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Executive Summary

Tens of thousands of women and children in Victoria face family violence each day. Successive
reforms have meant that Victoria has been able to lead the way in increasing the reporting of
domestic and family violence, encouraging service integration and implementing more
collaborative approaches. However, the responses available in Victoria are not able to address the
causes of violence or ensure that women and children are safe. It is time to tackle family violence
as a fundamental violation of human rights, and to consider innovative whole-of-community
solutions to prevent violence and address its impacts.

The Royal Commission into Family Violence offers Victoria the opportunity to re-examine its
approach to family violence and develop a comprehensive approach that addresses the causes
and consequences of violence.

safe steps Family Violence Response Centre presents this submission to address the deficiencies in
the current system, and to propose a new approach that fundamentally confronts the causes of
violence, and the needs of women and children who experience family violence. It is structured in
two parts: Part A outlines the innovation needed to provide a thorough response, and Part B
discusses how a shared approach across sectors and agencies can support lasting change. This will
involve changes in statutory systems, specialist family violence services, and other service systems.

safe steps Family Violence Response Centre has developed significant expertise over 40 years of
working with women and children experiencing violence, which informs the comments and
recommendations in this submission. As the statewide central responder to family violence, safe
steps has a broad overview of family violence systems and responses. Internal and external
consultation with safe steps’ stakeholders, analysis of our statewide data on the needs of women
and children at highest risk from family violence, and our thorough understanding of the gaps,
barriers and opportunities for change inform this submission.

All responses to family violence must address the fact that domestic and family violence is a
fundamentally gendered issue. Women and children are overwhelmingly the victims of family
violence, and men known to them are the perpetrators. Violence committed by men against
women and children has more severe consequences than other kinds of family violence.

Gender inequality is the main cause of family violence. Societies with greater inequality between
men and women have greater prevalence of violence against women and children, and societies in
which women are more socially, economically and culturally empowered have lower rates of
violence against women. Other kinds of inequality exacerbate violence, and interact with gender
inequality to make some women and children more vulnerable, and increase the barriers to being
safe. A new approach to family violence must therefore address the causes of violence, and seek
to empower women and children.

Section 1 of this submission outlines how this can occur through leadership under a single
Minister, who has responsibility for prevention and responses to violence across all agencies and
areas of government. This should occur through a single, dedicated funding stream and a
statewide operational framework for family violence prevention and response. These initiatives
will complement the new government initiatives towards developing a Family Violence Index and
a Gender Equality Policy.
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Section 2 outlines how responding to family violence can be dramatically improved with a new
approach to supporting women and children. safe steps proposes that the Victorian Government
implements a new model of Family Violence Response Centres, a community-based solution that
offers 24-hour face-to-face support, a multi-disciplinary continuum of options, links to
wraparound, holistic supports, and parallel support for children. This model will centre the needs
of women and children experiencing violence, rather than expecting them to fit into the
fragmented service system we have presently. Family Violence Response Centres will have both a
local presence and statewide coverage and consistency, as well as bringing together the statutory
and human service agencies that respond to family violence, including police, Child Protection,
legal and support services.

To support this model, Victoria needs a strong response to perpetrators. What is absent from
current justice approaches to family violence is an understanding of, and response to, the fact that
family violence is an ongoing, dynamic and escalating pattern of behaviour. As experts in risk
assessment, safe steps has considerable expertise with, as well as information about, factors
determining perpetrator risk. Central to this is perpetrators’ own perception of their power and
control in the relationship, which is based on male entitlement to power and control over women
and children. At present, a range of agencies collect various data about factors relating to
perpetrators, including mental health, justice, homelessness, police, specialist family violence
services, Child Protection, and others. Victoria needs a response that keeps perpetrators of
violence in view, drawing together the various responses to perpetrators, and centring women’s
and children’s safety and needs.

Part B of this submission discusses the common systemic barriers across statutory systems,
specialist family violence services, and other services. These include:

e Responses derived from victim-blaming attitudes that put the onus on women and children to
leave a violent relationship, rather than public authorities to keep them safe

¢ Not identifying family violence, and using inappropriate assessments

¢ Not believing women, especially if they do not want to leave the perpetrator, and therefore
need to use services multiple times before they are ready to leave

e Assuming that violence ends when the relationship ends, and therefore ceasing interventions
once the woman has left the relationship

e Assuming that violence only involves physical abuse, and failing to respond to the various,
interacting forms of abuse that occur in a violent relationship

e Service systems that are based on regional boundaries, which present particular barriers for
women and children who need to relocate to escape violence.

