Family Violence: a community concern 

INTRODUCTION 

Family violence and abuse is widespread. It causes physical injury and death, the destruction of families and family life, and the disruption of childhood development - often leading to problems of adjustment in adolescence and adulthood. 

Such violence reaches widely into the community, affecting people of all ages, genders, levels of income, cultures, and lifestyles. 

The work of helping to prevent family violence and abuse is a challenge for the whole community, in which family members, neighbours, friends and colleagues and organisations may all participate. 
The information on this website outlines the nature and effects of family violence, and the responses to this issue by governments and the community. There is also a guide to selected local services which provide support and advice, as well as sources of further information.
A more complete account of these issues is presented in the publication: ‘Family Violence: issues for Local Government’.
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WHAT IS FAMILY VIOLENCE?

The crime of family violence includes any actions which intimidate, control, and victimise a person within a household or family. Such violent, abusive, and controlling behaviour may include a variety of acts:

· Physical or sexual assault, inflicting pain,

· Threats and intimidation, including property damage, threatening children, or injuring a pet,

· Verbal abuse or insults, or humiliating criticism in private or public,

· Isolation from family and friends; or control of all social activity,

· Control of all income and assets,

· Emotionally abusive behaviour such as blame for relationship or other problems, withdrawal of interest, and other efforts to deplete pride, self respect, or personal identity,

These actions may cause injury, as well as reducing freedom, sense of personal control, pride and identity. 

Family violence and abuse tends to be inflicted by people in a position of power within the family, against more vulnerable individuals, such as women, children and older adults, or disabled people.

EFFECTS OF FAMILY VIOLENCE 

More assaults against women by men occur within the home than on the street, with consequences that may include severe physical injury or death. The destructive effects of family violence and abuse are wide-ranging and often lasting.
During pregnancy – a time of increased risk of assault by a partner – violence may lead to miscarriages, foetal death, and other serious complications.
Family violence is also a major cause of death and ill-health among women. Compared with other risk factors such as drugs, alcohol, physical inactivity, obesity, blood pressure and tobacco, intimate partner violence is the top-ranking cause of preventable disease among women aged 15-44 years.
Family violence also contributes to homelessness, with a third of people seeking crisis accommodation in Australia in 2003/4 being women escaping family violence.

Family violence and abuse includes not only physical or sexual assault, but threats of assault, as well as verbal, emotional, economic, social, and other kinds of abuse. In some instances physical violence may be infrequent, yet the emotional effects of controlling and abusive behaviour may be at least as harmful. These include:

· Fear for self and children, anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts and helplessness

· Isolation, loneliness, lack of social support and low self-esteem

· Guilt and sense of failure in the marriage

· Loss of a sense of personal identity as a dominating, controlling partner takes all control and makes all decisions.

Indeed, for many victims, the non-physical forms of violence and abuse have the most enduring negative effects.
FAMILY VIOLENCE AND CHILDREN

Children are usually affected where violence or abuse occurs within the family, either as witnesses to such violence, or as victims of violence themselves.

The 2005 Women's Safety Survey found that 61% of women who had experienced violence from their partner at some time had children in their care, two-thirds of these children having witnessed the violence to their certain knowledge. Similarly, children were present in about two-thirds of family violence incidents attended by police in Victoria between 1999 and 2006. 

For children in such households, a variety of harmful emotional and developmental problems may result, often leading to problems of personal and social adjustment in adolescence and adulthood. The consequences of family violence for the development of children include:

· depression, low self-esteem, anxiety, restlessness, and withdrawal,

· tantrums, aggressive and bullying behaviour, cruelty to animals,

· sleeplessness, bedwetting, health problems of a psychological nature,

· few interests or friends, rejection by peers,

· poor school performance, delayed language development,

· running away from home, drug-related problems, and suicidal or antisocial behaviour. 

In addition, some children later model their own adult and family relationships upon the violence witnessed at home during childhood, thereby perpetuating the abusive pattern of behaviour to the next generation. 
WOMEN AS VICTIMS OF FAMILY VIOLENCE 

While violence within families, households and relationships may be committed by, and upon, both men and women, violence committed by males within such settings is more common and generally more severe than that inflicted by women. The 1995 Women's Safety Survey for example, found that 88% of violence against women was committed by men. 
Each year in Australia, 70 to 80 intimate partner homicides occur – with women victims in 84% of cases, and three-quarters of them involving men killing women. In addition, 25 children are killed each year, two-thirds of them by their fathers. 

