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Background 
In 2016, the Living Free Project was developed as a response to an identified need from Victoria Police 
in Southern Metropolitan Division Four around young girls being reported missing and no programmatic 
response to refer to. A collaborative response was established with program design being informed 
through Professor Chris Trotter’s academic research around “What Works with Women in the Justice 
System”. Recognition was made that women in the justice system often presented with risk factors 
present from an early age, many of which were present in young girls reported missing.  

The model created responded to young girls reported missing and supported women in early contact 
with the justice system through assertive outreach, long term co-ordinated case management and 
service co-ordination. Underpinned by the No Wrong Door model of care and implementing best 
practice service co-ordination standards, the project leveraged extensive cross sectoral partnerships to 
draw on existing resources to reduce barriers to accessing specialist intervention and support 
engagement in education/training and employment. To drive the collaboration and systemic advocacy 
identified from the direct service, a project co-ordinator brought together stakeholders through 
secondary consultation panels and a Health Justice Community of Practice.  

In 2022, the Living Free Project received funding through Federal Government to expand impact and 
pilot a collaborative model across with legal and mentoring support delivered by Peninsula Community 
Legal Centre and Women And Mentoring.  

 

Purpose 
Over the past two decades the female prison population has risen by 212%, a much higher rate than 
that of the male prison population. Over the past five years, whilst there has been an overall decrease 
of -6% of male alleged offenders, there has been an overall increase of 10.6% of alleged female 
offenders. Significant evidence identifies that women often enter the justice system as a dual status of 
victim and offender. Between 57% and 90% have experienced child sexual abuse and other forms of 
victimisation, 89% have a history of sexual abuse, and as many as 98 % have experienced violence . 
Gendered crime prevention approaches require holistic responses to addressing risk factors for both 
victimisation and offending . Whilst young females often present with a myriad of complexities which 
contribute to their offending behaviour, there is no current service response that supports them to 
address these holistically within a health/justice framework.  Identifying and connecting with girls who 
present with multiple criminogenic needs at the earliest possible time can disrupt trajectories both into 
the justice system as perpetrators and into entrenched victimisation and further enhance their economic 
participation into their adult lives.  

The Southern Metropolitan region is Victoria is home to 1.1 million residents and sees significant diversity 
of culture and socio-economic need. Whilst there are some areas of high wealth, the region sees 12 of 
its suburbs fall within the 20% of most disadvantaged communities in Australia (according to their SEIFA 
index), with four entrenched hot spots being in the top 10%. Whilst disadvantage only depicts levels of 
need, crime statistics speak directly to the concerning increase for alleged female offenders over the 
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past five years across the Southern Metropolitan region. Over the past five years there has been a 33% 
increase in alleged female offenders aged 12-24 in this region (with the highest increase in the past 
year), in comparison to a 19.2%  across Victoria. Of concern is a 57% increase over 5 years in the  
category of crimes against the person committed by female alleged offenders aged 12-24 year in the 
region. In addition to alleged offender data, local police data for SD4 police division in the Southern 
region (Frankston Mornington Peninsula) demonstrates an 18.5% increase in police cautions for females 
aged 12-24 from 2019 to 2020.  

In addition to offending data that depicts concerning trends for females in the Southern region, there is 
Victoria Police intelligence and data highlights concerning trends for young girls presenting with risk 
factors to future justice involvement. The Living Free Project, led by TF, has been operating in the FMP 
area of Victoria for over three years and provides direct support for young girls reported missing following 
a police referral. A preliminary evaluation of the girls referred to the project has identified significant 
correlation with the girls presenting needs and criminogenic needs of female offenders. According to 
local area police data, the co-occurring risk factors can be captured in police data for the girls reported 
missing. In 2020, there were 137 individual girls aged 10-17 across the Bayside Peninsula Area (BPA) 
reported missing. Of the 137 individual girls that were reported missing over 2020, police noted that 
23.3% resided in an OoHC residential facility (those evidence at greater risk of entry to the justice 
system).   

The ‘presenting needs’ recorded by Victoria Police for many of these girls gives cause for concern and 
if left unaddressed can often lead to repeated victimization, complex trauma, substance use, and poor 
mental health, all of which increase the likelihood for a female to enter the justice system. 37% were 
recorded as child present when police attended a FV incident; 55% noted as an affected family member 
in a FV incident; 45% have been identified as perpetrators of family violence; 41% are flagged as 
potential suicide risk.  

Further to data demonstrating concerning trends for women in contact with the justice system, risk 
factors pertaining to sexual exploitation and vulnerability have also increased for young girls. Whilst the 
impact of Covid is yet to be seen on young girls, anecdotal reports from professionals interfacing with 
girls report high levels of risk-taking behaviours, mental health concerns and early alcohol and drug 
engagement.  

