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Abstract

Thirty thousand people are reported missing to police and non-police agencies every year in Australia, that is one person every eighteen minutes.  Research indicates that for every person reported as missing, twelve others are affected, primarily family members and friends.

The reasons people become ‘missing’ are diverse, with the key groups most at risk being people with a mental illness, youth and the aged. 

A high percentage of people reported to police as missing are located or return voluntarily within six months of the lodgement of a report. There are currently around one thousand six hundred long term missing person’s cases, with long-term defined as missing more than six months.  A percentage of these long-term cases will be identified as falling within the jurisdiction of the Coroner.  

The National Missing Persons Coordination Centre is funded by the Australian Government. Its mission is to coordinate and promote a national integrated approach to reduce the incidence and impact of missing persons and to educate the broader community to the significance of the missing person’s phenomena.  

This paper will provide a background to the missing person’s population in Australia, discussion regarding similarities and differences with other developed countries, strategies being driven at a national level, and discussion regarding the challenges and opportunities in the link between missing persons and the coronial jurisdiction.

Introduction 

The reasons people become a ‘missing person’ are diverse with a missing person potentially being drawn from any sub-group within the broader community.  Thus the issue of missing persons is a complex one and requires a whole of community and government response across the spectrum of human service organisations.  

This complexity poses a significant challenge to the work of the National Missing Persons Coordination Centre (NMPCC) whose primary function is to coordinate a national, integrated approach.

The NMPCC is a non-operational unit and is a function of the Australian Federal Police.  We complement the work of the state and territory police services that have the responsibility for the investigation and resolution of missing person’s cases.  

The NMPCC mandate is broad and works within the policy framework of PLEaS, i.e. Prevention, Location, Education and Support.  

Background

Thirty thousand people are reported as missing to police every year, i.e. one person every 18 minutes.  This equates to a rate of 1.8 per 1,000 Australians.  For every person reported as missing, approximately twelve people are affected i.e. 360,000 people every year affected by the missing persons phenomena (Henderson & Henderson, 1998).

More males go missing across the age ranges, but more young females go missing than young males.  This is consistent with research in the US and the UK (Clark p.18).  Research conducted in NSW highlighted the over-representation of young Aboriginal females in reports to Police (Robertson & Demosthenous, 2004).
Whilst any one of us can be touched by having someone we love go missing, the groups most at risk of becoming a missing person are people with a mental illness, youth and the elderly.  The duration of the ‘period of missing’ ranges from hours to decades.

To go missing is not a crime.  Some people are voluntarily missing due to abuse or violence at home, whilst others are involuntarily missing for reasons beyond theirs or their family’s control.  Of those people reported to police 85% are located within a week of the report, 95% within a month and 99.5% within six months.  

There is a pervasive community view that all people who go missing do so voluntarily, combined with the reality that the majority return within a reasonably short timeframe, and often of their own volition, undermines the substantive social issue that is ‘missing persons’ (Clark, 2006), that in effect it is a ‘non-issue’.  

This position is incorrect.  Whilst it is very good news that 99.5% of people are located within six months, significant issues remains to be resolved.  These can be summarised as:

1. The impact on families and friends, and on the missing person themselves, during that period of missing ;

2. The increased likelihood that an individual may be more vulnerable to being a victim of crime or offending during the period they are missing;

3. The reasons people went missing in the first place and what can be done to reduce the figure of 30,000 per year;

4. The cost to the Australian community of not identifying preventative strategies and introducing those strategies;

5. The resolution of those cases that are long-term, the number of which currently stands around 1600 nationally; and

6. The impact on families and friends of those who remain missing for longer than six months.

Role of the National Missing Persons Coordination Centre

The Commonwealth Government consolidated its commitment to missing persons and their families through significantly increased funding which commenced in 2006.  This funding established the National Missing Persons Coordination Centre with a broad mandate to progress a range of initiatives.

The bedrock for the functions and initiatives of the NMPCC is the National Missing Persons Policy which was endorsed by the then Australasian Police Ministers Council in 2006.  

Some of the initiatives being progressed by the NMPCC are summarised below:

Under Prevention the NMPCC is developing a strategically targeted community education and training program particularly focusing on those groups most ‘at risk’.  National research, currently being undertaken by the Australian Institute of Criminology, will provide guidance on preventative measures to be progressed.  

NMPCC is facilitating the establishment of, and communication with, an global network to share ideas, resources and information.

In terms of Location, the NMPCC assists state and territory police through a variety of mechanisms and partnerships.

Education is a key plank of the NMPCC mandate.  National Missing Persons Week (NMPW) is our primary opportunity to educate the broader community to the significance of the missing persons’ phenomena.  The NMPCC has instituted a three year campaign focusing on those groups most at risk of going missing.  The focus of NMPW 2007 was people with a mental illness, 2008 will be youth and the elderly will be the focus in 2009.  

The Centre is developing and implementing a program which will educate and train specific agencies within other human service sectors regarding the complexity of missing person’s issues and how to work together to affect an enhanced response.  

The two initiatives that have specific relevance to the coronial jurisdiction are

(i) developing and implementing a national approach to supporting families, and
(ii) working with CrimTrac to enhance a national missing person’s capability

National approach to supporting families of missing persons

Psychologically, physically, financially, emotionally and spiritually – all aspects of life are affected for families whose relative is missing.  