Among recorded assaults in Australia in 2008, males were 13% of the victims of physical assault by current or former partners, and females 87%. Females represented almost all the reported cases of sexual assault by a current or former partner.

Information collected by a range of agencies, agrees with these trends. In 2007/8 in Victoria, women accounted for 78% of victims in applications for family violence intervention orders, 79% of victims in police callouts, and 82% of Supported Accommodation Assistance Program clients. And in 2005/6 (the latest year for which these figures are available) women represented 69% of emergency patients treated for the effects of family violence and 95% of callers to the Victims of Crime Assistance Helpline.
WHY PEOPLE MAY REMAIN IN VIOLENT FAMILY CIRCUMSTANCES

The reasons why many people remain within violent relationships provide an insight into the emotional conflict and confusion which may arise in such circumstances. These include:

· fear for their own safety or that of their children, especially if they leave, or attempt to escape, the relationship,

· concerns abut how they will meet their financial and accommodation needs,

· lack of available support, social isolation, concerns that they may be rejected by family members, and in rural areas, lack of public transport,

· a desire to persist in the marriage in the hope that the violence will cease,

· the belief that remaining in the marriage will best serve the interests of their children,

· concerns that others may not be able to help, as well as ignorance of available services or supports, disappointing experiences of support services in the past, or fear that services may oblige them to follow a course  of action which they do not desire,

· depression, stress, reduced personal identity and other emotional effects of abuse, which may leave some women with a sense of worthlessness and without the psychological strength to take independent and resolute action,

· a sense of shame, embarrassment or responsibility for the violence, or the fear that they may be blamed or not believed,

· limited understanding of the physical, emotional, social, verbal and other abuse which are often part of family violence, or uncertainty about whether such behaviour is normal. 

Such conditions show that for most women or other victims of family violence, remaining in a violent home or family situation is not a matter of free choice, but a consequence of circumstances that are forced upon them.

In addition, refugees and other recent settlers are often subject to the greater insecurity of having few or no relatives or friends independent of their partner, being in an unfamiliar environment, and having limited fluency in the use of spoken English and little understanding of the services or legal options available to them. Comment on recent study findings.
SUPPORTING PEOPLE WHO ARE LIVING WITH VIOLENCE

Women may speak about violence or abuse to a friend or neighbor. However, where a person has not mentioned this, other signs may still point to the possibility of violence or abuse, including:

· physical injuries and unlikely explanations for such injuries,

· a person refers to their partner’s temper, jealousy, and possessiveness,

· a person appears extremely anxious to please partner and afraid of him,

· a person’s partner criticizes them in front of others, orders them about and makes all the decisions,

· children are afraid of the partner, withdrawn or anxious.

There are a number of important ways in which a family member, friend, neighbor or colleagues may assist a person who is living in a violent or abusive situation, or attempting to leave. 
· raising concerns to the person, about the family situation, sensitively - even if she might reject the approach or dismiss the concerns as unfounded,

· listening thoughtfully, believing what she has to say, offering support which takes the violence seriously and stresses that the violence and abuse are unacceptable and not her fault. Assist her in restoring confidence in herself,

· helping her think about what she can do to protect herself and her children and to change her situation, while supporting her right to make her own decisions – even if you do not agree,

· keeping in regular contact, perhaps offering practical assistance such as minding the children or giving a safe place to stay,

· finding out about available services and supports as well as legal options for her.

An awareness of the circumstances which may cause some people to remain in violent or abusive relationships can help a friend, neighbor or colleague offer support, understanding and acceptance. Some people may remain because of fears for their own safety or that of their children, while others have no home to go to, and lack paid work or available funds to sustain themselves. Others may endure violence in the hope that it will cease, or in the belief that remaining in the marriage will best serve the interests of their children. Many are concerned that others may not be able to help, or that they may not be believed or supported. Depression, stress, and other emotional effects of abuse, may deprive others of the means to resist or escape the abuse.
ECONOMIC COSTS OF FAMILY VIOLENCE 

In addition to investigations of the destructive effects of family violence upon health, wellbeing and relationships, inquiries have been made about the economic or monetary costs of family violence. In its 2004 report, 'The Cost of Domestic Violence to the Australian Economy', Access Economics estimated that the annual cost of violence against women in 2002/3 – including pain, suffering, death, as well as welfare, health and income support – was $8.1 billion. The findings of this report form the basis of State Government estimates that the annual cost of family violence in Victoria is approximately $3.4 billion – equivalent to $100 million in a city the size of Greater Dandenong, in 2010 dollars.

