
 

 

Developing an ACT crisis response to women 
with disabilities who experience domestic 

violence and/or sexual assault 

 

Government response 



Introduction 
On 27 June 2014 Mary Durkin, Disability and Community Services Commissioner, provided the 
Attorney-General with a report of a commission-initiated consideration into gaps in service delivery 
for women with disabilities needed to escape violence and/or sexual assault.  The report was 
prepared by a steering committee of organisations involved in the delivery of services to women. 

Violence against Women and their Children generally 
The ACT Government recognises violence against women and their children as a significant issue for 
the Territory, and more broadly.  The Government response to this issue is contained in the ACT 
Prevention of Violence against Women and Children Strategy 2011-17.  

Family Violence – A National Legal Response  

The Australian Law Reform Commission/NSW Law Reform Commission (ALRC/NSWLRC) and 
State/Territory recommendations contained in the report Family Violence – A National Legal 
Response are currently being considered in the ACT. The recommendations include a comprehensive 
review of the laws regarding sexual assault offences and victims. 

This consideration includes ways in which the reforms can be implemented to further ensure that 
perpetrators stop their violence and are held to account. To date, the response by ACT criminal 
justice stakeholders to the ALRC/NSWLRC Report has been positive and encouraging. 

The National Plan and the ACT Strategy 

The ACT Government acknowledges the social, health, and economic cost to the community as a 
result of domestic violence. The ACT Prevention of Violence against Women and Children Strategy 
2011-17: Our Responsibility (the Strategy) lays the foundation for a shift in how we as a community 
view and respond to violence against women. It was developed in the context of the ACT 
Government commitment to the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 
2010-2022 (National Plan). It upholds and articulates an existing and ongoing commitment to 
addressing this community problem. 

The Strategy is a joint initiative of the ACT Minister for Women and the Attorney General, with a 
shared responsibility for progressing Implementation Plans established under the Strategy. The 
plans support whole-of-government and whole-of-community action against violence in the 
ACT. 

The Government is currently developing the 2nd Implementation Plan for the Strategy, and has 
conducted consultations with a wide range of government and non-government stakeholders and 
community members to inform this development.  

Review of Domestic & Family Violence Deaths in the ACT 

The Attorney-General, Mr Simon Corbell MLA, wrote to the Domestic Violence Prevention Council 
Council Chair in July 2014 asking that the Council lead a process for undertaking a review of closed 
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deaths in the ACT to investigate how they are linked to domestic and family violence.   The Council 
has agreed to conduct the Review and has organised a project team, headed by a specialist Principal 
Research Officer, to undertake this work. 

This review, which will fulfil the Government’s commitment under the National Plan to focus 
attention on domestic violence homicide, will consider and analyse closed cases of domestic and 
family violence deaths in the ACT with a view to providing a robust and independent picture of 
domestic and family violence in this jurisdiction.  The findings of this confidential, multi-disciplinary 
review will have the potential to determine what can be done to prevent this form of violence and 
what warning signs could be identified, and inform Government decisions through the identification 
of issues that indicate a need for legislative, policy, practice and service changes across government 
and the community sector. 

Confiscation of Criminal Assets Trust Fund Women’s Sector grants 

In August 2014 the Attorney-General approved a payment of $80,000 of funding from the ACT’s 
Confiscated Assets Trust Fund for women’s sector projects that align with the Strategy, and since 
2009, the Attorney has approved over $500,000 in payments from the Fund for projects that support 
the elimination of violence against women and advocacy for women’s rights 

Three non-government organisations were successful in their applications for the funding, proposing 
projects that demonstrate a strong commitment to ending domestic, family and sexual violence in 
the ACT, and offer an invaluable service to the ACT community. 

The Canberra Rape Crisis Centre and the Domestic Violence Crisis Service will receive $40,000 to 
fund the Partner Contact for ACT Corrective Services’ Community Corrections Domestic Abuse 
Program. This program will provide support to current partners of men in the program and ensure 
that partners are safe and supported when participating in this important service. 

The Attorney approved $30,000 to fund the ‘Being Safe, Being Strong’ program which is a self-
advocacy training package being developed by Advocacy for Inclusion to provide education to 
women with disabilities to recognise and respond to violence that they experience. 

The Women’s Centre for Health Matters will also receive $10,000 to support a sexual violence 
prevention campaign. The trial program will work with a small group of licensed venues in the ACT to 
create innovative training and campaign material promoting a zero tolerance for sexual violence 
message. 

A separate distribution from the Fund of $30,000 was also made to fund the ACT’s commitment 
under the National Plan to support the establishment of Australia’s National Research Organisation 
for Women’s Safety. This organisation’s role is to build a strong and lasting evidence base that will 
drive reform and inform policy and practice in reducing violence against women and their children. 

The Confiscation of Criminal Assets Act 2003 deprives offenders of the benefits of crime and allows 
the government to fund projects related to criminal justice activities, crime prevention and 
assistance to victims of crime. 
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Women with disability 
The Report sets out the following statistics about women with disabilities in the ACT:  

    ‘The 2012 report, Strong Women, Great City, reports that there are 31,542 women in the ACT with 
disabilities, 17.8% of the total female population. In contrast, men with disabilities make up 
14.4% of the total male population. The 2012 Survey of Disability and Carers confirms this 
estimate, reporting 31,700 women with disabilities and slightly changed population proportions 
(17.0% and 13.6% for women and men respectively). 

Research in Australia and internationally, shows that women with disabilities are extremely 
vulnerable to gender related abuse; in fact they are two to ten times more likely to experience 
domestic violence or sexual assault than women without a disability.’ 