As a society we are not conditioned to living with uncertainty, rather we are conditioned to seek and find answers to all questions posed to us.  For families of missing persons, they live with uncertainty regarding the whereabouts and safety of someone they love on a daily basis, sometimes for decades.

Support for families has been clearly identified as necessary to alleviate the trauma associated with having someone you love go missing.   

Currently only one state in Australia, NSW, has dedicated services -  The Families & Friends of Missing Persons Unit (FFMPU) which sits with the Attorney General’s Department of NSW.  

The NMPCC, in consultation with the FFMPU, is currently developing a national approach to supporting families.  There was an absence globally of a counselling framework that provided direction for effectively working with families of missing persons.  The NMPCC has developed and recently launched the national framework and related training package.  Once the implementation stage of this initiative is completed it will provide professional and effective support to families irrespective of where they reside across Australia.  

Two Churchill fellowships identified that Australia, particularly through the FFMPU, and now through the NMPCC, are global leaders in the delivery of services and support to families and friends of missing persons (Jacques 2002, Wayland 2006).

When implemented in 2008, the national approach will provide a nexus between the provision of support whilst a missing person’s case is ongoing and the coronial jurisdiction when it becomes the matter of a coronial investigation and/or inquest. 

The national approach will provide an avenue for seamless service delivery between a professional counselor and the coronial jurisdiction that should serve a dual purpose.  

First, to provide families with ongoing support through the period of missing and secondly, ease the workload of coronial staff who currently provide a quasi-support function to families. 

Families often want to hear all the minutae related to their relative’s case and this can be very resource intensive for coronial staff.   A counselor who has engagement with the family prior to the commencement of a coronial investigation could provide an avenue for discussion of the meaning of and issues surrounding such information thus easing the workload of the Investigating Officer.  

There are unique issues for families of missing persons, some of which have an impact when the case of their relative is the subject of a coronial investigation and inquest. 

The issue of hope is one such significant issue.  Often family members talk of their continued hope even if the period of missing is decades.  When a coronial inquest brings down a Presumption of Death, this can have a significant impact on families as it challenges their hope and asks of them to relinquish such hope.  

It has also been the experience of NMPCC staff that families, particularly those with long-term cases, and where it has been recognised that police action was limited at the time of the original report being lodged, retain detailed information about the circumstances regarding the disappearance of their loved one.  Many family members also conduct their own searches which can provide valuable information.

Research has highlighted the crucial nature of the information provided by the person lodging a missing persons’ report. The research was conducted into three categories of people reported as missing to NSW Police, i.e. (i) people who had run away, (ii) persons who had attempted suicide or suicided and (iii) those who had met with foul play.  It was identified that the person lodging the report often makes accurate judgements regarding the likely motives or goals of the person who is missing as well as the possible risks the person might be exposed to (Foy, p 313).

Work with families has also identified that where there is a presumption of a homicide having occurred families often cope better because it is no longer about what they could have done to stop their relative going missing, but rather what has someone else done that caused their relative’s disappearance. 

The importance of clear and accurate information is crucial in the delivery of any human service role.  The NMPCC takes on this role where there are issues of relevance to missing persons or their families and where a national response is required or can value add to work being conducted by other agencies.  

A draft document recently developed by the NMPCC is called Navigating the coronial process – a guide for families of missing persons.  This is based on a NSW factsheet.  Consultation is currently occurring with all Australian jurisdictions regarding the content before it is finalised and made available.  This publication provides families with basic information related to why and how cases are referred to the coronial jurisdiction, what is the family’s role in the referral of a case to the Coroner and those issues. 

The second initiative that has particular relevance to the coronial jurisdiction is the national missing person’s capability.

National missing person’s capability

CrimTrac, a Commonwealth agency, is currently in the process of expanding and refining the CrimTrac Police Reference System (CPRS).  The CPRS provides police officers with rapid access to up-to-date, consolidated, nationwide information that supports their operational activities, and facilitates nationwide information sharing.  The CPRS includes information about missing persons, escapees, unidentified persons and unidentified remains. 

CrimTrac has also recently undertaken a Missing Person Scoping Study that assessed and articulated high level business requirements that will meet key stakeholder needs in relation to other biometric data including dental, fingerprints, kinship matching. 

A range of stakeholders were consulted during the course of the Scoping Study.  The NMPCC played a key role in facilitating contact between CrimTrac and key stakeholders.

A parallel process to the expanding CPRS is the development of national consistency across jurisdictions in relation to data standards, business practices and processes.  Thus the role of the NMPCC is to facilitate discussion between police jurisdictions regarding such national consistency.  

For example the NMPCC, in consultation with state and territory police, developed and implemented an Interstate Enquiry Form which facilitates disclosure of information between jurisdictions which includes identifying whether information is required for a Coronial Brief.  
Conclusion

There has been significant and positive change in both the law enforcement response and community understanding surrounding the missing persons phenomena in Australia.  From silence on the social and political agenda fifteen years ago there is now a firm commitment at both a Commonwealth and State Government level to enhance the response to missing persons and their families.
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