
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



 

 
Queensland Sentencing Advisory Council 
GPO Box 2360 
Brisbane QLD 4001 
 
17 June 2020 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
United Workers’ Union (UWU) is a powerful new union with 150,000 workers across the country 
from more than 45 industries and all walks of life, standing together to make a difference. Our work 
reaches millions of people every single day of their lives – we feed you, educate you, provide care 
for you, keep your communities safe and get you the goods you need. Without us, everything stops. 
UWU members work in a number of roles across the public sector including health, education and 
emergency services. We are proud of our frontline service workers who work tirelessly for their 
communities and do so, at times, with high risk to their safety and well-being. 
 
As professionals such as paramedics, teacher aides, allied health workers and clinical assistants, and 
home care workers, cleaners and operational workers working in frontline public services, we have 
unique insights into the strengths and weaknesses of current and proposed policy settings and 
unfortunately many of us have experienced occupational violence in our daily work. Thus, we thank 
the Queensland Sentencing Advisory Council for the opportunity to comment on the penalties for 
assaults on frontline service workers.  
 
Occupational violence is a significant issue within the context of pre-hospital health care, with over 
90 per cent of Queensland Ambulance Service’s paramedics reporting they have been verbally 
and/or physically assaulted while on the job.1  
 
Similarly, in schools, a survey in March this year of over 500 UWU member teacher aides indicated 
that more than 75 per cent of teacher aides have experienced occupational violence. Our members 
working in public health services such as medical imaging and emergency medical dispatching also 
risk physical and/or verbal assault in their daily work. Collectively, these workers are putting their 
well-being on the line at every shift to better the lives of others; they deserve a rigorous culture 
around the reporting and mitigation of violence in the workplace to minimise the likelihood that 
they will be put in harm’s way.   
 
This submission focuses predominantly on the occupational violence experienced by UWU 
paramedic and teacher aide members, and puts forward our suggested preventative policy 
response to this issue. Whilst occupational violence is significant in these settings, UWU members 
believe that a holistic and preventative, as opposed to a punitive sentencing, approach is key to 
successfully addressing the root causes of this issue. UWU members advocate for a sentencing 
approach that builds on the following guiding principles and veers away from mandatory sentencing 
as a solution:  
 

 
1 Queensland Ambulance Service. (2016). Research into Occupational Violence in Australian and New Zealand 
Ambulance Services, examining research translation opportunities from other disciplines and jurisdictions. 





 

acting out of very basic ‘fight or flight’ responses that they will come to later identify and regret.2 
At the point of crisis or distress many are not likely to make rational decisions; having to serve a 
mandatory sentence will not have impacted on their decision-making nor will it the next person’s. 
Of particular relevance to paramedics is the rise of illicit drug offences which, in 2015, was the 
fastest growing principal offence, up by 68% in 5 years.3 Identifying this exponential growth 
reinforces the need to emphasise effective, targeted methods of aggression de-escalation training 
rather than gaol terms, as the occurrence of such offences cannot be assuaged by the threat of a 
mandatory sentence. 
  
In schools, many of the instances of occupational violence reported by UWU members were 
perpetrated by students with special needs, who are also unlikely to have an understanding of any 
punitive consequences to their actions. In such instances, the development of greater awareness 
around the factors that influence student behaviour, and strategies that cater to students’ individual 
learning needs and support both teachers and teacher aides to do their best jobs possible are far 
more vital to the well-being of all parties involved than mandatory sentencing. Indeed, enforcing 
legislation in schools serves staff and students best when it is focused on workplace health and 
safety, by making sure that measures to prevent and risk injury are adequately implemented and 
subject to regular evaluation. Government investment in reducing occupational violence in 
education should therefore address training and safety needs in schools, rather than increasing the 
rate or duration of juvenile detention.    
 
Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that mandatory sentencing can increase the likelihood of re-
offending4. The Victorian Sentencing Advisory Council noted the link between mandatory 
sentencing and an “increase” in recidivism in 20085 and, as cited in Townsend and Eburn’s (2018) 
Response article Tania Wolff of the Law Institute of Victoria notes that: “Our prison population, 
perhaps contrary to public perception, is predominantly made up of the poor and disadvantaged. 
Add to that the addicted, the mentally ill and the cognitively impaired. Prison is not a rehabilitative 
environment and with recidivism rates at 43 per cent, almost half return to prison inside two 
years…The notion that the unwell, addicted and impaired will stop committing crimes without 
rehabilitation and therapeutic programs to deal with the underlying causes of offending is fanciful.” 
Focus, then, on rehabilitation and therapeutic programs that target the disenfranchised populations 
who need paramedical services is a vital part of reversing the rise in occupational violence 
experienced by frontline emergency health workers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Townsend, R., & Eburn, M. (2018). Mandatory prison sentences: offering paramedics a placebo rather than 
protection. Response: The Journal of Paramedics Australasia, (Winter). 
3 Queensland Government Statisticians Office. (2016). Recorded crime – offenders, Queensland (report). Website URL: 
https://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/statistics/theme/crime-justice/crime-justice-statistics/reported-crime#current-release-
recorded-crime-offenders-qld 
4 Townsend, R., & Eburn, M. (2018). Mandatory prison sentences: offering paramedics a placebo rather than 
protection. Response: The Journal of Paramedics Australasia, (Winter). 
5 Sentencing Advisory Council, Government of Victoria. (2008). Sentencing Matters: Mandatory Sentencing Research 
Paper 









That is why UWU members are standing united to demand that the Queensland Government: work 
towards understanding the root causes of occupational violence and incorporate this knowledge in 
their messaging and interventions; record and unpack every incident of occupational violence to 
develop new frameworks and tools; and invest in interventions that are research-based and 
responsive to the dynamic nature of their work.  Approaches that support professionals, health 
workers, school-based staff and the public they serve are best positioned to sustainably reduce 
occupational violence across the public sector. 

For more information on this submission, please contact                                                   .  

Yours sincerely 

Sharron Caddie 
Executive Director - Public Sector 
United Workers Union  