A whole-of-community response is needed to address the disparate effects of family violence
across systems and agencies. This must be based on:

e Creating a coherent philosophical approach that centres women’s and children’s safety

e Developing best practice policies and protocols for intervention agencies that are part of an
integrated response

e Enhancing networking among service providers

e Building monitoring and tracking into the system
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e Ensuring a supportive community infrastructure for women and children
e Providing sanctions and rehabilitation opportunities for abusers
e Undoing the harm that family violence does to children

e Evaluating the coordinated community response from the standpoint of women’s and
children’s safety."

Responses across Child Protection, Family Law, and the family violence system respond to children
in different and problematic ways. This results in gaps, limitations and contradictions in responses,
which place women and children at greater risk. These responses are based on a fundamental
systemic ignorance of the risk posed by perpetrators after separation. Of particular concern are
Child Protection interventions that compel women to separate from the perpetrator, and Family
Court orders which compel women and children to contact perpetrators after separation.

The many systemic issues within the specialist family violence service system are discussed in
section 6. Specialist family violence services are under-resourced, but also underdeveloped to
meet women’s and children’s needs, as well as often inaccessible and inequitable. The system we
have at present is focused on accommodation, not safety. It does not have the capacity to respond
effectively to the needs of children. And the current service system particularly disadvantages
women who already experience a range of disadvantage and inequality. The fundamental reforms
outlined in Part A of the submission, particularly a single funding stream, performance monitoring,
an access and equity framework, and the establishment of Family Violence Response Centres, are
needed to address these deficiencies.

Finally, a number of changes to other service systems must support the key reforms that safe
steps proposes. Other service systems, particularly housing, homelessness, health and education,
need to fulfil their responsibility to prevent, identify and respond to family violence. Wide-ranging
reforms are needed to address the consequences of family violence, and meet women’s and
children’s needs.

The recommendations set out in safe steps’ submission, if adopted, will establish Victoria as the
jurisdiction with the most highly innovative, comprehensive, best practice response to family
violence in Australia and internationally. Our recommended solutions will address the causes of
family violence, meet the needs of women and children who experience violence when and where
they seek help, and hold perpetrators accountable. These solutions can be replicated in other
States and Territories across Australia, and internationally. safe steps looks forward to working
with the Royal Commission and the Victorian Government to bring about the vision we present in
this submission.
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Summary of Recommendations

Part A

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

That the Victorian Government develops and implements a Victorian Gender Equality Strategy
to inform actions within government and in the community.

That all responsibility for coordinating family violence responses is placed under the one
Ministerial portfolio, including responsibility for delivery of specialist family violence services.

That the Victorian Government develops a Victorian Family Violence Policy and Statewide
Operational Framework to inform all government policy and funded responses to family
violence.

That the Victorian Government creates a dedicated family violence funding stream separate to
existing housing and homelessness funding.

That the Victorian Government adopts a partnership approach to funding for family violence
services with flexible packaged funding, long-term funding agreements, and a focus on
outcomes.

That the Victorian Government develops and implements a safety-focused performance and
outcome framework for family violence services including specific outcome measures relating
to children.

That the Victorian Government establishes a dedicated, independent regulatory body for
regulatory compliance and performance measurement under the safety-focused performance
and outcome framework.

That the Victorian Government partners with specialist family violence service providers to
develop an access and equity framework for family violence services.

That the Victorian Government establishes a Family Violence Response Centre to be the
central immediate responder to all Victorians experiencing family violence.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government implements a
single statewide access point for all referrals to family violence support, including a ‘front door’
model of access and linked support.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government implements a
centralised referral point for triaging and responding to L17s, operating 24 hours.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government establishes an
outreach support service able to provide a 24 hour face to face crisis response to women and
children.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government implements an
advocacy model of support through provision of Support Advocates.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government develops and
funds a secure accommodation facility able to accommodate 40 families.

That the Victorian Government utilises the current Housing Establishment Fund used on
emergency accommodation to fund the operation of an accommodation facility under the
Family Violence Response Centre.

That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government funds specialist
family violence services for children.
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17. That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government establishes a
dedicated transport service to assist women and children escaping violence.

18. That under the Family Violence Response Centre the Victorian Government establishes
kennelling facilities for pets of women and children escaping violence to be safely
accommodated.

19. That the Victorian Government pilots a perpetrator monitoring program.

20. That the Victorian Government implements accreditation of perpetrator intervention
programs requiring programs to centre women and children, evaluate outcomes for women
and children, and engage women’s family violence services to undertake partner contact.

Part B

21. That Victoria Police implements comprehensive, compulsory training on family violence and
the requirements of the Code of Practice for all police personnel. That Victoria Police
implements compulsory training in identification of the primary aggressor in family violence
incidents.