There is urgent need for services to work collaboratively to develop innovative and targeted responses 
for girls and young women in the South. Responses that adapt to localised needs, priority populations 
and draw on existing community resource and knowledge to improve access and reach to those most 
vulnerable. 
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First steps 
In 2019, a key stakeholder forum was convened in the Bayside region that explored service system 
capacity in responding to young girls reported missing. Opportunities for improving service responses 
were identified at the forum with key themes centring around; 

• Embedding gender responsive roles or portfolios within programs/teams. 

• Co-ordinated responses to emerging needs. 

• Supporting collaboration between VPOL and service sector. 

• Exploring opportunities for cross-agency collaborative visits where family unit requires support 
e.g. youth AOD worker with family services. 

• Handover/referral documents to include strengths and opportunities to engage. 

• Active handovers to be facilitated where a service is closing or is not the most appropriate. 

Specific needs were identified in girls in Out of Home Care. Whilst policy heavily influences practice in 
this space there were opportunities identified to improve responses to young girls being reported missing 
across Bayside Peninsula who reside in OoHC; 

• Consistent in reach of services to residential units- enhance opportunities to connect with young 
people however also for secondary consultation and skill building of residential staff. 

• Increased support and connection for foster and kinship carers. 

• Co-location of services in Child Protection for consultation and to enhance collaboration. 

• Clinical support for frontline workers within residential care. 

 

A co-ordinated approach across the South 
Whilst progress has been made within the Frankston Mornington Peninsula area with building 
collaboration with some of these identified opportunities, with Covid significantly impacting on 
networking and collaboration concerted efforts to re-connect and re-focus on collaborative efforts was 
identified as essential. 

In May 2022, representatives from across sectors came together for a brainstorming session to identify 
existing resources, gaps and opportunities. The following is a summary of the collective wisdom 
gathered from this brainstorm session and next steps.  
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Defining vulnerability in girls and young women 

 

 

Supporting the continuum of need 
Participants were asked to map services currently operating across the continuum of need from 
prevention-early intervention to complex. Whilst there seemed to be a plethora of available services, it 
was apparent that these did not fit neatly in defined spaces and many were not widely known by others.   

It was evident from this activity that a more concerted effort on program mapping was required to better 
understand accessibility, locations of delivery and the nature of gender responsiveness within the 
program.   

Priority population groups 

• Acquired brain injury. 

• Young mothers. 

• Afghan. 

• Large African families. 

• Girls in residential care. 

• Aboriginal. 

• Those with justice involvement. 

• LGBTIQ 
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Emerging needs and gaps 

• Housing. 

• Arranged marriages in CALD community. 

• Covid information sessions. 

• Increased prevalence of eating disorders. 

• Need more streamlined referral pathways. 

• Absence of services based in Cranbourne. 

• Accessible training for girls- hospitality; beauty. 

• Support for complex mental health. 

• Focused support for minority groups- CALD/ Indigenous. 

• Adolescent intimate partner violence. 

Opportunities for collaboration/advocacy 

• Access to sexual health for vulnerable girls/young women. 

• Platforms for cross-sectoral collaboration to improve pathways for referral and co-ordinated care. 

• Larger organisations to partner with smaller grass roots for impact. 

• Youth forums. 

Big ideas 

• Establish a Vulnerable Girls Alliance. 

• Culturally appropriate women’s health. 

• Women’s Health Centres. 

• Mapping of services/organisations responding to girls/young women. 

• One stop shop- female specific training/employment pathways/relationships/specialist and 
health services. 
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Next steps 
There was a great deal of support to continue driving collaborative responses across the South. With 
various programs identified, mapping of existing resources is necessary to ensure connection is being 
made with all relevant stakeholders.  

An overarching group/ collective to drive responses will be of benefit in raising the collective voice of 
stakeholders would also be of benefit where resources could be drawn together to undertake advocacy 
and identification of opportunities. Interest from participating stakeholders will be sought to establish a 
platform as the first step in driving a co-ordinated approach to supporting our vulnerable girls and young 
women in the South. 
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Appendix A 

Organisations at Key Stakeholder Forum 11th May 2022 

TaskForce Community Agency - Living Free 
Project 

VACCA 

TaskForce Community Agency - Youth EACH 

Youth Support And Advocacy Service Children’s Court Diversion 

Women And Mentoring Youth Justice 

Victoria Police - Dandenong YRO Victoria Police Multicultural Liason 

Victoria Police - FMP Pro-Active  Whitelion - Housing 

Whitelion - Employment Department of Education 

Afri-Aus Care Department of Families, Fairness and Housing 
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