An earlier study, conducted in 1996 in Tasmania and Northern Territory, focused upon the direct costs of family violence (leaving out pain and suffering and concluded that these expenses totalled about $10,000 per annum for each person who experienced family violence. 

Such measures vary, depending upon whether they consider other expenses such as pain, suffering and death, or the cost of the support which is provided to victims of family violence. 

Regardless of the monetary costs which may be attributed to family violence, the primary purpose for responding to this issue is not financial. It reflects a widely accepted moral duty to ensure that, as members of a community, all people should share equally in the opportunity to experience a life of health and well-being, dignity and personal security, and to freely make the daily decisions about matters that affect their wellbeing.
HOW COMMON IS FAMILY VIOLENCE?

Most instances of physical or sexual assault or threats are not reported to police, courts, hospitals or other official agencies - and still fewer cases of verbal, emotional and other non-physical abuse are documented. As a result, the number of reports which reach these agencies do not give a clear indication of the real extent of family violence. 
In contrast to institutional records, random or representative surveys of the general population, offer a more sound method for measuring the prevalence of the experience of violence, including family or intimate partner violence. One of the most important of these surveys in recent times was the Personal Safety Survey, conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2005. The survey featured face-to-face interviews with nearly 12,000 women and 5,000 men from randomly-selected households throughout Australia. Inquiries were made about their experiences of physical and sexual violence – including assault and threats of assault - as well as the nature and extent of that violence and steps taken after experiencing violence. Among its main findings:
· Nearly one-third of women had been physically assaulted since the age of 15
· One in six women had been sexually assaulted since the age of 15.

· In the previous 12 months, 3% of women and over 6% of men experienced physical assault – the equivalent of 5,000 people within a city such as Greater Dandenong. 
· Sexual assault in the previous 12 months was experienced by 1.3% of women and 0.6 % of men. 

· Of physical assaults in the previous 12 months which were committed by a male, most of those experienced by women took place in a home, while the majority of assaults upon males occurred either at licensed premises or in the open.
· In relation to physical assaults which occurred in the previous 12 months, two-thirds of men stated that the perpetrator was a stranger. Among women however, persons known to them - including current or previous partners, and family or friends - accounted for nearly four-fifths of assaults in the previous 12 months 

A further investigation – the International Violence Against Women Survey, Australian component, was conducted in 2002 and 2003 among 6,700 women aged 15-69 years - produced similar findings. Over half of those women surveyed reported that they had experienced violence during their lifetime, and approximately a third had experienced violence from a current or former partner. In the previous year, 10% of women had experienced violence: 8% recounting the experience of physical violence, and 4% sexual violence. However, the findings reported here concern violence – including threats of assault – whereas those reported from the 2005 ABS survey concern only incidents of physical or sexual assault. 
ATTITUDES TO FAMILY VIOLENCE 

Among the primary challenges of preventing violence is to change attitudes which support or excuse violence. A sizeable proportion of the population – and especially among young males – hold attitudes which approve of, or excuse, violence to women.
Phone surveys commissioned by Vic Health in 2006 an 2009 found that a significant proportion of respondents tend to favour or excuse violence. These included:

· 13% of respondents in the 2009 survey stated that they believed that "women often say 'no' when they mean 'yes' " 
· Nearly one in five of the 2006 survey respondents agreed that "rape results from men not being able to control their need for sex" 
· 18% of respondents to the 2009 survey felt that offenders could be excused if they became so angry that they lost control
· 22% accepted that offenders may be excused if they 'truly regret' what they had done. 
· 8% of respondents to the 2006 survey endorsed the proposition that an offender could be excused if either the victim or offender were heavily affected by alcohol
· 8% of the 2006 respondents agreed with, or were uncertain about, the statement that "most women who are raped ask for it".

