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Introduction

This discussion paper provides a brief overview on domestic violence statistics and issues rural
women face in Australia. Domestic violence and sexual violence are significant social and health
issues in Australia. It occurs across all ages, and all socioeconomic and demographic groups, but
predominantly affects women and children®. In addition, the impacts of domestic violence affect
extended families, friends, work colleagues and ultimately the broader community?. Domestic
violence also causes impacts on general health, including mental and physical health and body pain,
and these health impacts®. As a result, women who experience domestic violence use more health
services and have higher rates of hospitalisations, particularly the 34-39 age group®. Domestic
violence also has an economic cost, an estimated $21.7 billion a year (57.8 billion a year, comprising
health, administration and social welfare costs), much of which falls on to the victim to cover®.

There is evidence that the rates in rural and remote Australia are higher compared to those in major

” & js an understatement. Violence against women

cities, however, to say the information is “patchy
can be described in many ways, and laws in each state and territory have their own definitions,
which makes it difficult to make comparisons and get a clear picture of what is actually happening in
Australia’. Gaps in the data can also be attributed to inconsistent identification, capturing and

counting procedures between different data sets and jurisdictions; limited information about
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vulnerable populations who come into contact with justice, health, welfare and other support
services (for example, primary health care; emergency department care; drug and alcohol services;
mental health services; corrections, or income support) and the lack of data about pathways,
impacts and outcomes for victims, perpetrators and their children® °. Another problem with
assessing how much of a problem domestic violence is, is the fact that it remains under reported,
with an estimated 80-95% of self-reported victims of violence from a current partner not reporting
the violence to police®.

Many reports draw on the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Personal Safety Survey, the last
report of which was published in 2016 and did not provide data specifically on rural and remote
Australia. However, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) undertook a secondary
analysis of the ABS data and reported on it in the Family, domestic and sexual violence in Australia:
continuing the national story 2019*1. The data reinforces the differences in the rates of domestic
violence between rural and remote Australia and major cities. The ABS had planned to undertake
the survey again in 2020, but to date there has been no new release of new data, meaning that
many reports we see are based on data collected in 2015. A lot has happened over the last 6 years,
not least of which is a string of extreme weather events, drought, floods, bushfires, financial crisis
and recession, and now the Covid-19 pandemic.

Definition

The United Nations define violence against women as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results
in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including
threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or
private life’*?

Domestic violence includes physical, sexual, emotional and psychological abuse?3.

Family violence is usually a broader term referring to violence between family members as well as
intimate partners. It is often the preferred term used in the context of violence experienced in
Indigenous communities, involving a variety of kinship and marital arrangements*#.

What the statistics tell us

The ABS Recorded Crimes report (2020) shows that there has been a 13% increase in family and
domestic violence since 2019. The states and territories with the largest increase in the number of
sexual assault victims between 2019 and 2020 were: Western Australia (up 279 victims or 10%), New
South Wales (up 267 victims or 2%) and Queensland (up 261 victims or 5%)%.

In contrast to the ABS Recorded Crimes report, the Personal Safety Survey 2016 reports that over
the last decade the proportion of Australians (men and women) experiencing violence in the last 12
months declined from 8.3% in 2005 to 5.4% in 2016. Despite the decline, this still equates to
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significant numbers of people, 3.7 million men (41%) and 2.9 million women (31% or) that
experienced physical violence; and 1.7 million women (18%) and 428,800 men (4,7%) experienced
sexual violence.

In addition, the proportion of women who experienced partner violence in the previous 12 months
remained stable over the last decade (i.e., things have not changed) and the proportion of women
experiencing sexual harassment in the 12 months increased from 15% in 2012 to 17% in 2016 (i.e.,
things are a little worse). On average, one woman a week in Australia is killed by an intimate
partner?®,

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people experience violence at higher rates than the rest of the
population’. One in 7 (14%) Indigenous women had experienced physical violence in the previous
year and are less likely to report incidents to police or other authorities, Indigenous women were 32
times, and Indigenous men 23 times, as likely to be hospitalised due to family violence 8.

The AIHW also list several groups who are at higher risk than others of being victims of violence and
abuse. They include:

e Children

e Young women

e QOlder people

e People with disability

e People from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds

e lesbhian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer people (LGBTIQ+ people)
e Socioeconomically disadvantaged people

e Peoplein rural and remote Australia

Data at the State/ Territory level shows that in the Northern Territory on average there are 61
domestic and family violence incidents on a typical day and four domestic and family violence
related homicides per 100,000 people per year® and over the last year domestic violence and
assault in the NT has increased by 35.68%%.

