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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.20 pm]: We recently considered the Restraining Orders 
Amendment Bill, and I would like to make some comments tonight about violence against women and the 
challenges we face in protecting certain groups of women. In doing so, of course, I would like to acknowledge 
that this is an area of policy that governments have been grappling with legislatively to protect women since at 
least the 1980s, proving just how difficult it is and what a multifaceted challenge it is for us all.  

It is estimated that one in three women has experienced physical violence in Australia, and one in five has 
experienced sexual violence. Those statistics are chilling. We know that the majority of cases are perpetrated by 
men against women and their children. We know that women are mostly assaulted in their home—often 
repeatedly—by a man they know and with whom they are or were engaged to. Intimate partner homicides 
account for one in five homicides nationally. When violence occurs between current partners, more than one-
quarter of incidents involve children witnessing the violence. In situations of violence between former partners, 
children are witnesses to more than one-third of cases.  

We know older women experience violence and abuse at a rate that is 2.5 times greater than for older men. 
Almost one in four children in Australia has witnessed violence against their mothers or stepmothers. Also, there 
is a higher occurrence of adult partner violence and child abuse, estimated to be between 30 per cent and 60 per 
cent. For some subgroups of women there are few or no statistics on the percentage who report incidents, or on 
the percentage of reports that are prosecuted.  

I recently attended the launch of the national plan to reduce violence against women and their children, and 
represented Hon Kate Ellis, Minister for the Status of Women, who is responsible for the plan. This plan is a 
nationwide initiative for all states and territories, partnering with the federal government. There is genuine 
concern, as there has been for many years, about the continuing and still hidden rate of violence against women 
in Australia, and this national partnership reflects that concern and ongoing determination to deal with it. 

Based on the statistics we have, we know that some women are more at risk than others. I say “based on the 
statistics we have” because, as the Commissioner of Police, Karl O’Callaghan, said in the Western Australia 
Police “Family and Domestic Violence Strategy 2009–2011” — 

Research has shown available statistics do not illustrate the true extent of the problem, with the majority 
of incidents going unreported each year.  

Figures indicate that an Aboriginal woman is 10 times more likely to die from assault, for example, than a non-
Aboriginal woman, and 30 times more likely to be hospitalised for injuries caused by violence. But that is not the 
only group identified as having particular vulnerabilities, as I will mention in a moment.  

I would like to now refer to a paper that was presented by the Chief Justice of New South Wales, Hon James 
Spigelman, AC, in April 2010 called “Violence against women: the dimensions of fear and culture”. It was the 
inaugural address to the law, governance and social justice forum at the Faculty of Law at the University of New 
South Wales. This paper canvassed a wide range of issues including freedom from fear, which he described as a 
forgotten freedom and which is of particular significance in any discussion about women who experience, or 
experience the threat of, violence, in particular domestic violence. The paper also considered the cultural and 
social basis for violence against women. He spoke in particular on increasing migration from some parts of Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East, and he said sexist traditions in some cases are a real barrier to protecting these 
women when they move and settle in Australia. It is also a barrier for them in accessing support or reporting 
domestic violence. I know in discussing the cultural dimension that there are sensitivities, but having said that, I 
do not accept that any cultural values or beliefs justify domestic violence against women anywhere in the world, 
and most definitely not in Australia. Those working to protect women from domestic violence and prevent it as 
part of the national plan, which I referred to earlier, recognise these particular vulnerabilities of women. The plan 
has six national outcomes. Outcome 1.3, which I will refer to, outlines three strategies. The overall strategy is 
advancing gender equality, but it also refers to more particular challenges for particular groups of women. It 
states, in part — 

Other factors contribute to gender equality, such as where women from culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities have difficulties accessing the paid workforce or higher education. Broader social 
policy initiatives that address gender inequality and improve the status of women are critical to reducing 
violence against women. 

It also states — 
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The unequal distribution of power and resources between women and men and adherence to rigid or 
narrow gender roles and stereotypes reflects gendered patterns in the prevalence and perpetration of 
violence … If the woman’s partner is engaged in controlling behaviour, she is six times more likely to 
experience physical violence. 

As I said, we know that there are challenges in protecting and helping women from particular backgrounds 
access domestic violence services and the laws that we have in place. That particularly applies to some of the 
women I have mentioned. Justice Spigelman also spoke in his paper about honour killings, another aspect of 
domestic violence against women that he says is now beginning to confront the Australian legal system, and no 
doubt contributes to the statistics that I mentioned earlier that one in five homicides occur in intimate 
relationships.  

I would like to use this opportunity to refer to the work of Carol Kaplanian. Some members may be aware of the 
work she has done because it has received some coverage in the press. I recently met with her. She is a young 
Jordanian woman living in Western Australia who is completing her PhD at the University of Western Australia, 
in collaboration with the Centre for Muslim States and Societies and the department of social work and policy, 
exploring violence and honour killings from a cultural perspective. This, of course, is a very new area of research 
in Australia. As Justice Spigelman said, it is a new area that the Australian legal system has to come to terms 
with. Carol told me that she is not aware of anyone else in Australia who is doing this work. She said that it is an 
emerging issue due to some cultural aspects of the migrant populations that are arriving in Australia. It is the 
inheritance, she described it, of some new migrants. As I said, she is Jordanian and has only moved to Australia 
as a young adult. She said that there have been honour killings in Perth, but that is not the only issue; the bigger 
issue is that these women can find themselves living in homes in fear of their father or other male members of 
their family because of the culture and the attitudes towards women. That resonates with what Justice Spigelman 
said about freedom from fear. Carol is developing a legal educational model that will be used to assist women 
and to support them to address these issues. I should note also that Carol’s thesis examines policies surrounding 
honour killings in Jordan and Pakistan, and her data collection dates back to interviews and court documents in 
1980. Carol, who is now studying in Western Australia, also works with the WA Police regarding issues 
surrounding cultural violence, and lectures at the Western Australia Police Academy on the topic of honour 
killings. In closing, I would like to thank her for taking the time to speak to me about this emerging issue which, 
as I said, Justice Spigelman has identified as a new challenge to Australia’s legal system and to those concerned 
about domestic violence and protecting women and children. 
 


