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What is Child-On-Child Sexual Abuse?

Child-on-child sexual abuse (COCSA) happens when a child sexually abuses another child,
without any adult involvement. This refers to both children and teenagers and includes
coercion such as using force, threats, or emotional manipulation. In some cases, the
abuse may not involve force, but one child may start a sexual act that the victim doesn’t
fully understand. The victim may not realise what is happening or the harm it can inflict.

The abuse can involve various forms of physical contact, including vaginal, anal, or oral
penetration, as well as unwanted sexual touching, groping, fondling, or kissing.
Instigators of COCSA will often but not always targets younger, smaller children, including
children with disabilities, who may find it difficult to defend themselves, communicate
their feelings, or fully understand the abuse they have experienced.

It is crucial to believe and support any child who experiences COCSA, regardless of the
victim's age or size compared to the child perpetrating the abuse. COCSA can occur
between children of all sexes, ages, or genders. Children are especially vulnerable when
they don’t have adequate adult supervision.

Children who are sexually victimised by other minors, including instances of inter-sibling
abuse, often face similar challenges to those abused by adults. These may include
anxiety, depression, substance abuse, suicidal thoughts, eating disorders, post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), sleep disorders, and difficulty trusting peers in relationships.

Victims may also mistakenly believe the abuse was normal or that they were the initiator,
even feeling as though they voluntarily participated in the act. It’s crucial to remember
that COCSA can be just as traumatic as abuse perpetrated by an adult. Children who
experience this deserve the same compassion, patience, and respect as those who endure
other forms of child sexual abuse (CSA).

What Causes COCSA?

Children who engage in this behaviour with others are often victims themselves, having
experienced abuse by an adult or another child, or have been exposed to explicit material.
At times, a child or adolescent may act impulsively without intending harm, but their
actions can still cause significant emotional or physical distress to the other child and the
activity constitutes sexual abuse. Children who experience unwanted sexual advances
may not fully understand that they have been harmed.
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COCSA is often underreported because it is not widely recognised by the public and
typically occurs outside of adult supervision. Even when adults are aware, it is sometimes
downplayed as harmless by those who don’t fully understand the serious implications.

Identifying and addressing harmful sexual behaviours appropriately

What should I do?

e Be vigilant in recognising harmful sexual behaviours and address them with the
seriousness and sensitivity they deserve, ensuring appropriate action is taken.

e Understand the full impact of harmful sexual behaviours and intervene when
needed to protect children and prevent further harm.

e Establish and maintain healthy boundaries, and have open, honest discussions with
children about consent, respect, and appropriate behaviour in relationships.

e Prioritise the needs and well-being of all individuals involved, ensuring that both the
child displaying harmful behaviours and the victim is supported with care, respect,
and understanding.

e Support victims by ensuring they feel included, valued, and safe, rather than
ostracized, to help them heal and regain a sense of security.

e Seek specialist support

Sexual Violence Specialist Support in the Northern Territory

Harmful Sexual Behaviours - Safe Connections Program

Australian Childhood Foundation — Email intakeNT@childhood.org.au

e Therapeutic support for children and young people aged 8-17 years who engage in
harmful sexual behaviour including

e Assessment and therapeutic counselling sessions

e Individual support plans and safety planning

e Supporting children and families

Ruby Gaea Darwin Centre Against Sexual Violence Phone (08) 8945 0155

Free, confidential, community-based counselling in Darwin & Palmerston for victim/survivors and families.
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Sexual Assault Referral Centres NT

Darwin Phone (08) 8922 6472
Katherine Phone (08) 8973 8524
Alice Springs Phone (08) 8955 4500
Tennant Creek Phone (08) 8962 4361

Free, confidential counselling / medical support for recent incidents of sexual assault
Darwin and Alice Springs phone lines available 24/7

24 /7 Phone Help Lines:

Northern Territory

Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC) Phone (08) 8922 6472
Northern Territory Police Phone 131 444
Australia-Wide

1800 RESPECT* Phone 1800 737 732
13 YARN (Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander People Crisis Support) Phone 139 276
Lifeline Crisis Support Service* Phone 131 114
Kids Helpline (5 to 25 years) * Phone 1800 551 800

Other Support Options:

Blue Knot* (adult survivors childhood trauma & families) 9am-5pm Phone 1300 657 380
Qlife* (LGBTIQ+ peer support) 3pm to 12am Phone 1800 184 527
* Services also provide webchat options

Women’s Legal Services in the NT

Top End Women's Legal Service (TEWLS) Phone (08) 8982 3000
Domestic Violence Legal Service (DVLS) Phone (08) 8999 7977
Katherine Women’s Information and Legal Service (KWILS) Phone (08) 8972 1712
Central Australian Women'’s Legal Service (CAWLS) Phone (08) 8952 4055
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