Violence against women: Updates, December 2007

While WEL, as a lobby group working for women, naturally focuses on violence inflicted upon women, we are concerned that there seems, in recent years, to be an increasing acceptance of violence against anyone perceived as weaker than or different from those inflicting it.  It is possible that this is now a more common factor in ‘violence against the person’ than once more usual pretexts of ‘uncontrollable passion’ or reactions to what is perceived as ‘provocation’.  

Certainly other people’s behaviour can upset, anger, thwart or  provoke us, not least those closest to us, and even those who cannot help their behaviour because of their illness, youth, age, disability or social disadvantage. But rather than excusing violent reactions, as our legal system more or less forces defence lawyers to try to do, we should surely be looking for ways to relieve the stresses on those who care for the young, the old, the ill, the disabled or disadvantaged.      

We have had child abuse, elder abuse, violence against the homeless, against recent migrants especially refugees, abuse of those suspected of connections with terrorists and violence against the disabled.

Women With Disabilities Australia

WWDA is the national peak organisation for women with disabilities and has recently published a Resource Manual on Violence Against Women With Disabilities. This Manual is made up of four booklets covering: narratives from women with disabilities who experience violence; a global review of violence against such women; information about domestic violence and women with disabilities and a guide for women's refuges to develop disability discrimination action plans.

Audio, e-text and Large Print PDF versions of the Booklets are included on a CD-ROM which accompanies the Manual.  The cost of the Manual is $22 which covers postage and handling costs.  Information and order forms can be accessed on the WWDA website: www.wwda.org.au
Family Violence Best Practice Project

WEL Victoria’s committee has officially supported this project’s excellent work on the discussion papers which led to the Victorian Family Violence Justice Reform Campaign.  The campaign asked that the necessary measures be incorporated in legislation and accompanying regulations as a whole package, not piecemeal over an extended period.   

A Draft Family Violence Bill 2007 has appeared and has been assessed by project staff.  Last month, a letter was sent on behalf of the campaign to the Attorney-General asking that consideration be given to delaying the Bill's introduction to Parliament by a few weeks to allow time to resolve the few outstanding issues identified in the draft Bill. 

The Judge on Sexual Assault

Judge Kelly’s recent questioning of the victim impact statement of a young man who, from the age of 13, was sexually assaulted by an older man, is relevant to many kinds of violence.  Suggesting that most people would just get over it, the judge referred to behaviour in British public schools and ancient Greek society, the latter, he claimed,  being ‘founded on young men being seduced in relationships with older men’. 

Apart from the effect these statements might have on other victims making complaints, Judge Kelly’s use of history is dubious.  Societies ‘founded on’ slavery allowed slaves to be sexually assaulted; most societies at some stage in their development allowed victors in war to rape the losers’ women; most also at some stage allowed the powerful to inflict horrific forms of torture and corporal or capital punishment on their enemies, criminals and inferiors who got too uppity, not least women.  All today’s ‘advanced’ civilisations could be said to be ‘founded’ on such practices, often in the name of religion.  

In various parts of the world these practices still persist, and in many cases the fact that the victims suffer is and has always been either irrelevant to the perpetrators’ aims or, conversely,  central to these, if not a source of satisfaction. Those who indulge in them do not believe their victims have a legal right to personal safety and choice.    

In our society, however, the law supports a belief that people have a right to choose their sexual and other relationships, but also that children and young adolescents and some others are not able to make a properly informed choice. Our laws and our culture do not condone mistreatment, including corporal punishment, of the weak. If, without the ability to choose, they are forced, intimidated or seduced into sexual or other physical contact this is likely to have an effect as shocking as rape has on an informed but non-consenting adult. It must be even more distressing when the perpetrator is someone they trusted or should be able to trust.  

Does Judge Kelly believe the judiciary should base future assessments of victim impact statements on the fact that, historically, women, children and, indeed, anyone without power survived practices our society no longer condones?  

UNIFEM

Priscilla Todd, a WEL International Alliance of Women representative and editor of the IAW journal has passed on the following:

Hello,

One in three women may suffer from abuse and violence in her lifetime. This is an appalling human rights violation. But we can put a stop to this.

As the Goodwill Ambassador of the United Nations Development Fund for Women, UNIFEM, I am asking you to "say NO to violence against women" by joining our internet-based global advocacy effort. Widespread participation by people in every country sends a strong message to governments around that world that ending violence against women must be a top priority.

Please help us demonstrate that hundreds of thousands, and even millions, demand action and insist on resources for programs that prevent, protect and provide services for survivors. How can you do it? By adding your name to our book ... by sending on to friends, family and colleagues so they can join.

I became UNIFEM's Goodwill Ambassador to amplify the voices of the women and girls who have been subjected to violence and abuse. That is why I was the first to sign up my name for this important campaign. Please add your name to mine. It's easy and it's fast. A special website has been created at http://www.saynotoviolence.org where you will be able to sign on.

The more names we collect, the stronger our case to put ending violence against women on the top of the agenda and making the world a safer place for women. Thank you for joining me.

Nicole Kidman, 

UNIFEM Goodwill Ambassador.

Amnesty International

We also received the following from Kate Lappin, Campaign Coordinator Amnesty, International Australia.

Hi Everyone,

As you might know Amnesty International Australia has been running a campaign, with the support of the sector, for a National Plan of Action (NPoA) to eliminate violence against women. Tanya Plibersek endorsed the campaign when it was launched in 2005 and the week before the election the ALP released their policy on the National Plan. So the NPoA is now policy!

But we don't want the campaign to end there. With your help we intend to produce a brief to the new government that outlines 14 key areas that must be included in a National Plan, provides examples of International Good Practice around those areas and identifies existing gaps in Australia.

Amnesty is holding forums on the issue in state capitals from 3-13 December and will document the feedback of participants.  Kate Lappin can be contacted for further information and/or with comments: Kate_Lappin@Amnesty.org.au