22. That Family Violence Liaison Officers are identified female positions and available at all times
across Victoria.

23. That Family Violence Intervention Orders automatically name children on the order, and
continue in perpetuity.

24. That police respond to breaches to the full extent of the law and do not minimise the
importance of the breach (including phone calls or text messages) by laying charges.

25. That police always seek to respond by issuing a Family Violence Safety Notice and applying for
Intervention Orders on behalf of women.

26. That the Victorian Government resources safe steps to undertake statewide operational co-
ordination with RAMPs to link information across regions, collate data, and provide support
where women and children need to relocate across regions.

27. That the Victorian Government extends the specialist Family Violence Court model to cover
family law, civil law, Child Protection and criminal law matters, and extends availability across
Victoria.

28. That Applicant Support Workers for Intervention Order applicants and children are made
available in all Magistrates Courts in Victoria.

29. That the Victorian Government makes additional resources available for community legal
centres to assist women applying for Intervention Orders, and when police prosecute
breaches.

30. That options for remote court attendance are made available at all Victorian Magistrates
Courts.

31. That funded child care is made available for women attending court on family violence related
matters.

32. That references to “failure to protect” are removed from the Children, Youth and Families Act
2005.

33. That Child Protection strategies prioritise keeping women safe, along with children and holding
perpetrators accountable through: minimising risk to women, avoiding pressure on women
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and children to leave the home, collaborating with police and family violence services to share
information, and in court proceedings. Specialist children’s family violence advocates could
lead these collaborative responses.

That the Victorian Government reviews the responses of the Victims of Crime Assistance
Tribunal to women and children who have experienced family violence, with specific reference
to:

Options to improve crisis responses

Options to increase timeliness of responses

The adequacy of financial assistance.

That the Victorian Government reforms Victorian women’s refuges with the intention of
providing immediate and equitable access to safe accommodation for women and children at
high risk.

That the Victorian Government makes equivalent resources available to support children who
have experienced family violence as for adults. This includes children’s workers across all
family violence services.

That the Victorian Government ensures that all family violence services can access interpreting
and translation services.

That the Victorian Government increases the number of places for women without income in
high security refuge accommodation, and provides private rental brokerage and financial
assistance to women without permanent residency.

That the Victorian Government resources a specialist migration and legal advice service for
women without permanent residency.

That specialist family violence services are resourced to train workers in supporting women
with mental health and AOD support needs, and to employ clinical workers to deliver mental
health support, AOD treatment and rehabilitation support.

That the Victorian Government allocates appropriate resources to modify all existing family
violence accommodation to Livable Housing Australia Guidelines Gold level certification.

That the Victorian Government continues to provide block funding for the Crisis Response
Initiative.

That documents and other materials relating to family violence are provided in a variety of
languages and formats, including Easy English, Braille, Auslan, video and audio.

That the Victorian Government supports the establishment of specialised family violence
response services, including perpetrator programs and awareness raising, for LGBTIQ people.

That the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission clarifies the application of
exceptions under the Equal Opportunity Act 2010 with regard to transgender women’s usage
of women’s services.

That the Victorian Government supports research for the purpose of developing future family
violence services and programs that meet the needs of LGBTIQ persons.

That the Victorian Government funds accredited training for the family violence sector and
other agencies to meet standards in responsive and inclusive practice for working with LGBTIQ
people.

Vi
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That the Victorian Government increases core resources for safe steps to address increased
demand and to support women and children in crisis accommodation.

. That the Victorian Government increases availability of Safe at Home responses.

50.

That the Victorian Government commissions the development of a validated family violence
assessment tool for children.

That CRAF training addresses the dynamics of violent relationships in more depth, is delivered
by specialist family violence service providers who work with women and children at risk, and
includes content on safety planning with women.

. That the Victorian Government requires level 2 CRAF and safety planning training for a range

of professionals including school welfare co-ordinators and counsellors, TAFE and VET welfare
workers, GPs, nurse practitioners, hospital social workers, homelessness Access Points,
maternal and child health nurses, midwives, mental health services, alcohol and other drug
services.

That the Victorian Government works with the family violence services, mental health and
AOD sectors to establish referral pathways and specific responses for women and children
experiencing family violence.

That the Victorian Government develops a long-term affordable housing plan to increase the
availability of affordable housing across Victoria.

