen local referral
pathways, build relationships with community and disability services, and support frontline
officers to respond effectively to people with disability. Consideration should be given to ensuring
these roles are appropriately resourced, connected to local service systems, and informed by
lived experience.

Recommendations:

11. Strengthen accessibility of reporting and engagement pathways for people with disability.
12. Ensure communication supports are available when interacting with police.

Lived experience and intersectionality

CAFFSA welcomes the Plan’s commitment to consultation and collaboration. CAFFSA also
supports the establishment of a Disability Service Advisory Network and encourages inclusion of
organisations working with children, young people and families with disability, including those
with experience of child protection and residential care systems. Given the over-representation
of people with disability in statutory systems, it is important that lived experience engagement
includes people who have direct experience of child protection, policing and justice responses.

Disability often intersects with other factors associated with disadvantage including culture,
language, gender identity and socio-economic circumstances. Aboriginal children, culturally and
linguistically diverse families, and LGBTQIA+ young people with disability may face additional
barriers when interacting with services.

These intersecting experiences highlight the importance of culturally safe, inclusive and trauma-
informed policing responses as well as meaningful involvement of people with lived experience
in the design and implementation of disability inclusion initiatives.

10 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). (2022). People with disability in Australia. Canberra:
AIHW.
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Recommendation:

13. Embed intersectionality as a core design principle across all outcomes and ensure
meaningful co-design with people who have lived experience of disability and statutory
systems.

Measuring outcomes for children and families with disability

The Plan includes a range of actions focused on activities such as training, engagement and
service improvements. CAFFSA supports these initiatives and the commitment to improving
inclusion for people with disability.

Strengthening monitoring and evaluation approaches would help demonstrate whether these
actions are improving experiences for people with disability when interacting with police. Without
this information, it is difficult to assess whether inclusion and improved experiences are being
achieved in practice. Clear outcome indicators would also support continuous improvement by
identifying what is working and where further changes may be needed. Strengthening data
collection on disability in police interactions, including identification, referrals and outcomes,
would support monitoring of whether the Plan is improving experiences, reducing escalation and
increasing access to appropriate supports.

Relevant outcome measures could include increased referrals to appropriate supports,
experiences when interacting with police, increased officer confidence in responding to
disability-related situations, and reduced escalation during crisis situations.

Examples of indicators that may assist monitoring include:

v feedback from people with disability regarding their experiences when interacting with
police

v’ officer confidence and capability in recognising and responding to disability-related
communication needs or behaviours

v" reductions in escalations during police contact and increased use of pathways to support
services

Monitoring outcomes could also support SAPOL’s commitment to engaging people with disability
in the co-design and review of policies and procedures, by providing evidence about where lived
experience insights may inform further improvements.

Recommendation:

14. Strengthen monitoring and evaluation frameworks to include outcome indicators relating
to police interactions with people with disability, including children, young people and
families.

People with disability are kept safe during emergencies

CAFFSA welcomes the Plan’s commitment under Domain 5 to improve emergency responses for
people with disability, including actions to develop communication tools and training for
operational staff to support people with disability during emergency situations. This includes
ensuring communication tools are practical and accessible in frontline settings, particularly for
non-verbal individuals and those with communication differences, and are supported by training
that enables officers to use them effectively in crisis situations.
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Children and young people with disability may face additional risks during emergency responses,
particularly those living in out-of-home care or residential care placements. Many of these
children have experiences of trauma, communication barriers or developmental differences that
can influence how they respond in crisis situations.

Emergency events and high-stress environments may trigger fear, dysregulation or trauma
responses for children who have experienced abuse, neglect or instability. Where disability and
trauma responses are not recognised, behaviours associated with distress or neurodiversity may
be misunderstood, potentially escalating interactions.

Strengthening disability-informed emergency responses for children and young people would
support safer outcomes and support coordination between SAPOL and support services,
including, child protection services, disability support providers and residential care providers.

Recommendation:

15. Strengthen emergency response planning and training to recognise the needs of children
and young people with disability, including those living in out-of-home care, with a focus
on communication support, trauma-informed responses and coordination with relevant
support services such as child protection, disability support providers and residential
care services.

Conclusion

Effective responses require a whole-of-system approach, where policing is supported by
coordinated disability, health and family support systems, rather than acting as the primary
responder to unmet needs that should be met by social welfare and health responses.

Improving police responses to people with disability requires strong coordination between
policing, disability, health and community and other statutory service systems, particularly when
responding to children, young people and families experiencing crisis situations.

Strengthening the Plan’s recognition of children, young people and families with disability,
especially those interacting with policing in the context of child protection, family violence and
residential care, will help improve safety, wellbeing and access to appropriate supports. These
improvements will help ensure policing responses contribute to safer outcomes and reduce the
risk of unnecessary escalation or criminalisation for people with disability.

CAFFSA welcomes ongoing collaboration with SAPOL and the broader community sector to
strengthen disability-inclusive, trauma-informed policing responses that improve safety and
outcomes for children, young people and families with disability.

Melissa\Gibson, CEQO,

Child and Family Focus SA

admin@childandfamily-sa.org.au

0473617 782
SUBMISSION ENDS
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