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Submission for the Royal Commission into Family Violence,

based on my personal experience.

| have found that the main barriers to a violence free society, reduction and elimination of
family violence, the building of family relationships, community rejection of family violence
and the support and safety of adults and children who have been affected by family violence
are that those who have been violent are not accountable for their actions, and that
something beyond behaviour change programmes is needed for those who refuse to change

their behaviour.

At present, perpetrators of abuse may find they lose the privilege of living with their family,

however, that is the beginning and end of all consequences.

Survivors are the ones who have to do the research, the child protection, the legal work, the
proof, the counselling, the children’s counselling, the family finances and welfare, the

repairs of people and property.

Abusers fill their time with stalking and harassment, and if they keep it to a nuisance level,
all they ever get is a call from the police asking them to stop. There is no arrest, even when

they are breaching an intervention order.

When an abuser uses child access to harass other family members, and access is suspended,

the survivors then have to give the abuser make-up time.
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If I had been informed when | first sought counselling about the various forms of abuse used by
violent partners, and what support systems were available should | decide to leave, there is a
chance that | would have been more able to have made that choice at that point. Instead |
started thinking there was something wrong with me, because | was trying so hard, but my
relationship wasn’t working. | had logical reasons to be unhappy, but my abuser kept insisting it

was my fault because | was unintelligent, naive, incompetent and mentally unstable.

It would be beneficial for there to be mandatory reporting from teachers, doctors, police,
Centrelink workers, counsellors, veterinarians and charity workers. Family and friends of the
victim contacting this service should also be taken seriously. This department should be run
parallel to Child Protection, if anything went to Family Court, or to Magistrates Court (e.g.
Intervention Orders) it should be given priority over any other consideration when orders are

being drafted.

If Child Protection attend a residence to check on a child’s welfare, they SHOULD NOT ATTEMPT

TO INTERVIEW THE VICTIM WHILST SHE IS IN THE SAME ROOM AS THE ABUSER!

When my child and | were still living with the abuser, Child Protection came to interview us,

asking me questions about my safety WITH HIM RIGHT THERE, STARING ME DOWN AND

SMIRKING, so naturally, | was not in a position to ask for help or relay my fears to them, as |

knew there would be consequences, however | had no possibility of knowing what the severity or

duration of those consequences would be.

There was no follow up call, or visit.
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e | suggest that there should be a ‘Pregnancy Retreat’, service available. It could be suggested
by Health Care workers/counsellors to pregnant women at any stage of the pregnancy.
Abusers sometimes control victims’ access to contraceptives, prohibiting their use, punishing

the woman if she becomes pregnant; and prohibiting termination.

A Pregnancy Retreat would give a woman respite from stressors at any point of her

pregnancy (without visitors) in order for her to make autonomous decisions regarding her

body and her future. This would include the option (through women’s shelters/support

groups) to not return to an unsafe situation.

e |t would be so helpful if there were a programme that assisted survivors to find work with an
understanding employer.
As a survivor, working is so important to feel strong and self reliant again. It is wonderful to
be able to socialise and have some normalcy, to be able to have a task in front of you that is
not associated with picking up the pieces, mourning the life that was wasted and legal

paperwork.

The obstacles are that there are court days to attend, therapy appointments, legal

appointments and sometimes PTSD affects work performance.

All workplaces should have Family Violence leave; and strategies such as security and privacy

measures in place for dealing with stalkers.

Work needs to be a place where survivors can say they are going through/emerging from

Family Violence without worrying that they will be discriminated against.
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closed, are fraught with dangers, and abusers relish the opportunity to harass victims when they

are isolated.

The abuser’s family members should not be able to be the supervisors of child access. Either the

abuser intimidates them into silence, or they are active participants in the abuse.

Unsupervised access is used to intimidate the child. Without the protective parent present, the

child is at the mercy of the abuser, and feels that nobody is on their side.