That the Victorian Government amends the Residential Tenancies Act to provide people who
have experienced family violence the option to have their name removed from tenant
databases if the matter for which they have been listed is related to family violence.

vii
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Introduction

Family violence is a widespread human rights violation and source of numerous social ills. Victoria
has made a number of efforts to address family violence through responding to women and
children experiencing violence and holding perpetrators accountable. However, despite these
efforts, the persistence of family violence presents a major challenge to Victoria being a truly just
and prosperous society. 44 women have been killed so far in 2015 as a result of men’s violence,
marking a significant increase in the rate of intimate partner homicide compared with the previous
year.” safe steps’ data corroborate that this increase is based on increased violence, with a 29%
increase between 2012 and April 2015 in risk factors identified among women assessed by safe
steps.’

Victoria must re-evaluate its responses to family violence, and needs to envision a bold new
approach that comprehensively addresses the causes, responses and consequences of family
violence. The Royal Commission into Family Violence offers the opportunity to do both.

About safe steps Family Violence Response Centre

safe steps Family Violence Response Centre, in its capacity as the 24/7 statewide immediate
responder for women and children experiencing violence is committed in its support of the
Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence.

As a respected, trusted service, for over forty years safe steps has supported women at children
experiencing family violence.

On any given day safe steps receives over 150 calls for support. We will exceed more than 55,000
calls this year. In fact at peak times we respond to a call for assistance, from women at risk of
physiological and /or physical harm every three minutes. A third of these calls are from women
who are at high risk of serious injury and or death who need an immediate response to get them
to safety.

Our doors never close 365 days a year.

As specialist family violence services largely operate 9 am — 5 pm Monday to Friday, we support
the highest risk women and children in our community. Our vital role is to assist women anywhere
at any time to have the support, resources and protection they need to live their lives free from
violence and abuse.

We do not turn away or have in place criteria that preclude women and children at risk.

We have no waiting list, no limited bed numbers and no capped caseloads and will support
children and women who are not able to access other family violence services.

All other services refer to safe steps when they are full or when women and children do not meet
to criterion of the refuge. We also provide the critical pathway into the current Victorian specialist
family violence system, link women and children with supports and services in their area, provide
women with information and assist them to explore their options and choices.

? Based on cumulative Family Violence Risk Assessment Profiles Jan-Apr 2015. This data is collected through the
Specialist Homelessness Information Platform.
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safe steps is in a unique position to be the single state-wide immediate responder to family
violence and is the only organisation overseeing the referrals for those children and women who
are at the highest risk in Victoria, and whose experience of violence is the most critical.

About this submission

This submission is based on statistical service data gathered by safe steps, interviews with direct
service workers, consultation with stakeholders and a focus group with women who have
experienced family violence who were recruited through the safe steps Media Advocacy Project.”
safe steps thanks stakeholders for their contribution to this submission.

A visionary new approach

It is time to take a bold step and implement an across-the-board approach to ensuring that
women and children are safe in their homes and relationships. This requires a human rights
framework that puts women’s and children’s safety at the centre and prioritises equity of access
to safety, justice, support, and accountability mechanisms.

This submission makes comprehensive recommendations for how the Victorian Government can
ensure that women’s and children’s rights are fulfilled:

1. Leadership and governance of a whole-of-government approach which concentrates
Ministerial responsibility for responses into a single portfolio, establishes a single funding
source, and independent regulation and performance monitoring to ensure quality and equity
of access to support

2. A statewide operational framework which brings together prevention, responses, perpetrator
accountability, links regions across the state, ensuring consistency of consumer experience

3. A new model to better meet women’s and children’s needs whenever they seek support,
ensuring safety at home, equity of access, a continuum of response options, a survivor-centred
advocacy approach, and parallel services for women and children

4. A targeted approach to responding to perpetrator risk factors through improvements to
training, perpetrator programs, and data sharing

5. Sharing responsibility across systems by addressing gaps and barriers across statutory systems,
specialist family violence services, and other service systems to ensure women and children
are safe, their needs are met, and perpetrators are held accountable.

Together these elements outline the components of a comprehensive package of reform to
address family violence across the Victorian community.

This submission is structured in two parts:

Part A outlines a vision for a comprehensive approach to ensuring women’s and children’s rights
are fulfilled and perpetrators are held accountable.

® The Media Advocacy Project involves training provided by safe steps for women who have experienced family
violence in engaging with media. The training empowers women by giving them the tools to tell their stories so that
they are heard and understood. Over 90 women have participated in project thus far.
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Part B sets out the gaps and barriers in current responses, and recommends service and system
changes needed to support a rights-based approach to ensuring that women and children are safe.

Together these address the Terms of Reference for the Royal Commission based on safe steps’
expertise with working with women and children experiencing violence, and statewide response.
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Part A — A vision for change

Part A responds to the following questions from the Commission’s Issues paper:

1. Are there other goals the Royal Commission should consider?

2. What circumstances, conditions, situations or events, within relationships, families, institutions and
whole communities, are associated with the occurrence or persistence of family violence?

