NATIONAL ABUSE FREE CONTACT CAMPAIGN
 

NAFCC is a national (and international) coalition of organizations who have formed to advocate on behalf of women and children going through the Family Court system with concerns about domestic violence and child abuse.
 
Proposed Family Law Changes – unsafe for women and children
 

The Family Law Amendment (Shared Parental Responsibility) Bill 2005 has recently been tabled in Federal Parliament.

Key recommendations include: 

·       Use of the term ‘equal shared’ parental responsibility rather than the term ‘joint parental responsibility’ to describe the presumption of the sharing of major decisions about a child by both parents;

·       An obligation to consider whether it is in the best interests of the child and reasonably practical for a child to spend
‘equal time’, not just ‘substantial’ time with both parents;

·       Provision for family law courts to directly access reports about investigations into violence and abuse conducted by State and Territory agencies;

·       A specific cost provision where the court is satisfied that there are reasonable grounds to believe a person has knowingly made a false allegation; and

·       The development of accreditation standards for Family Relationship Centres, family dispute practitioners, and contact centres as a mater of urgency.

These changes will significantly increase the risk of further violence and abuse to women and children escaping from violent relationships.

Despite national and international research repeatedly confirming that violence is prevalent, severe and under-reported in family breakdown disputes the proposed changes create further barriers to women and children achieving safety and in fact will penalise women who raise concerns about their and their children’s safety.

The facts
 
The 1996 ABS National Women’s Safety Survey found that 23% of women who had ever been in a married or defacto relationship had been subjected to family violence.

 
A 2004 survey found that 34% of women who ever had a spouse, partner or boyfriend had been subjected to violence by their male partner (Mouzos & Makkai. Women’s Experiences of Male Victimisation. Findings from the Australian Component of International Violence Survey).

 
The annual domestic violence death toll in Australia was 76 adults and 23 children in the 2002-03 financial year. 78% of murdered women die as a result of Domestic Violence.

 The Private Nature of Violence against Women
 
Approximately 40% of women subjected to violence by their current partner do not disclose their experience to anyone (ABS 1996).

 
95% of women abused by their current partner did not report their last experience of abuse to the police (ABS, 1996).

 
75% of women abuse by their previous partner did not report abuse to the police (ABS, 1996).

 
According to the Australian Institute of Criminology 14% of women victimised by their partners reported to the police or judicial authorities (Mouzos & Makkai, 2004).

 
42% of previously partnered single women report experiencing violence, mostly from their ex-partner (ABS 1996; McInnes 2001).

The Myth of False allegations
 
Child Abuse:

 
“Child abuse allegations in the context of family law proceedings have been analysed in four Australian studies. These examinations find that allegations rarely are made for tactical advantage, false allegations are rare, the child abuse often takes place in families where there is also domestic violence, and such allegations rarely result in the denial of parental contact.” (Fact Sheet #1: “The myth of false accusations of child abuse.” Prepared by Michael Flood, March 2005)

 
Domestic Violence

The risk of domestic violence increases at the time of separation.

Women living with domestic violence often do not take out protection orders and do so only as a last resort. (Fact Sheet #2: The myth of women’s false accusations of domestic violence and misuse of protection orders. Prepared by Michael Flood, March 2005)

 
 

Family law should have a ‘safety-first’ approach when family violence is raised as an issue instead of creating new tests and fines for victims of violence.

 
These proposed changes are likely to be implemented in the near future. Urgent action is needed to stop this legislation being implemented.

 

What can you do?

 

Distribute this information to your networks.

Lobby your local Member of Parliament.

Write letters to the media.

 
Do not allow the voices of women and children to be silenced, and women’s and children’s safety to continue to be compromised in the Family Law system.

 

If you would like further information on domestic violence, child abuse, and the family law system, visit these websites:

 

Domestic Violence Clearing House. http://www.austdvclearinghouse.unsw.edu.au/topics/topics_pdf_files/family_law.pdf
Women’s Safety After Separation Website: http//:wsas.here.ws

National Council of Single Mothers and their Children: ncsmc@ncsmc.org.au
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