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LETTER
FROM THE
CAMPAIGN

At the heart of this campaign has been the sharing of public stories about why people are
supportive of an alternative first response. More directly, members of the public are seeking
urgency in moving this from a policy idea into material action. It doesn’t take long, when
engaging with community members, before people share a story. Stories of distrust of police,
harm caused, or wanting better for loved ones or friends. The innate desire to have people met
with care is at odds with what people are seeing in action by police forces across the country. In
conversation, we get to hear and map out the true scale of this police-first approach and its
impact.

Parallel to these discussions, very clear themes emerge. Equally, so does community innovation
and ideas for how best we can meet people with support and care. People want to be within
thriving communities. When people witness care and support, each and every person feels more
fulfilled, confident and able to engage proudly in the communities they call home. People are
steadfast in their belief that safe and supportive responses create vibrant cormmunities. This is
community safety. The exclusion and harm of others does not create a sense of safety — nor does
it build trust in the institutions set up to meet people’s needs. Confidence goes down, and people
are looking for courage and leadership for change to the status quo.

Disillusionment is not because these issues are ‘complex’. It is that people can see needs are on
the rise, yet the response is at odds with clear solutions. As one person put it in our recent
community engagement, there is a “resort to violence to prevent violence.” \What we don’t hear
in these commmunity conversations is a fear that trusting in services and investing in community-
based, social and health services will create more risk or safety concemns. The opposite rings true.
People are confident in the delivery of supports when in the hands of people who are not law
enforcement. To summarise in a sentence: “the police are not interested in protecting people.”
We hope there is courage to lean into investment for an alternative first response. Let this be the
crisis call that is answered.
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BACKGROUND

Kitchen table conversations

The Alternative First Responders (AFR) campaign released a community advocacy toolkit to
further discussions for alternative first responses to policing. At the intersection of ‘policing’
and ‘alternatives’ to police sits a question and a narrative - one of, and for, community safety.
The campaign seeks to question the status quo of how community safety is achieved, working
instead with community knowledge and concerns. It is the relational work of community
members that drives a collective understanding of safety, and it is these conversations that
could be uplifted into policy pillars and responses. The kitchen table conversation toolkit
allows for intentional conversations about how we move forward in challenging the narrative
of community safety and engaging in critical discussions about ‘safety’.

The AFR kitchen table conversation toolkit and further information can be found at
https: //alternativefirstresponders.com.au/take-action/.

Community event with The Law Reform and Justice (LRSJ) Program

On Tuesday 12 May, The AFR campaign team launched The Kitchen Table Conversation (KTC)
Toolkit with The Law Reform and Justice (LRSJ)_Program, Australian National University (ANU)
at the Food Co-op & Shop, on the lands of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri peoples (Canberra).
With over 70 community members in attendance the launch schedule included the hosting
and engagement of kitchen table conversations in groups of 10-12 people.

All KTCs included a host and scribe. This report collates and speaks to the emerging themes
fromm community feedback — from conversations, concerns, ideas and calls for alternatives to
policing and a safer first response. Where written in bold italics is a direct quote from
attendees. All attendee information is anonymous.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
FROM THE EVENT

Theme 1: The role of police, community perception and violence

Synonymity with violence

It was repeatedly raised that the role of police is perceived as one of violence and escalation. The
reasoning behind this being their use of violence and lack of accountability when harm has been
caused by police. People went as far as to describe the role of police to be not interested in
protecting people and that police have a monopoly on violence. People frequently pointed to police
practice and culture - citing that police resort to violence to prevent violence, [police] actions
criminalise behaviours and communities and law enforcement # community safety.

The conversations noted police actions and culture as the root of the escalation to violence. From
police thinking in legal charges, seeing preparators and victims with the failure to recognise
context.

Force and distrust

People frequently described police as a threatening presence and their presence and mere
symbolism of their uniform is associated with force and heightened escalation. This heightened
culture is also reflected in police practice. Police responding to call-outs within a framework of
control of crisis justifies a [perceived] threat and the use of force. \Whether this threat is legitimate
or not is irrelevant - it is the perception of police and response. This is a precedent that is carried in
the police force and there is a witnessed pattern of police having a focus on physical de-escalation.

