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	Abstract


	Missing persons is a significant issue for the Australian community with one person reported missing every eighteen minutes. Over 360,000 people are affected every year in

Australia by the missing person’s phenomena. The National Missing Persons Coordination Centre (NMPCC) has received significant increased Commonwealth funding to provide strategic direction and enhance the law enforcement response to missing persons across Australia. Women are leading this change in missing persons and progressing a range of initiatives including the identification and progression of Identity Fraud where details of people reported missing are being used to create false identities for the purpose of fraud national research that will identify groups at risk of going missing and preventative strategies so as to reduce the number of people who go missing a national approach to supporting families through the period of missing and post reunion phase working with state and territory police services to facilitate a national database on missing persons as recommended by The Palmer Report. a heightened media advertising campaign that will education mainstream community regarding the significance of the issue for the Australian community. The work being conducted by the NMPCC has global implications which the NMPCC will be working towards disseminating to our international colleagues
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Introduction

Police have historically been involved with locating missing persons.  NSW Police commenced the role of searching for missing persons with ‘the colony’s earliest policing operations in 1799’ (Van Der Arend in Clark, p14).
Human tragedy has often been the catalyst for an enhanced response to social issues.  A series of murders in the mid-1990’s, dubbed the ‘backpacker murders’, and the circumstances surrounding the detention of Cornelia Rau were catalysts for an enhanced government response and community understanding of the issues associated with missing persons and the impact on their families and friends.

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 complements the work of the state and territory police services that have 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.  

Women are leading this change at a national level, with the NMPCC team being comprised solely of women, and with women representing 48% within the operational police services responding to this crucial issue.

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, 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 NSW Police (Robertson & Demosthenous, 2004).
Who is a missing person? 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.

The agreed Police definition of a missing person is someone whose whereabouts are unknown and there are serious concerns for their health and well-being.

However there are also other reasons and circumstances that lead to a person being ‘missing’; these include wars between nations, internal national conflicts, natural disasters, acts of terrorism, conflicts within significant relationships, mental illness, age-related illnesses and foul play.  The Salvation Army, the Australian Red Cross, International Social Service and Link-up Aboriginal Corporation are non-government agencies that provide services to people seeking missing relatives, and therefore constitute primary stakeholders in the national missing persons sector.  These   

non-government agencies and the police have different definitions of what constitutes a ‘missing person’ and therefore adopt different criteria for the acceptance of a case. 

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.  The number of people listed as long-term missing, that is anything more than six months, is currently approximately 1,600.

There is a pervasive view that people go missing 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:

· The impact on families and friends, and on the missing person themselves, during that period of missing which can last up to six months;

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

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

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

· The resolution of those cases that are long-term; and
· The impact on families and friends, and the missing person themselves, who remain missing for longer than six months.

Role of the state and territory police 

State and territory police conduct operational activities and investigations in relation to missing persons.  In most jurisdictions the responsibility for a missing persons report lies with the local area command and the Missing Persons Unit or its equivalent, coordinates at a state or territory level an effective response to reports. 
A prevalent myth is the belief that there is a 24 hour waiting period before a missing persons report can be lodged. The NMPCC works with state and territory police partners to dispel this myth, and encourage the community to report someone as missing, if at any time there are concerns for a person’s safety and well-being.

Research has highlighted the crucial nature of the information provided by the person lodging a missing persons’ report which can assist police in the resolution of a case.  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 missing person report often makes accurate judgements regarding the likely motives or goals of the person who is missing as well as possible risks the person might be exposed to (Foy, p 313).

Role of the National Missing Persons Coordination Centre

The Commonwealth Government consolidated its commitment to missing persons and their families and friends, through significantly increased funding which commenced in 2006.  This funding established the National Missing Persons Coordination Centre with a broader mandate to progress a range of initiatives.
In 2006, the then Australasian Police Ministers Council, endorsed the National Missing Persons Policy, drafted by the Australian Federal Police in consultation with state and territory stakeholders.  The policy provides a framework for the progress of a range of initiatives to enhance the law enforcement response to missing persons and their families and friends.  The National Missing Persons Policy was a key recommendation of report into the detention of Cornelia Rau (Palmer, 2005).

The NMPCC operates within a policy framework of PLEaS, i.e. Prevention, Location, Education and Support.  Under each of these separate policy components, the NMPCC responds to the needs of the national missing persons sector through a range of functions and initiatives.
Under the Prevention component the NMPCC is developing a strategically targeted community education and training program particularly focusing on those groups most ‘at risk’ of going missing.  National research, currently being undertaken by the Australian Institute of Criminology, will provide the identification of preventative measures to be progressed.  NMPCC is facilitating the establishment of , and communication with, an international network to share ideas, resources and information.