3.  What circumstances and conditions are associated with the reduced occurrence of family violence?

11. What are some of the most promising and successful ways of supporting the ongoing safety and
wellbeing of people affected by violence? Are there gaps or deficiencies in our approach to supporting
ongoing safety and wellbeing? How could measures to reduce the impact of family violence be
improved?

12. To what extent do current processes encourage and support people to be accountable and change their
behaviour? To what extent do they fail to do so? How do we ensure that behaviour change is lasting
and sustainable?

17. Are there specific cultural, social, economic, geographical or other factors in particular groups and
communities in Victoria which tend to make family violence more likely to occur, or to exacerbate its
effects? If so, what are they?

1. What drives family violence

What is family violence?

Family violence involves an ongoing pattern of threatening, coercive and violent behaviour in a
current or former domestic, intimate or family relationship. This not only includes physical assault,
but also threats, verbal abuse, emotional and psychological abuse, abuse of institutional and
administrative systems, economic abuse and control, social abuse and isolation, cultural or
spiritual abuse, all of which cause a person to live in fear. Family violence is most likely to be
perpetrated by men towards women and children® — this makes family violence a gendered form
of violence.

For this reason this submission will focus on women and children as those experiencing family
violence, and men as perpetrators of family violence.

Family violence is ongoing, patterned and strategic in nature. It involves a range of tactics that
work in combination to exert power and control over women and children. Relationships where
family violence is present may appear supportive and affectionate to outsiders, although these
behaviours can form part of the pattern of controlling behaviour by the perpetrator. safe steps’
data shows that the severity of incidents of violence is increasing, along with a significant increase
in the level of risk and number of risk factors that women and children are presenting with. This,
along with the increasing number of deaths due to family violence, now estimated to be two
deaths a week across Australia, signifies the urgency of the issue.

safe steps recognises that men can also experience family violence and women can be
perpetrators. Often, this is due to other kinds of disadvantage and inequality in or affecting a
relationship, such as ageism that shapes the abuse of older people, and widespread homophobia
that contributes to victimisation of men in same sex relationships. Men’s violence towards women
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and children is far more likely to result in serious injury or death than violence perpetrated by
women or children and young people.

Children’s experience of family violence

It is often assumed that children experience domestic and family violence passively as ‘witnesses’.
In fact, there are children in the majority of households where family violence occurs and
experiencing family violence has profound effects on children, from pre-natal development
through to adulthood. Perpetrators of family violence seek to control children as well as women
through fear and threats, often using children as pawns to intensify their control over women.
Family violence must therefore be understood as implicating the dynamic relationships between
all family members.

Children can be direct and indirect targets of violence, with perpetrators extending abuse to
children through, for example, violence towards pregnant women’s abdominal areas, as well as
abuse towards mothers affecting foetal development. In early childhood abuse toward mothers
can affect learning and development, which can have life-long impacts on children. Children also
experience abuse when attempting to protect their mothers, siblings and pets.*

Family violence inexorably affects women’s relationships with their children, disrupting healthy
emotional development, attachment between mother and child, as well as the capacity of women
to parent their children. Women'’s capacity to meet children’s needs, including establishing
authority and setting boundaries, is often affected by family violence.”

Often, separation increases risk to children particularly, which is a factor that most statutory
response agencies neglect to address. After separation, when perpetrators have their direct access
to women reduced, perpetrators often retain some access to their children, and switch abusive
tactics towards the children. There is increased risk of children being abducted, and emotionally
and physically abused through the gaps in the Family Law system.® It is often at these points that
children are at the greatest risk of being killed by perpetrators.’

Yet children’s needs are neglected in family violence responses, and it is often assumed that
ensuring that mothers separate from perpetrators is sufficient to keep children safe and address
their needs. Addressing children’s needs requires holistic therapeutic responses to name the
violence and address its impact, as well as support to maintain educational engagement and
reduce the longer-term risk of victimisation or perpetration of violence.

Gender inequality — the primary cause

The primary cause of family violence is gender inequality. The World Health Organization has
demonstrated that countries with reduced gender inequality in the form of income disparity,
labour market participation, and responsibility for unpaid caring labour, have reduced rates of
violence against women and children.?

Supportive attitudes towards male domination over women and children serve to build a
widespread sense of entitlement by men to control women and children. The cultural and social
contribution of norms about gender, such as assuming that masculinity involves physical strength
that men need to demonstrate against other men as well as women and children, is a major cause
of gender inequality. Women are seen as having less value, and having a primary purpose of
fulfilling men’s needs and desires.
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Power, control and risk

Male entitlement to dominate women and children drives family violence. This sense of
entitlement is borne from gender inequality and normative gender roles that assume that women
are subordinate to men, and women’s needs, interests and capacities are of lesser value. The
interaction of broader social inequality and dynamics within the relationship shape the outcomes
of violence.