Children who have emerged from family violence and are court ordered to attend access visits
have difficulty socialising, as every second weekend is prohibitive (other parents do not want
their child to be visiting an abusive individual’s residence, and the abuser tends to invent excuses

to exclude their child from social events in order to isolate them and harass the other parent.)

Therefore, my child was unable to join any form of club which held events on weekends, as it

could not be guaranteed that he would be permitted to attend on a regular basis.

Victims’ cases should be automatically adjourned if they do not have a support person with them

who is independent from their legal team.

| found that my lawyers could not advise me of what course of action to take. Too late, | found
the only way to protect my child was for me to be fully cognisant of the Family Violence Act of
1975 and its subsequent amendments. It then fell to me to make a decision, based on what |
thought the Act protected my child from, but this was often stymied by lawyers informing me
that “the Court doesn’t do it that way”, which made it appear as though the Act was a flimsy

guideline which wasn’t being taken seriously.
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e | have had solicitors telling me that the Family Law magistrates operate on a circuit, and that |
had little chance of altering my Final Orders through Change of Circumstances or other means, as
the magistrate who had written them kept an eye on cases coming up, and if he spotted one that
he had previously presided over, then he would ensure that he was the only magistrate dealing
with those particular orders. | was told: “He doesn’t like people messing with his orders, if you try

to alter them; you risk your child having to spend extra time on access visits.

e  When my child disclosed events or behaviours which frightened or disturbed him, | would inform
his counsellor, my lawyer and Child Protection. It was always a Catch-22 situation. If | withheld
access, then | was breaching Final Orders. If | allowed an access visit, then | wasn’t acting

protectively.

If | had safety concerns, yet sent my child; then, my lawyer told me; the Court would take the

view that my concern was not significant.

If I had safety concerns and withheld access, then there were legal consequences involving “make
up time”, which meant that my child had to attend access two weekends in a row, or for an extra
week in the holidays. A larger block of time without a break from the abuser, was as distressing

for my child as the event that caused me to withhold access.

Several people, including myself, contacted Child Protection with safety concerns. Child
Protection said that if | had concerns about my child’s safety, yet sent him on an access visit, then
| would be the one under investigation for placing him in harm’s way by complying with Final

Orders, and sending him into an unsafe situation.
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Perpetrators of abuse should be required to provide their current address, contact details and
vehicle registration numbers (including work vehicles and vehicles they borrow/hire) to police.

These details should be updated regularly.

In cases of Family Violence, the Final Orders for Family Court should not include Equal Shared
Parental Responsibility, as abusers almost exclusively use this to harass and stalk victims long
after they have escaped the relationship. It gets used to track children in schools when they have
moved away for reasons of safety. It gets used to deny children medical treatment and
medication. It gets used to force the victim to keep children attending private schools which the

victim cannot afford, and the abuser will not contribute to.

Final Orders for Family Court should also not require the victim to provide email, address or
phone numbers to their abusers. All of these details can be used to stalk the victim. Bluetooth on
mobile phones can be used to track a victims movements, leaving them vulnerable. IP addresses

can be found via knowledge of an email address/social media, again leaving a victim vulnerable.

If a Child Counsellor finds that a child is having their trauma reinforced by having to carry the
perpetrator’s surname, then the protective parent should be able to change the child’s name for
them without having to seek permission from the abuser or having to alert the abuser to the fact

that the child’s name is to be changed.

Teachers, Health Workers and Counsellors should be able to independently make statements
regarding their concerns about a child’s continuing access with an abusive parent and whether

they consider it to be detrimental to the child’s development.
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Legal advisers consistently told me that the court would disregard my child saying he felt unsafe
visiting his father. | was told that due to his age, his assertions were unreliable. Yet how is

anybody to know what is happening behind closed doors between a child and an abuser?

I was told that | ‘just needed it in writing from an independent professional that contact with his
father was directly harmful’ for me to have a chance at protecting my child from unsupervised

Visits.