The location of missing persons is the responsibility of the state and territory police, but the NMPCC assists through a variety of mechanisms and initiatives.  Working with CrimTrac to facilitate a national missing persons capability, again a key recommendation of The Palmer Report, new e-sighting capability on the NMPCC website, biannual posters profiling current missing persons and distributed across Australia; providing profiles of current missing persons to media outlets such as Channel 9, Foxtel and Woman’s Day and the convening of national bodies such as the Police Consultative Group on Missing Persons which identifies and seeks resolution to issues which hamper an effective law enforcement response to missing persons.

An issue that hampers the location and resolution of missing persons’ cases is the sharing of evidence of life information between police and other government agencies.  Whilst the privacy of individuals is to be protected, there exists a gap.  In protecting the rights of the many, the rights of others to know that they are being sought are undermined.

Education is a key plank of the NMPCC mandate.  National Missing Persons Week (NMPW) is a key 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.  Through a marketing campaign the NMPCC has now locked in other opportunities across the year to highlight awareness, e.g. World Mental Health Day, National Youth Week.  The development and implementation of a strategically targeted community education program will educate and train specific agencies within other human service sectors regarding the complexity of missing persons and how to work together to affect an enhanced response.  An e-bulletin is written and distributed across the national missing persons sector which enhances communication between agencies.  NMPCC also highlights and responds to potential abuses such as identity crime. 

Support for families and friends 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) sits with the Attorney General’s Department of NSW.  The NMPCC, based on the expertise developed within the FFMPU, is currently developing a national approach to supporting families.  Once developed and implemented this model will provide professional and effective support to families irrespective of where they reside across Australia.  Whilst the new initiative is being developed, NMPCC has been able to amend the FFMPU publications so they are relevant and accessible to families via the NMPCC website. 

Community engagement

Community engagement is crucial in facilitating an enhanced law enforcement response.

The NMPCC engages with families with the ‘lived experience’ of having a relative missing.  There are a number of family members who are pro-active within the missing persons sector and are willing to translate their experience into improving service delivery for other families.  The NMPCC provides a vehicle for the family voices to be heard.  Since commencing proactive engagement twelve months ago the number of family members willing to be involved and to speak publicly has increased.  This provides the NMPCC with opportunities for media exposure both during National Missing Persons Week and through other opportunities, thus providing an avenue for increased understanding within the broader community but also profiling the work of police services in responding to this social issue. 

Engagement with other human service sectors is also crucial to provide a holistic response.  This poses a challenge for NMPCC as sectors are inclined to operate as silos.  However a whole of community and government response is required if there is to be a reduction in the incidence of missing persons reports as well as an effective community response to missing persons and their family and friends.

Cost to the Australian community

Research conducted in 1998 estimated that the cost to the Australian community of ‘missing persons’ was $72 million dollars.  This figure was based on the cost to the police and non-police agencies of searching for missing persons, the cost to families in terms of their own searching efforts and costs to the community in terms of health impacts on families and friends (Henderson & Henderson, 1998).  

Whilst some costs can be estimated, the human cost to individuals and families cannot be estimated.  

Impact on families and friends of missing persons
As a society we are not conditioned to living with uncertainty; 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.
Psychologically, physically, financially, emotionally and spiritually – all aspects of life are affected for families whose relative is missing.  

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).
The current development of a national approach to supporting families draws on Sarah Wayland’s work in therapeutic responses, Five Themes for Working with Families of Missing Persons.  The Five Themes identify effective therapeutic approaches to working with families, thus alleviating the trauma experienced when someone you love is missing.
Research (Clark, 2006) and discussions held (FFMPU, 2005) with siblings of missing persons, identifies that often when someone goes missing the focus is on the parents or the partner of that person.  Siblings have acknowledged that their brother or sister going missing ‘was an unexpected happening that was more intensely emotional than anything else that had happened in their lives’ (Clark, p173).  And yet siblings often provide support to their parents or other family members with their own needs neglected by themselves, their families and friends, a well as service providers.  The FFMPU and the NMPCC responded to this issue with relevant publications now available in hard copy or downloaded from the web.  

Challenges to a whole of community and government response

There are a number of challenges to ensuring an effective and appropriate response to missing persons and their families and friends.  The two primary challenges are, firstly the pervasive view that people go missing voluntarily and the reality that the majority return within a reasonably short timeframe and of their own volition undermines the substantive social issue that is ‘missing persons’.   Secondly, the need for direct and extensive involvement of other human service sectors in the delivery of effective and comprehensive responses to missing persons and their families and friends.

Conclusion

There has been significant, positive change in both the law enforcement response and community understanding surround missing persons.  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.

Australia is well placed to be a global leader in this response with women well represented in both the state and territory police services and the Australian Federal Police. Women are positively influencing the law enforcement response to the trauma inherent in the significant social issue that is missing persons.
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RESOURCE WEBSITES

National Missing Persons Coordination Centre – www.afp.gov.au/national/missing
Families & Friends of Missing Persons Unit, Attorney General’s Dept of NSW – www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/missingpersons 

Someone is Missing – www.missingperson.org.au
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