Perpetrators rely on the privacy of the family to conceal their violence. In public contexts many
perpetrators are often prominent and respected members of their communities and workplaces.
This contributes to the ongoing silencing of women, and the escalation of violence when it goes
unchallenged or the challenge is disproportionate to the perpetrator’s sense of entitlement to
power and control.

Most Victorian systems responding to family violence do not have a sufficiently nuanced approach
to addressing the risk factors that predict or influence perpetrator behaviour, which can be
complex and multifaceted. External factors affecting perpetrators, such as economic changes,
natural disasters, and the broader level of gender equality in society contribute to perpetrator
behaviour and the prevalence of family violence.’

Inequality leads to violence

The nature and experience of family violence is influenced by a range of other kinds of inequality,
including ageism, racism, discrimination and stigma towards people with disability. Eliminating
gender inequality alone will likely not be sufficient to eliminate family violence.

Women and children who face intersecting types of inequality, along with gender inequality,
experience greater levels of violence, as well as more barriers to escaping violence. Often this is
due to discrimination, social and economic exclusion, isolation, dependence and human rights
violation. Often women experiencing multiple and intersecting inequalities experience violence
directly targeted at their identity and associated circumstances, such as Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander status, disability or sexuality.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children are more likely to experience abuse and
neglect than non-Aboriginal women and children'® and are overrepresented among victims of
intimate partner homicide." Factors that contribute to this high prevalence of violence include:

e Dispossession of land and forced disconnection from culture

e Past policies of child removal

e Intergenerational trauma

e Disruption of customary cultural arrangements that mitigate against interpersonal violence

e Economic exclusion and discrimination.

Although there is not systematic evidence about violence experienced by women with disability,
available evidence indicates that women with disability are more likely to experience violence
than women without disability."” The nature of violence against women with disability often
specifically relates to their disability, including withholding necessary equipment or medication,
use of physical and chemical restraints, confinement, threats of institutionalisation, fraud and
forced sterilisation.

Migrant women, particularly if they do not have permanent residency in Australia, are at greater
risk of particular forms of violence that relate to their migration experience and status, such as
trafficking, domestic slavery, threats of deportation, and economic abuse. Language barriers and



safe steps submission: Royal Commission into Family Violence B safe

steps

Family Violence Response

cultural exclusion also contribute to the isolation of many women from non-English speaking
communities. This can also be a barrier to understanding that they have a right to be safe and to
access support. Additionally, women from non-English speaking backgrounds can choose not to
leave violent relationships because it would mean leaving their community, and potentially being
isolated from anyone who speaks their language.

The extent and experience of family violence towards LGBTIQ people is distinct from violence
experienced by heterosexual and cisgender people due to the broader context of cissexism®,
heterosexism' and stigma towards sex, gender and sexual non-conformity. This can include a
range of tactics such as threats to divulge the sex, gender or sexual identity of their target or HIV
status, physical assaults targeting genitalia or secondary sex characteristics, or telling the person
experiencing the violence they deserve abuse because of their identity. Although family violence
against LGBTIQ persons generally is under-reported and under-researched, available evidence
suggests that the prevalence of family violence is similar among the LGBTIQ population as in the
general population.” There is some evidence that violence against LGBTIQ women is more
prevalent and severe than violence towards LGBTIQ men.'® safe steps’ data indicate that women
in violent lesbian relationships face higher levels of risk than other women experiencing violence
(an average of 8 risk factors compared with 6.7 risk factors)"“.

Primary prevention and empowerment of women

Government can make a powerful contribution to the elimination of gender inequality and
promotion of women’s empowerment. Government functions in employment, service provision,
legislation, regulation and justice all contribute to the overall level of women’s empowerment,
and must have a focus on eliminating gender inequality.

Primary prevention should focus broadly on empowering women through education,
employment, and participation in public and community life. This includes efforts such as financial
literacy, access to employment, leadership and participation in cultural activities.

Recommendation
1. That the Victorian Government develops and implements a Victorian Gender Equality Strategy
to inform actions within government and in the community.

A human rights issue

Family violence is one of the most widespread human rights violations in Australia. Occurrence of
family violence undermines many human rights, not only the right to liberty and security of the
person, but can also violate rights:

e tolife

e to be free from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment

e to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health

e to property, and the right not to be arbitrarily deprived of property

e to an adequate standard of living

e towork

e to education

¢ Based on a subset of individual Family Violence Risk Assessment Profiles Jan-Apr 2015, compared to the broader
population of cumulative Family Violence Risk Assessment Profiles Jan-Apr 2015.
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e to equality before the law
e to effective remedy for violation of rights."”