There were many education and health professionals who were deeply concerned for my child’s
safety and wellbeing, and were willing to do all they could to protect him, however, the
Departments of Education and Health prevented them from providing any such assistance unless
they were subpoenaed by the Family Court. Unfortunately, in Family Court, it seems that the

opportunity for subpoenaing witnesses doesn’t present itself.

e Child Protection should reassess what is a ‘normal’ environment for a particular child after

their Protective Parent removes them from a violent family life.

In cases of Family Violence, Intervention Orders should not have to be renewed. It is traumatic
enough to turn up to court at the same time as the abuser for the initial application. Abusers
frequently use the court waiting room as an opportunity to intimidate the victim over and over,
especially as both victim and abuser are waiting in the same building for up to eight hours. That’s
eight hours of the victim moving from chair to chair, and room to room, with the abuser

following them.

Arriving at, and leaving the courthouse are also dangerous, as the victim has no protection from

the abuser at these times. Abusers use these moments to follow victims, prevent them from
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entering the courthouse, find out what car they’re driving and its registration and harass their

support people.

Additionally, abusers tend not to grow tired of harassing their victim, sometimes going as far as
to quit their jobs in order to obsessively pursue their victim. This behaviour can continue for many
years. Abusers will often revert to directly harassing their victims the day an Intervention Order

expires. (This happened in my case.)

e Intervention Orders, and Interim Intervention Orders in cases of Family Violence; should
automatically include the victim’s friends, family and associates, since abusers tend to target
people around the victim once the victim leaves and takes out a conventional Intervention
Order. Abusers will sometimes target the victim’s family, friends, workmates and Safe House

providers (such as - on the same day as an Intervention Order is taken out.

It is an exhausting, expensive and unfair process, currently, when one abuser can cause a
large number of people to have to individually take out successive Intervention Orders
against them. Elderly people in my family were targeted, and were either not physically able
to attend court to apply for Intervention Orders, or waiting for hours in a courthouse was

incredibly painful.

e |t should be illegal for the non-custodial parent to remove other people’s documents (such as
Birth Certificates) from the custodial parents’ home. This is very common behaviour for
abusers at the time of separation. They take children’s Birth Certificates, Passports and
Health Records, which are required by the custodial parent for the children’s basic needs,
such as schooling, childcare and immunisations. It is not done out of concern for the children,

or because the non-custodial parent requires the documents. It is done as a form of control,
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and purely to maliciously inconvenience the victim. There is also the concern that these

documents will be used for the purposes of identity theft.

e All breaches of Intervention Orders should be taken seriously.

e Family Reports in cases of Family Violence should have victim and abuser interviewed on
separate days. Equal time should be allocated to both parties. When | went to the Forensic
Psychiatrist for my Family Report, my abuser went first, used up the bulk of the time
allocated for both interviews, and | could hear him screaming and yelling from the waiting
room, which had no lock. When it was my turn, | spent my interview frightened for the safety
of my child (who was required to be there) and my support person, as there was nobody else

in the building to protect them.

e Both victim and abuser should be required to disclose whether friends or family work for a
government department. Anybody known to either should not have authority to access the
victim’s personal information. | am aware of instances where women continually had to flee
their abusers because successive new addresses of theirs were repeatedly provided to

abusers.

Safety Suggestions
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| think that Public Toilets, Doctors Offices, Maternity Wards, Maternal and Child Health Clinics,
Train Station Waiting Rooms, Libraries, Kindergartens, Playgroups, Schools, Universities, TAFEs
and Counselling Rooms should have information on safety, phone numbers of support groups

and services, and information on what constitutes abusive behaviour.

If somebody purchases two mobiles on the one plan, the provider company should alert the
secondary phone regularly that their calls and SMSs may have the number they originated from

sent to the primary phone.

