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The Minister assisting the Prime Minister
on Women Affairs, Senator Jocelyn 
Newman, called a Domestic Violence
Forum in Canberra on the 23–24 
September. Kate Funder, AIFS Principal
Research Fellow, represented the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies at
the Forum which was attended by 
Commonwealth, State and Territory 
representatives, service providers and
representatives from non-government
organisations – about 150 in all. The
forum was chaired by Kathleen

Townsend, Head of the Department at
the Office of the Status of Women. Dr Di
Herriot, who is in charge of work on
domestic violence in that Office was
involved in the organising.

Recommendations put forward by
the Forum will be considered at the
Domestic Violence Summit in June 1997
which will be attended by Ministers –
Commonwealth, State and Territory –
and by relevant Heads of Departments.
Recommendations from the Summit 
will be considered by the Council of

Australian Governments and the Stand-
ing Committee of Attorney Generals.

The Forum was structured around
keynote speakers and working groups
divided into four streams to consider:
policy development for the provision
of services to victims of domestic 
violence; services to perpetrators; leg-
islative reforms; and the directions of
research and prevention programs. 
Proceedings of the Forum will be made
available in the near future.

provide contact numbers, summarise the
relevant legislation and outline the role of
the police and the availability and func-
tions of women’s services. 

Practitioners working in relevant fields
had further suggestions for improving
access of services and provision of infor-
mation. These included: supplying to
women who arrive in Australia with little
or no family support the phone number of
a woman from their own background who
can act as a mentor; disseminating infor-
mation on domestic violence issues and
services (including phone numbers) by
advertising in the most prominent com-
munity-language media; and educating
children within the school system about
domestic violence, perhaps with pam-
phlets in different languages. 

There is also a critical need for more
refuge accommodation, and for an expan-
sion of funding to refuges. Refuges must
tackle issues of cultural difference, either
by modifying existing practices in refuges
catering for people of many cultures, or by
establishing ethno-specific refuges. At the
very least, there is a need for more multi-
lingual practitioners and a greater appre-
ciation of different customs and values,
with the food requirements of various
immigrant groups taken into account. 
Liaison with ethnic agencies and cultural
sensitivity training for shelter practitioners
could help to make refuges more palatable
for immigrant victims. More counselling
services are needed in languages other
than English, and more bilingual follow-up
practitioners should be available for ethnic
women when they move out of the
refuges. 

In recent years the immigration laws
have been changed to assist domestic 
violence victims by ensuring that they will
not be deported. From April 1991 victims
were allowed to apply for permanent 
resident status on domestic violence
grounds. At that stage, however, the pro-
visions only applied to women who had
taken out a domestic violence order against
their partners, or whose partners had been 
convicted of physical assault. Fiancées
were added to these special provisions in
December 1992 (Mottee 1992; Bowrey
1992). However, this provision only 

protected those who were prepared to
take legal action. In July 1995 the provi-
sions were again liberalised, so that women
only had to make a statutory declaration,
and secure similar declarations from two
competent professionals in different fields.
Provision was also made for situations in
which the sponsoring spouse had abused
another family member, as suggested by
the Australian Law Reform Commission
(1994). 

These are moves in the right direction,
but need to be followed through. It is
important that policy-makers and profes-
sionals recognise that physical violence is
only one end of a wide spectrum of abuse.
There is also a need for more flexibility by
DIMA. As proposed by the Law Reform
Commission, provisions should apply to
women who are sponsored as fiancées in
cases where the engagement is broken
because of the sponsor’s violence.

The Future?

Survivors and practitioners have conveyed
a picture of the special issues and experi-
ences that immigrant women may
encounter which doubly jeopardise their
right to a life safe from violence. Their 
isolation emerges as the key to under-
standing a lot about what distinguishes
their victimisation. It is isolation that 
provides a greater scope for much of the
violence, especially economic, emotional
and sexual, and it is isolation that prevents
the women from getting out. If some of the
recommendations presented in this paper
are implemented, then that isolation will be
countered with information and resources,
and the promise of a better future for
immigrant women in Australia can become
a realistic aim.
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