More police training?

The question of more police training was frequently raised. Although this was raised as a proposed
question in all conversations the proposal was raised with a question mark of the desired impact.
Some members raised the sentiment that it is sad we need to have training in care. The validity of
training was put under the microscope, given the prevalence of the use of force and police’s access
to weapons which creates a militarised mindset and skews risk. Can this be trained away? Also has
this been successful previously? Having police be less involved in the community (i.e. fly-in-fly-out
for some remote communities) creates a landscape where police are far removed from
community. How this can be trained in or relationships built was readily questioned.
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The growing presence of police or ‘police-lite’

The desire for alternatives was also deeply driven by the rise of police presence - for others the
presence of police is historical and ongoing. There was a recognition of alternatives in practice -
such as sdfe injecting rooms - but having police presence outside these premises provides a
pathway for police to enact force in a space that is supposed to be police-free. Due to the related
concerns above the desire from members was to have police removed from spaces and places
where there is any risk of people being criminalised or harmed.

Even when police are not present the culture and framework of punishment and control was
vehemently rejected by attendees. Many noted the increasing use of private security guards was
not a positive or alternative action to policing. It is the mindset that needs to be shifted to meet
people with care. People were steadfast in the belief that people need supports and meeting
supports with a criminalised response is creating a prison pipeline that has life-long and ripple
effects that are harmful. Members want better for their communities and noted that some policy
changes such as PACER in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) are still not effective if there are
police presence and influence in the delivery of care. This is still police-led. The desire is to have
genuine alternatives that de-centre and remove the presence of police.
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Feedback 2: What would an alternative first response team look like?

Values

Working from a values-first framework was a constant feature of KTC discussions. People noted the
importance and expectation for first responders to put people and care first. \/alues highlighted
included empathy, humanity and a commitment to de-escalation. The reference to these desired
values also speaks to their current absence. People also spoke to the desire and importance of
ensuring agency in the engagement of supports, that help not be conditional and people who are
frequently stigmatised are able to access supports free from judgement.

Community integration, relationality and networks

KTC participants shared the antidote to the current and ongoing distrust of police and their
synonymity with harm and violence. The absolute ‘must have’ being responders who cannot make
arrests and are unarmed. Documented was the need to have a clear distinction that AFRs are not
police - this includes visible cues such as uniforms and where they sitin community. Responses and
services are to be community integrated but remain flexible. Building out connections and
networks, the role of AFRs is to be situated within relational networks that are for and by community.

Having alterative first responders integrated also includes the removal of barriers where people
can support [their] own communities. There is a desire to support communities in ways that reflect
what is needed and the relationships in community. There was also frustration, that this is hard to
maximise because of support and funding restrictions - and the implied invalidity of community-
based supports and peer work.

In these community networks of supports it was raised vigorously that there is a need to have
community -based supports available dfter service hours (i.e. 6pm). In many conversations, the
hours after opening hours are often when supports are more needed or most heightened, yet there
is no alternative other than personal support networks and, when this is stretched, 000. Calling 000
is an action of last resort.
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Skills, knowledge and ‘roles’

The question of ‘who should respond’” had a myriad of responses. What was a common theme
was the importance of peer workers and their role in an alternative. The desire for peer workers
was due to the reflection of can this be anyone who responds? Although many people can be
equipped with the skills and training to be an alternative, there was a clear distinction between
the acute skills peer workers have and their relational proximity to responding to people in
distress. An inference could be made from the KTCs that the inclusion of peer workers in
alternative first responder models is a must.

There also was a consensus that an AFR should not be reduced to one specific role (i.e. mental
health clinician). AFRs’ roles should encompass and be guided by the ability to deter violence
through conversation and by people who have the capacity, time and knowledge to support
people. This also needs to be supported by wider support infrastructures. This hard skill of de-
escalation is one to be valued and is readily actioned by social workers who cannot be armed.
Having armed police forces respond deters the use of these skills whilst putting a lethal weapon
in proximity to the first response.