On the day that | saw an Intervention Order Officer, a few of my friends called my mobile, which |
didn’t answer, suspecting that it was my abuser. Each of them later told me that seconds after
they hung up, my abuser rang them, telling them | was fine. | had never passed on these numbers
to my abuser, so it was not coincidental. This tactic put my friends through a lot of trauma, as

they instantly assumed he had killed me.

Whilst | was applying for the Intervention Order, a security guard informed the officer and me

that my abuser had entered the courthouse and was ‘walking around like he owned the place,

opening every courtroom door, demanding to see the Intervention Order Officer’.

| was told this was ‘textbook’ abusive behaviour, and that he’d probably used my phone to track

my whereabouts.

When victims escape their abuser, they should be informed how to keep themselves safe.
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E.g.: Change mobile phone and sim; do not use Bluetooth, or disable it; get a private and unlisted

phone number;

Alert landlord/mortgage lender about situation, and find new accommodation;

Alert essential services (water, electricity etc.) about situation, and change provider;

Remove self from electoral roll, become silent voter;

Close or cease to use social media;

Do not disclose any information about new contact details to anybody who knows the abuser,

because anybody can be manipulated into telling the abuser information which can be used to

stalk the victim;

Change doctors;

If victim has a vehicle, sell it and purchase another, or paint it and get a new registration plate;

Inform Centrelink of situation and ask to speak to a social worker. Disclose any incorrect

information Centrelink/Child Support/Medicare may have as a result of the abusive relationship;

Alert bank to situation, change account details, pin numbers and passwords;

Get P.O. Box and redirect all mail there for a year to be sure that no private mail can be

intercepted.
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Education Suggestions

e If there had been information sessions on Family Violence at my High School, | would perhaps
have recognised this behaviour as manipulative. Instead | put it down to immaturity, social
awkwardness and depression. Schoolchildren need to be informed about what constitutes
abusive behaviour. They need to be informed that any abuse can be damaging, not just extreme
forms, and that all abuse should be reported. Nothing should be minimised. If it feels wrong or
uncomfortable to you, then it is not trivial. Whether behaviour is socially considered abusive is
relative to people’s experience and upbringing. What should be focussed on; is what is legally

considered to be abuse.

e Neighbourhood Watch groups should have training in what organisations to refer concerned
people to, and what constitutes Family Violence, so that they don’t feel helpless to tackle this
area. All they need do is report to police. At least that is more evidence to combat abusers, and

could be helpful in the case of Intervention Orders and Child Protection.

e If my family and friends were aware of what constituted Family Violence and knew who they

could contact for assistance and advice, then | may only have had to leave once.

e |t is important for victims to connect with each other. Abuse and isolation make you socially
awkward, and it is a relief to spend time in an understanding environment, and drop concerns

about negotiating social mores.
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After | became more confident about revealing what | had been through, | spoke about it more
with friends and acquaintances. My revelations led to others feeling more comfortable about
talking about their own experiences. It was eye-opening to realise just how many people | knew
had been sexually assaulted/had had abusive partners/had grown up with Family Violence and
had never told anyone before, or had never reported the abuse.

A victim may not recognise an abuser’s behaviour as abusive, because they are conditioned over

time to believe that they deserve the abuse.

What they don’t realise is that every time they suffer ‘punishment’, the abuser is immediately
fantasising about the next punishment. The abuser just keeps pushing the boundary in order to
gain ground and ‘win’ control, and see what they can get away with. The ‘punishment’ is the
goal, the excuse for it is not important. This is why it is so hard for victims to work out what they

are doing ‘wrong’.