Family violence also undermines the rights of Indigenous Peoples, people with disability, children
and refugees in a variety of ways.

In the past, it was seen that women and children are not entitled to these rights in the context of a
domestic, intimate or family relationship. Increasingly this is changing, and there is now public
agreement in Victoria that family violence is unacceptable.

This Royal Commission offers an opportunity to extend the denunciation of family violence into a
positive commitment by government to ensure women and children are safe, that their rights are
realised and that perpetrators are held accountable. The family can no longer be considered a
totally private sphere where human rights, and government responsibilities to ensure them, do
not apply.

A rights-based approach confers a range of responsibilities on the part of governments and
statutory agencies, as well as non-government agencies. It can highlight where and how policy,
systems and practice can improve. This is especially useful where women and children have
particular support needs or face barriers to the fulfilment of their rights. A rights-based approach
can be holistic, and address all women and children’s needs to be safe, whatever those needs are.

Stand-alone legislation outlining the responsibilities of the Victorian Government to ensure
women and children are safe, to provide support to those who are experiencing and survivors of
violence, and hold perpetrators accountable, would greatly assist safe steps and other specialist
family violence services with work to ensure women and children are safe, that their voices are
heard, and their rights are fulfilled.

Responsibility for keeping women and children safe

Ministerial Responsibility

The effects of family violence are experienced across society, from children in utero, during
childhood development, and through adulthood. Family violence is the leading cause of illness,
disability and death in Victorian women, and is the primary driver of homelessness, self-harm
including suicide, mental ill-health, alcohol and drug misuse, and poverty. This results in an
enormous loss of human potential and community contribution that is neither measured nor
answerable for. The profundity of these effects require an overarching approach to governance
that recognises family violence as the cause of critical social problems, of poor financial,
employment and health outcomes, as the driver of social inequity and not the consequence.

Dispersed departmental responsibilities serve to keep family violence hidden, and conceal its
impact on social services and justice systems. The volume of family violence related activity by
police, Child Protection, courts, Corrections, education, health and community services warrants a
more integrated and comprehensive approach to family violence from government. All responses
to family violence should be coordinated though a single area of the Victorian Government,
including responsibility for program and funding development and management, policy
development and public accountability. safe steps puts forward that this responsibility should fall
entirely under the Minister for the Prevention of Family Violence.
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Recommendation
2. That all responsibility for coordinating family violence responses is placed under the one
Ministerial portfolio, including responsibility for delivery of specialist family violence services.

Statewide Operational Framework

A rights-based approach necessarily involves addressing the needs and rights of all people
experiencing domestic and family violence. Current responses and options do not meet this
standard, as they are inadequate, inaccessible, inequitably distributed and crisis-driven. Women
and children currently do not receive the support they need when they need it, resulting in
increased risk.

Family violence services must be holistic, flexible, culturally competent, accessible and offer
integrated support to address all women’s and children’s needs, both short and long term. This
will require changes to funding, program and policy arrangements.

A Statewide Operational Framework and accompanying policy framework for family violence
needs to be developed to ensure quality, accessibility and consistency in family violence services
and responses. This would be used to monitor and measure effectiveness of efforts to address
family violence across all sectors: government, statutory agencies and service providers, and
inform ongoing reform of family violence responses.

A Statewide Operational Framework should be outcomes focused, and should target efforts to
ensuring women and children remain safely in their own homes, and that effective support is
immediately available rather that only becoming accessible when they are at high risk. The
Statewide Operational Framework must also ensure that perpetrators are held accountable to the
women and children they harm.

The Framework needs to have capacity to coordinate resources allocation and focus service
activities across systems with the unifying objective of ensuring women and children are safe, and
their needs are met. This should include women and children across the entire spectrum of family
violence and at all levels of risk. This should include service activities in statutory, generalist, and
specialist family violence services across the continuum of primary prevention, early identification,
intervention, crisis response, holistic support, and perpetrator accountability.

The development of the National Plan of Action to Reduce Violence Against Women and their
Children is a vital step towards eliminating family violence. However, for ongoing consistency in
implementation of Action Plans and other initiatives, it is important that there is an operational or
implementation framework to draw implementation efforts together. The voices of women,
children and service providers need to inform this framework.

Recommendation

3. That the Victorian Government develops a Victorian Family Violence Policy and Statewide
Operational Framework to inform all government policy and funded responses to family
violence.