Medicalising the first response — a caution

Several community members raised the experience and point that multiple systems are failing
people - this includes health and mental health care. Whilst acknowledging the under-
resourced health care system, there was a preference to prioritise other forms of community -
based care. The exercise of health powers can be deeply embedded in an institutionalised
response that also harms and leaves people feeling agentless. For a lot of community members,
the desire to support each other and others in the community did not equate to a medicalised
response, and criticism of PACER emerged. The biggest one being it is not an alternative and
wanting more holistic options outside of this ‘alternative’. There was a feedback loop that
emphasised the importance of alteratives that did not replicate situations where calls are
deferred from police to hospital emergency departments.
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Feedback 3: The role of systems - what else needs to change?

Tackling cultural and structural ‘norms’

Frequently at the centre of conversations was the need to have overall structural changes for how
we respond to social and community needs and crises. The impacts and ongoing influence of
colonialism and individualism were stressed for how we approach people in need of supports or
the conditions of systems which lead to distress occurring. This is not something that simply needs
training to curtail.

Other systemic issues raised were employment, health and housing. These are vital to human
needs and there was frustration amongst participants that often the ‘crime’” occurring in the ACT
was based on survival needs — not criminality. This mentality and approach have extended further
in other laws which are increasingly criminalising actions in public spaces.

For many people, and as raised, marginalised and racialised peoples have communities they go
to for support in the resistance of engaging with police and other harmful systems. Alternatives
and other first responses are in action. Valuing community -based knowledge in policy decisions is
seen as vital for alteratives and the roadmap to them.

Funding and resourcing

The acknowledgment of supporting and sustaining alternatives was raised by every KTC. There
wass a clear understanding that to successfully implement an alternative first response there must
be the cash flow behind it and allow for funding to be used holistically - the inclusion of prevention
not just treatment. Funding restrictions, not just caps, impair the ability for innovative care and
responses that reflect needs of people and their commmunities.

It was unanimously agreed that there is an under resourced health care system and this directly
inhibits the ability to respond to people with urgency during crisis. The current health system fails
to have a fast emergency response due to funding constraints - this cannot be replicated in other
AFRs.

Funding must also extend to the structural change of the emergency 000 triage service to have
timely and supported emergency responses that factor in a holistic assessment of people’s needs
when emergency call-outs are made. The right first response starts with this discretionary
judgement and can be the difference between a law enforcement response and a care-response.
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Safe spaces and outreach

How people receive support was discussed at length during the KTCs. The use and accessibility of
sdfe spaces were frequently raised and noted as of immense importance. This is due to the ability
for people to go somewhere safe whilst also retaining agency for how and when they seek help. It
was stressed that safe spaces should have as minimal barriers to entry as possible and should
create safety in public spaces - not restrict its use.

The innovation and leadership of First Nations” commmunity-controlled organisations were raised
for how assertive outreach, and proactive support can function within an AFR model. Having
services be visible and reaching out to community - both day and night - serves to ensure the
entry point for supports remains with the right response and not defaulted to police as the 24/7
emergency service.

11



RECOMMENDATIONS

From the The Law Reform and Justice (LRS! ) Program Kitchen Table Conversation Launch

Thank you

We thank everyone who attended this community event with open minds and hearts and the courage to calll
for change. It is urgent that we call for care, not force. Unity in this shared call is evident, and we thank people
for putting ideas to paper, committing to take action and growing the conversation. This event would not
have been made possible without the leadership and in-kind and financial support from The Law Reform

Expand and invest in alternative first responders to police that are genuinely not
police-led, with the policy courage to go further than current models allow

Engage with the ACT community on what the gaps and barriers to
achieving AFRs are, and how community defines safety

Address the structural drivers of crisis — including housing, employment
and poverty

Prioritise robust and flexible funding for the community, social and health
sectors who are willing and able to provide crisis and pre-crisis support

Have funding available for coommunity groups to provide supports and
spaces for peers

Incorporate and support the role of peer workers in crisis responses and
alternatives to police

Reform the 000 triage service to ensure a holistic, timely assessment that
candirect people to the right response - not law enforcement by default

Invest in visible, low-barrier safe spaces and assertive outreach, including
First Nations community-controlled models, available day and night

Ensure robust police accountability because of the harm experienced by
peopleinthe ACT

and Justice (LRS)) Program (ANU). We are immensely grateful for your support and collective action.

Report authored by. Chloe Fragos
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