These findings indicate that, despite consistent and favourable shifts in public attitudes towards family violence and violence against women in recent years, a significant number of people still have attitudes which tolerate or condone violence.

Because of these attitudes, the report, ‘Time for Action’, presented to the Federal Government in 2009, called for a range of measures including:

· media campaigns, 
· education programs, 
· efforts to reach people through sporting clubs and other community settings, 
· encouraging men and boys to reject ideas of masculinity which endorse violence, 
· fostering a sense of bystander responsibility, to prevent violence, and 
· reinforcing the idea of women as "equal and partners in intimate relationships and public life". 
· changing mass media standards be changed to end the glorification of violence and the portrayal of women in demeaning ways. 

In addition to media campaigns, it is suggested that, in everyday community life, men can play a significant role in modelling appropriate behaviour to boys and other males, and speaking up against family violence and in support of respectful, equal relationships between women and men. Such an approach forms the foundation for White Ribbon Day initiatives - supported by the Federal and State Governments - which enlist men as role models within their communities to advance efforts to prevent violence against women.

Local government has played a role in such campaigns, with White Ribbon Day activities organised annually in a variety of councils, including Greater Dandenong, as well as efforts to inform the public about family violence and healthy relationships. 

GOVERNMENT RESPONSES TO FAMILY VIOLENCE

State Policy

In 2009, the Victorian Government released 'Right to Respect, the State Plan to Prevent Violence Against Women, 2010-2020', outlining a program to strengthen community leadership, encourage organizational change, undertake media campaigns to promote non-violent attitudes, and develop programs to promote respectful relationships within settings such as local government, educational institutions, community services, sport and recreation and workplaces.

Its steps included:

· Support for White Ribbon Day initiatives,

· Promotion of respectful relationships in schools, coupled with similar activities in non-school settings,

· Programs to address family violence in sporting clubs,

· Strategies to achieve organizational change in the workplace, and 

· a social marketing campaign to address family violence, including White Ribbon Day initiatives, and promotion of women of diverse backgrounds to leadership positions 

The policy is guided by the idea that the whole of the community should be involved, with diverse groups given an opportunity to participate; that women should be assisted in assuming leadership roles; that non-violent men should play a role in modelling non-violent behaviour; and that efforts should be made to promote respectful relationships. 

In May 2010 the document ‘A Right to Safety and Justice: strategic framework to guide continuing family violence reform in Victoria 2010-2020’ was released, which recommended many of the same themes and initiatives.

Legal Reforms

In 2008, the Family Violence Protection Act was legislated, and took effect in late 2009. This new act provides more swift and thorough protection to victims of family violence, helps them remain in their homes, provides fairer treatment in the courts, and holds perpetrators of such crimes accountable for their actions. Among the changes which this Act entails:

· Definition of ‘family’ includes married, defacto, civil union, intimate non-sexual relationships, carers and recipients living in family-like situation, and indigenous conceptions of family.

· ‘Family violence’ encompasses physical, sexual, emotional and economic violence, as well as abuse, threats, coercion, controlling behaviour, and the protection of children affected by such behaviour.

· Introduction of ‘Safety Notices’ – orders issued by police after hours, in response to an immediate risk to the victim, her children or property. The order may, for instance, instruct perpetrators to leave the home, or not to approach or communicate with the victim.

· Increased police search and surrender powers.

· Courts obliged to consider excluding the perpetrator from the home.

· Perpetrators forbidden to cross-examine a victim in court, unless the victim agrees. 

Further legal reforms include the establishment of the Family Violence Division of the Magistrates Court in Heidelberg and Ballarat in 2005, to provide improved assistance to victims, increase their safety and impose a greater measure of accountability upon perpetrators. Specialist Family Violence Services, also designed to provide increased support for victims of family violence, commenced in the Magistrates Court in Melbourne, Sunshine and Frankston in 2006.
Policing Reforms

Victims of family violence generally do not report such crimes to the police, more often seeking support from family, friends, colleagues, general practitioners, counsellors, church representatives and others. The 2005 Personal Safety Survey for example, found that only 36% of women who had been physically assaulted by a male, and 19% of those who had been sexually assaulted, reported the matter to police (Carrington and Phillips, 2003).