Data collection and sharing

Currently, program data is collected by individual services, and also held by the Victorian Police,
Child Protection and other bodies. However, there is no single agency responsible for the
collection or analysis of Victorian family violence data. This data could be used to significantly
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increase the safety of women and children, through strategies to utilise the information collected
on perpetrators, and to share information about the risk to individual women and children.

The data held by family violence services could also be used to inform understandings of the
incidence of Victorian family violence, gaps in the current system and the effectiveness of
prevention or intervention strategies. It is hoped that the newly announced Family Violence Index
project will utilise this collective data to work towards increased safety for women and children.

Currently specialist family violence services use a range of information platforms to collect
information and report, including the Specialist Homelessness Information Platform (SHIP) and the
Integrated Reporting and Information System (IRIS). A standard reporting system, shared by all
family violence services, along with guidance on the type of information about risk to be collected,
is needed to increase the safety of women and children. There are also a number of gaps in data
collection, including detailed perpetrator data, which could be used to inform the work of the
police, and data on intervention orders and associated breaches.

A Victorian data sharing strategy, over and above the relevant privacy legislation, is also needed to
guide information sharing between services (for example RAMPs) with the intention of reducing
risk for individual women and children.

Funding and program framework

Victorian specialist family violence services currently sit under the specialist homelessness services
division within the Department of Health and Human Services. By positioning family violence
policy and funding under housing and homelessness streams, family violence remains restricted by
the limitations of a policy and funding environment dominated by public housing, tenancy
management and chronic homelessness.

The homelessness sector in Victoria is often the last resort for women and children experiencing
family violence only because all other systems have failed. Current responses to family violence
focus on accommodation rather than centring safety and women’s and children’s needs.

Family violence specialist support being categorised as homelessness assistance skews service
provision in many ways that force women and children into crisis. Women and children need a
variety of support to live free from violence, however, support is focused on providing
accommodation, rather than meeting women and children’s needs so they are safe. Therefore it is
particularly vulnerable women and children with intersecting disadvantage, such as lack of
permanent residency or mental illness, who cannot access support. Support is unavailable for
women who seek to remain in a relationship with a partner who is abusing them, and thereis a
lack of continuity and consistency of support across women and children’s entire experience of
violence, especially to live sustainable lives free from violence in the long term.

Many service responses are limited to a single region, but women and perpetrators often relocate
during the course of family violence, or to escape, and regional approaches cannot ‘follow’ them.
The service system assumes that women and children who have separated from the perpetrator
are safe, when this can actually increase the risk for women and children.

It is also often counterproductive for family violence services to be in competition with
homelessness services through a common funding stream, as it creates an incentive for
homelessness agencies to refuse a response to women and children experiencing family violence
who also have complex needs or are at risk, by referring them to family violence services.

10
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Additionally, those family violence services which remain governed by the homelessness service
system are, because of homelessness demand, referred women and children at little or no risk of
family violence reducing the number of beds available to women at high risk.

Standards of Practice

Regulation of the delivery of family violence services is needed to ensure that Victorian women
and children always receive a consistent quality of support, no matter their location or their level
of need. Statewide specialist family violence practice standards, developed in partnership with
specialist family violence services, could provide a regulatory framework. This would need to
comprise standards of: immediate response time, access and equity, quality and consistency of
support, and key practice principles.

Recommendation
4. That the Victorian Government creates a dedicated family violence funding stream separate to
existing housing and homelessness funding.

A trusted partnership between government and services
A dedicated funding stream will need to deliver program funding that is flexible, reliable and
outcomes-focused. A ‘trusted partnership’ model can deliver more effective outcomes through:
o flexible, packaged funding to meet women and children’s needs
e longer-term (3-5 year) funding agreements to provide reliable funding allocations
e outcome-focused funding, so that performance measurement can focus on delivery of
agreed objectives rather than narrowly on outputs.

Recommendation

5. That the Victorian Government adopts a partnership approach to funding for family violence
services with flexible packaged funding, long-term funding agreements, and a focus on
outcomes.

Performance and accountability

Specialist family violence services for women and children have no consistent accountability and
performance framework. Current outcome measures focus on inputs or activities relating to
providing accommodation, rather than broader safety-related outcomes. In safe steps’
experience, relocation or alternative housing is not what the majority of women experiencing
violence seek. Furthermore, as perpetrator accountability efforts have increased success, a family
violence service system predicated on relocation will become increasingly inappropriate. The
statewide operational framework should outline appropriate performance measures relating to
outcomes for women’s and children’s safety. This will address the current skewing of service
provision towards clients who can meet services’ need to meet target numbers, and ensure quality
and transparency. A dedicated accreditation and performance monitoring body is needed to
monitor performance under the statewide framework.

Recommendations

6. That the Victorian Government develops and implements a safety-focused performance 