Queensland police data shows that from July 1 last year to March 31 this year, officers responded to
113,779 domestic and family violence (DFV) occurrences, higher than the 107,000 cases reported
across the 2020 calendar year?.

In Western Australia family related offences (assault and threatening behaviour) has increased by
19.3% 2. In NSW the number of sexual assault incidents recorded by NSW Police increased by up
46% from February 2021 and 65% from March 2020 attributed to the heightened public attention on
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sexual assault and consent (rather than an increase in prevalence) 2. Victorian Police report an
increase of 6.7% family violence incidents in 2018-2019,29.8% of incidents had children recorded as
a withess?*.

With regards to Tasmania, domestic violence is not recorded as a separate indicator. In the Crime
Statistics Supplement 2019-2020 data the number of sexual assaults has declined 14% (34 offences)
from 240 in 2018-19 to 206 in 2019-20%. Data for the ACT was difficult to locate. Data reported in
the ABS Recorded Crime -Victims, Australia report in 2016 showed the rate of domestic violence in
Canberra had increased by 33 per cent from 2015 to 2016%.

In the Personal Safety Survey 2016 the ABS reported a decline in the proportion of people
experiencing violence. Given the snapshot of statistics highlighted above, it is hard to believe that
this would still be the case.

Rural and Remote Statistics

Data on the situation in rural and remote Australia is not only patchy, it is very limited and a lot of it
is outdated, and the search for data revealed few data sets that had direct comparison between
rural areas and major cities. However, the data that is available (i.e. in the public domain) shows
that there are significant issues, some of which were reported on 25 years ago and unfortunately
despite the increased awareness and changes in attitudes towards domestic violence?” these issues
still need to be addressed.

e The ABS Personal Safety Survey 2016 data (reported in the AIHW Family, domestic and sexual
violence in Australia: continuing the national story 2019 report) shows that 23% of women living
outside Major cities were more likely to have experienced violence from a current or previous
partner since the age of 15, compared with 15% of women living in Major cities?.

e Research undertaken in 2015 shows that the overall lifetime Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)
prevalence rate was 21.6%, with significant differences in rates from major cities (19.6%), inner
regional areas (24.4%) and other rural areas (26.1%). In addition, a history of IPV was significantly
associated with women being separated/divorced/widowed, having lower levels of education,
income hardship and limited available social support.?

e Domestic and family violence is the main reason women and children leave their home. In 2000
the Women'’s Services Network (WESNET) published a literature review. In this review they cite
unpublished data from the AIHW showing that from 1997-1998 women in remote areas were five
times more likely to be requiring Supported Accommodation Assistance see Table 1.3°
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Table 1 % of population requiring SAAP due to dv Australia 1997-1998 rates / 1000 population

Capital city | Other Large rural | Other rural | Remote Total

metro

centre
Female 4.29 4.39 9.95 6.18 20.86 5.42
Males 0.26 0.47 2.04 0.30 0.59 0.39

(Adapted from WESNET 2000)

e Fast forward nearly twenty years and the AIHW are still reporting that in 2017/2018 the rate of
homelessness is higher in remote areas and around 25% of clients from inner regional and outer
regional areas and 38% of those from remote/very remote areas reported domestic and family
violence as their main reason for seeking assistance, as compared with around one third (32%) of
SHS clients from major cities. Of note, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are over-
represented among SHS clients (27% of clients or almost 71,600) 42% in need of SHSs are
escaping DV313233

e People in Remote and Very remote Australia are 24 times as likely to be hospitalised for domestic
violence than people in Major cities. Women accounted for 80-87% of these hospitalisations®*.

e Despite the high numbers of rural inequalities reported, it is surprising to read that in terms of
self-reported general health or mental health women living in regional and rural areas affected
by Intimate Partner Violence self-reported health showed they were no more disadvantaged than
women in major cities®.

Natural disasters

Increases in domestic violence have been reported after a natural disaster and it continues months
and years following natural disasters including physical and psychological violence by men on
women and children, including sexual, financial and emotional abuse®. Anger has also been found to
be a significant issue for post disaster mental health and needs to be integrated routinely into post
disaster assessments®’.