To improve police responses to reports of family violence, the ‘Code of Practice for the Investigation of Family Violence’, released in 2004, defined the roles and responsibility of police when investigating family violence, strengthened the police response, and promoted working together with specialist support agencies. More recent police strategies seek an improved police response to family violence within indigenous and diverse communities, closer collaboration with community services and other objectives.
WHAT COUNCIL IS DOING

As a level of government which is attuned to the hopes and activities of the community, local government also has an important role to play in contributing to the wider community response to family violence. The Greater Dandenong Council’s approach to family violence includes several broad themes, including informing the public about family violence and available services and supports, support of community initiatives in this field, service delivery programs and working together with other councils and community organisations. 
Publicity: Increasing community awareness of family violence

All members of the community can be involved in responding to family violence, as informed and concerned family members, friends, neighbours or colleagues; as participants in community groups who speak or act against such abuse; or as professionals who respond with insight to violence and abuse. 

Therefore, a high priority is to improve public understanding of family violence, emphasising that such crimes are the proper concern of the public and not merely a private matter, condemning violence as a means for resolving family conflict, and informing people of the sources of advice and assistance available to those who may be living in a household where such crimes occur.

· Press releases have been prepared, and articles featured in City News, to inform the public of the nature and harm associated with family violence and of available supports in our region.

· Good quality books, featuring accounts of the nature of family violence and ways to escape such circumstances, have been acquired and placed in our libraries for loan.

· A section of the Council website concerning family violence and abuse has been prepared with information about the nature of family violence, its effects upon adults and children, what members of the community can do to support others, available services and supports, and further resources. 
· White Ribbon Day occurs annually, with the goal of raising awareness of issues relating to violence against women. Council conducts White Ribbon Day events to increase public awareness of the issue of violence against women in particular, and family violence in general.
Information: informing the public about services

Lack of information about available services such as legal, housing, health, personal and family support services, police, child protection and others, is one reason why many women remain in abusive and violent homes. 

· Brochures about family violence, including steps which can be taken by victims themselves and support which friends, family and colleagues can offer, many in community languages, are displayed throughout Council offices, service centres and other community agencies.

Advocacy: Informing governments of the need for increased services.

Many existing services lack sufficient resources to meet the needs of women who seek assistance, with the result that many are obliged to remain in violent or abusive homes - often because of such financial and material considerations. An important role for Council, as well as for other agencies and individuals, is to draw the attention of State and Federal governments to such deficiencies in the levels of available assistance and support, when issues arise or opportunities come to hand. 

Incorporation of family violence into relevant Council strategies and activities.

· The Family Violence Strategy and its aims have been incorporated into the Community Plan, Municipal Wellbeing Plan, while methods for responding supportively to indications of violence and abuse have been incorporated into the practices of the Maternal and Child Health Service. 

Collaboration: working with community groups to strengthen responses to family violence. 

Through its close contact with the community, local government is often able to offer practical support to community groups and agencies involved in responding to family violence. 

· Some of this work is being carried out in collaboration with regional networks, whose members include workers from local organizations and family violence services.
· Council is examining ways in which it can support community initiatives and projects which provide support for people who have experienced family violence, inform the public about this issue, or which seek to change attitudes to family violence and to women.
· Council is working with other councils to explore ways to share the lessons learned from their experiences, through its participation in inter-Council networks and through liaison with regional councils. With such collaboration and community-wide activities, councils and community groups can unite their efforts and extend the reach of their limited resources.
Service Delivery Initiatives. 

Through its family services and maternal and child health units, Council provides services to prevent family violence and support those experiencing such abuse.
ADVICE AND ASSISTANCE

A brief selection of services which offer advice and practical assistance is set out below. Among them are services which can offer advice and support to people experiencing violence or abuse, as well as organisations which offer support in relation to housing, legal matters and other issues.
Advice for women in 
languages other than English
8413 6800 or 1800 755 988 [Weekdays 8a.m.-5 p.m.]
Immigrant Women's Domestic Violence Service

Immediate assistance for women
9322 3555 or 1800 015 188 [24 hours]
Women’s Domestic Violence Crisis Service

Advice and assistance for women 
9791 6111 or 1800 357 397 [Weekdays 8 a.m.–5 p.m.]
in the south-east suburbs
0400 503 338 [Weekdays 5 p.m.–10 p.m. , Weekends 10 a.m.–5 p.m.]