Sometimes it is not the blanket terms of what constitutes abuse which inform a victim they are
being abused. However, an anecdote of specific behaviours or a particular turn of phrase of
someone who has been identified as an abuser may trigger a spark of recognition in a victim that
helps them identify abusive behaviours which are mirrored by somebody in their family. It can be

a case of ‘not seeing the forest for the trees’.

e New Australians need to be informed of laws which protect them from/prevent them from

committing Family Violence.
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Support workers for New Australians need to be informed about cultural differences and
sensitivities, as well as the possibility that a woman’s overseas family members may be under

threat if she leaves due to them not being protected by law.

| believe that perpetrators of abuse use the same methods of control that are used by cult

leaders, and that is why it is so difficult for victims to recognise it as abuse.

A victim’s family, friends and support workers are all affected by helping her escape abuse. It
puts them at risk of harm and harassment, traumatises them and affects their physical and

emotional wellbeing.

A theory has emerged about mammoths. A lot of female and infant mammoth skeletons
show horrific wounds that were inflicted on them by male mammoths. The theory runs that
primitive societies hunted the alpha males because they were larger, and one kill provided a
lot more food than killing an inferior specimen. The alpha males used to ward off the
undesirable males from the herd. Without the alpha males around, the inferior males

attacked the females and infants for sport and dominance.

| think humans are not too far removed from this behaviour. | think that young men and

teenage boys need male role models who advocate kindness as a character trait of strength.

Perhaps ambulance workers, doctors, social workers, fire-fighters, SES volunteers,
Community Legal Service workers, Lions and Apex members and other men who have chosen
a compassionate, community-minded path in life could work with schools to provide

mentoring groups to teenage boys. Reclaim what the term “alpha male” actually means.
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| was looking for a way out, but did not know how to go about it.

| was unhappy and unsure of myself. -made my friends and family feel uncomfortable
to visit or call me, as he would refuse to sit down when people were visiting me, and if | was
on the phone he would stand next to me and interject constantly, hijacking every

conversation.

If friends invited us out he would refuse to go, and sulk, face down on the bed, so that | felt
that there would be repercussions if | went out without him. He always insisted that he
never forbid me from seeing my friends or family, or them from seeing me. However, there
would always be some chore that he would insist | do which made me miss trains to visit
family. He started displaying increasing resentment towards my friends and family insisting

that they thought they were better than him.

Around this time he threatened to cheat on me if | didn’t behave in the way he wanted. He
would tell me how he planned to go about it and who he would do it with. | never knew
whether it actually happened, but he told me that one of his workmates was obsessed with
him and he had cheated on me with her a few times because she would do whatever he

wanted.

He would use various means to humiliate me, and threaten to film me and put it on the
internet if | didn’t do as | was told. He kept telling me he didn’t want to be in a relationship
with me, but when | agreed to end it, he would change his mind and tell me he wanted me
to stay. | was constantly off balance, and felt that if | left him, he would harass, blackmail

and cause me to be ostracised by my friends and family.



SUBM.0576.001.0031

| was miserable and isolated. | spoke to two different counsellors who both said | sounded

unhappy in my relationship and that | should consider leaving.

If | had been informed when | first sought counselling about the various forms of abuse used by
violent partners, and what support systems were available should | decide to leave, there is a
chance that | would have been more able to have made that choice at that point. Instead |
started thinking there was something wrong with me, because | was trying so hard, but my
relationship wasn’t working. | had logical reasons to be unhappy, but- kept insisting it was

my fault because | was unintelligent, naive, incompetent and mentally unstable.

-always said he didn’t want to be a father, yet refused to use contraceptives, and
didn’t want me to either. When | found out | was pregnant in-l decided to tell him,

hoping that that would end the relationship seeing as he was so averse to children.
| was wrong. It was used as yet another method to control me.

During the time | knew him,-almost never drove without speeding. He would brag
about the times that police stopped him and let him off with a warning. His method was to
be self-deprecating and submissive. | twice witnessed him trick officers into letting him off

without even a fine after reckless driving and speeding thirty kilometres over the limit.

He felt that he was superior and untouchable, and whilst | was pregnant, he liked to push his

there was any point in asking him to slow down or telling the police, as | felt that nobody

would listen.