Some theories as to why domestic and family violence increases after a natural disaster are that a
natural disaster unmasks existing domestic violence particularly when there is an expectation of
rural masculinity and the need for men to be seen to be coping, stoic and heroic3.
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The social norming that occurs in affected communities means that the violence is understood and
even condoned in a culture of denial (e.g. a significant proportion of the domestic violence that
became apparent after Black Saturday 2009 was both new and denied) and as a result reporting
does not increase as women are silenced*.

Women residing within high bushfire-affected communities experienced the highest levels of
violence up to seven times that of women in areas that had been only moderately or minimally
affected by the fires. These experiences are associated with post-disaster changes to income and
with post-traumatic stress disorder and depression symptoms among women“°,

Covid-19

One of the greatest concerns in the Covid-19 pandemic is the escalated risk faced by women and
children of family and domestic abuse who are geographically and socially isolated. Particularly as
rates of family and domestic violence are already higher in rural and remote areas, and access to
support services is limited, this risk is compounded further®'.

Women’s Safety NSW undertook a survey*? to find out what is happening with regards to domestic
violence and the Covid-19 pandemic in NSW. Survey participants were in Inner Metropolitan (15%),
Outer Metropolitan (30%), Regional (49%) and Rural/Remote (8%) locations. Key findings from the

survey showed that there a number of concerning issues are being noticed by service providers for
example:

o 45% stated that their client numbers have continued to rise since COVID restrictions began
to lift and when compared to this time last year.

o 80% have noticed an increase in the percentage of higher risk cases since the lifting of COVID
restrictions, identifying the worsening economic and financial impacts of COVID as a key
factor.

e 86% have noticed an increase in the complexity of client needs since the lifting of COVID
restrictions, also due to the economic and financial impacts of COVID.

Why violence against women remains more common in rural and
regional Australia?

Table 2 provides a list of specific challenges found in the literature that explain why rural women are
at higher risk and vulnerability to domestic violence®. They include social and cultural issues,
systemic and structural barriers.
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Table 2 Rural women’s challenges that contribute to higher risk and vulnerability

Social and Gender norms -
silencing and minimising
the problem

Conservative and
patriarchal attitudes
towards gender and family
roles and rural masculinity

Privacy.

Fear of stigma, shame,
community gossip, and
a lack of perpetrator
accountability deter
women from seeking
help.

Geographic isolation

Social isolation

Gun ownership

the ‘digital divide’ and
technology assisted
abuse

Lack of access to crisis
accommodation quality
alternative housing

Lack of services and
timely/relevant crisis
counseling

a lack of specialised
or culturally
appropriate services
(disability, CALD,
Indigenous

a lack of affordable legal
services (e.g., Legal Aid),
the higher cost of
service provision in non-
urban areas; longer
waits for services (e.g.,
court sitting times),
safety concerns in
relation to court
buildings.

Women from culturally
and linguistically diverse
(CALD) backgrounds face
language barriers, cultural
isolation, xenophobic
attitudes

Women with disabilities
are doubly disadvantaged
and isolated in regional,
rural and remote locations
with limited access to
transportation and
specialist services

Indigenous factors

Significant workforce
shortages and lack of
training in the rural

healthcare workforce

Lack of police presence or
long response time due to
geographical distance

Lack of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
support services

Lack of access to
transport or
expensive to travel

Complex financial
arrangements/ access to
finance

Single services being
responsible for large and
remote geographical
areas limiting access

Safety concerns for
individuals delivering
programs both in relation
to living in a small
community and
potentially visiting isolated
locations such as farms to
support clients

Natural disasters
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Conclusion

Domestic violence remains a significant issue in Australia. Whilst evidence is hard to locate, there is
data to demonstrate that women in rural and remote Australia have higher rates of domestic
violence and face additional challenge to their female counterparts in major cities. And as Karen
Baxter points out:

There seems little doubt that many of the difficulties faced by victim/survivors and services in rural
contexts differ in degree, not kind, when compared to their urban counterparts®,

Despite rural and remote women being identified as a high-risk group in many publications, the
Fourth Action Plan 2019-2022 of the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their
Children 2010-2022 makes no mention of the rates or severity of family and domestic abuse against
women and children in regional, rural and remote communities®. A significant gap.

Given that the research is repeating (or reinforcing?) the issues and challenges that rural and remote
women face that have been reported for over two decades, there is an urgent need for ongoing and
significant investment in rural and remote communities specifically for®:

An investment in prevention strategies
Accessible services

Crisis and transitional accommodation
Affordable housing

Affordable legal aid

Transport

Specialised case management
Perpetrator services and interventions
Health, police and first responder training
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The tragic thing of all is that domestic violence is preventable®’.
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