WAYSS Family Violence Crisis Service

Advice about sexual assault
9594 2289 or 1800 806 292 [24 hours]

South East Centre Against Sexual Assault

Advice for children
1800 55 1800 [24 hours]

Kids Help Line

Police or ambulance
000 [24 hours]

Housing

Help in finding somewhere to live
9792 0750 [24 hours]

Hanover Housing Services

Legal Help

Free legal assistance
9562 3144 [Weekdays 9 a.m.–5 p.m.]

Springvale Monash Legal Service

Advice about Intervention Orders 
9767 1300

and court matters
[Weekdays 9 a.m.–5 p.m.]

Dandenong Magistrates’ Court

Aboriginal Family Violence 
9244 3333 or 1800 105 303
Prevention and Legal Service
[Weekdays 9 a.m.–5 p.m.]

Telephone Interpreter service
Ring 131 450 and state your language [24 hours]

FURTHER INFORMATION

Further information about family violence and abuse, and what can be done to prevent such crimes or assist those experiencing violence, is available from brochures, books and websites. Information about these resources and how to obtain them, is presented here.

Brochures: Free-of-charge, from Council, on 9239 5300, or the Domestic Violence Resource Centre, on 9486 9866.

· Is Someone You Know Being Abused in a Relationship?

 [Available in Vietnamese, Russian, Croatian, Serbian, Turkish, Spanish, Somali, Arabic, Dinka, Dari and Chinese]
Books: Available for loan from the Springvale or Dandenong Libraries.

· When Violence Begins at Home, by K. J. Wilson

· Invisible Wounds: a self-help guide for women in destructive relationships, by Kay Douglas

· To be an Anchor in the Storm: a guide for families and friends of abused women, by Susan Brewster

· Breaking Free from Partner Abuse, by Mary Marececk

Websites

GENERAL SOURCES OF INFORMATION AND ADVICE

Domestic Violence Resource Centre
www.dvirc.org.au
Australian site with extensive information about family violence, support services, women’s stories and other information.

In Touch Multicultural Centre Against Family Violence 
www.intouch.asn.au/
Victorian site which provides culturally sensitive programs including a crisis service to women and children experiencing family violence, recovery groups and counseling, community education, professional development and advocacy..

Australian Domestic Violence Clearinghouse
www.austdvclearinghouse.unsw.edu.au/
Australian site featuring a database of books, articles, training materials, videos and other information about family violence; details of current and previous programs; news about family violence, links to other internet sites; and publications about family violence issues and research.

INFORMATION AND ADVICE FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Kids Help Line
www.kidshelp.com.au
Australian site featuring internet counseling, advice and information about services and supports for young people.

‘Bursting the Bubble’ 

www.burstingthebubble.com
Australian site about family violence, for young people. Includes stories about family violence, as well as advice on how young people can respond to family violence, how they can assist a friend, how to seek professional assistance and details of available services.

Love the Good the Bad and the Ugly: a guide on love, respect and abuse in relationships

http://lovegoodbadugly.com/
Australian site directed to young people, exploring the nature of violence and abuse in relationships, the importance of trust and respect in healthy relationships, as well as practical information about responding to abuse within a relationship, including available services.

Child Protection Services

www.cyf.vic.gov.au/child-protection-family-services/library/contacts
Victorian Department of Human Services site which includes a section outlining child protection services in the State, as well as the wider range of support services for children and families.

National Association for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect

www.napcan.org.au/
Australian site featuring information and advice about child abuse, parenting, family functioning, child safety and other issues of child welfare, plus written and video information.

INFORMATION ABOUT POLICING AND GOVERNMENT POLICIES 

Victoria Police

www.police.vic.gov.au/content.asp?Document_ID=10441
This section of the Victoria Police website details about the prevention of, and response to, family violence; the Police Code of Practice; and various resources and publications.

Victorian Office of Women’s Policy – Women’s Safety
www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/women/womens-safety
Includes an account of the Victorian Women’s Safety Strategy, which incorporates the efforts of several government departments to improve women’s safety, in a single strategy framework.