The Government recognises that disability is an exacerbating feature in relation to the already 
serious problem of violence against women and children in the ACT. 

Identification of lack of collaboration 
The report noted a lack of collaboration in crisis support for women with a disability experiencing 
domestic violence and/or sexual assault: 

    ‘Specifically, workers in the disability sector lacked knowledge about how to respond, and the 
skills needed to respond, to disclosures of domestic violence and sexual assault. They also lacked 
information about the work of crisis services, and about the prevalence and complexity of issues 
related to violence and sexual assault against women with disabilities. The workers in the crisis 
services lacked knowledge about support services available for women with disabilities.’ 

The recommendations of the report, and the Government response, seek to address the identified 
issue.  

Crisis Services Scheme 
By shifting the paradigm, Victim Support ACT has been able to use existing resources to 
appropriately address an identified shortcoming in the provision of services to women with a 
disability experiencing domestic violence and /or sexual assault. This approach to an immediate 
pressing problem reflects well on VSACT. 

Victim Support Packages 
Central to the provision of client-centred and practical intervention by Victim Support ACT is the 
victim support package. The package is available to those who are eligible for services under the 
Victim Services Scheme (defined in the Victims of Crime Regulation 2000). 

Through the means of a ‘package’ Victim Support case managers purchase services from private 
providers in the community. For example, counselling from psychologists, social workers or other 
counsellors or physical therapies like massage or physiotherapy. Sometimes people’s recovery 
requires support from non-therapeutic services to aid in their recovery.  For example, by providing 
access to physical fitness classes that improve clients’ their well-being and confidence or providing 
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children with tutoring or other educational services that are designed to get them back on track with 
their normal lives at school.   

In a similar way, victim support packages will be used to support a crisis response to women with 
disabilities who experience domestic violence and/or sexual assault, by paying for the necessary 
support services and/or health aids that are of immediate need to these women in the hours or days 
after escaping domestic violence.   

Acknowledgment of commitment 
The work done by the Domestic Violence Crisis Service (DVCS) and Canberra Rape Crisis Centre 
(CRCC) supports women in a time of significant crisis in their life.  While faced with the daily 
challenge of meeting this need, these organisations have taken time to contribute to evaluating 
the services provided and the needs of the community, and have responded promptly to that 
evidence base. 
 
Domestic Violence Crisis Service (DVCS)  
DVCS is a non-government organisation that offers invaluable services to the ACT community to 
address issues related to domestic and family violence.  DVCS staff are leaders in their field, and 
deliver innovative policy input and a number of important programs in the Territory and at a 
national level. 

DVCS provides 24/7 direct crisis intervention and attendance with police at domestic violence 
incidents to support those affected.   The service also provides advocacy, referral, information, 
support and practical assistance for people subjected to, or using, violence and abuse in 
relationships.  

Working collaboratively with other agencies, the DVCS offers court support for people who have 
been subjected to violence; support for young people who witness or are subjected to violence 
and for young people who use violence in their relationships; and support for family and 
friends.  The service also provides education and information to the community, and initiates 
and participates in data collection and research. 

DVCS is highly regarded by those who work at the coal face of domestic and family violence, and 
by the broader Canberra community. 

Canberra Rape Crisis Centre (CRCC) 
CRCC is a non-government, feminist organisation that works towards eliminating sexual violence 
against all members of the community.  CRCC undertakes vital and often complex work, and is at 
the forefront of providing crisis services and information about rape and sexual violence to the 
Canberra community.  

CRCC offers many services to survivors of sexual assault and their support people including: 

• crisis appointments and telephone support; 
• face-to-face and telephone counselling; 
• practical support and support groups for survivors, group work; 
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• Nguru - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Support and Community Education 
Program; 

• SAMSSA – Dedicated men’s service; 
• Royal Commission community-based support service; 
• 24 hour crisis callout Forensic and Medical Sexual Assault Care (FAMSAC) and/or Sexual 

Assault and Child Abuse Team (SACAT) services; 
• advocacy and information, support through all legal and medical processes, including 

court preparation; 
• referral; 
• support for family and friends;  
• education and training, including workshops in schools, organisations and the 

community. 
 

The CRCC demonstrates a strong commitment to ending sexual violence in the ACT, and offers 
an important service to the community. 
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Government response to recommendations 

Recommendation 1  
That the ACT Government, in accordance with s87 of the Human Rights Commission Act 2005, 
respond to the recommendations in this report within three months of it being tabled in the 
Legislative Assembly by the Attorney General. 

Noted. 

The Government notes the timeframe recommended by the Commission. 

Recommendation 2 
That DVCS, CRCC and VSA develop MOUs to formalise their roles in the Crisis Services Scheme, 
which include arrangements for emergency expenditure at the crisis point to establish safety for a 
woman with disabilities who has experienced domestic violence and/or sexual assault. 

Agree in principle. 

While the Government cannot commit to develop MOUs on behalf of the DVCS, CRCC and VSA, the 
Government understands that work by those organisations is currently under way and MOUs are 
substantially progressed.  Formalising the roles of interacting agencies assists to provide clarity 
around process in this important area. 

Recommendation 3  
That the Attorney General refer the issue of legislative definitions of domestic violence and 
applicability to disability group homes, to the Domestic Violence Prevention Council for 
consideration. 

Agree. 

This issue will be referred to the DVPC and is expected to be considered by it in early 2015. 
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Recommendation 4 
That the appropriate Directorate assumes responsibility for coordinating the Crisis Services 
Scheme on an ongoing basis, to ensure its sustainability and the maintenance of relationships at a 
systemic level. This would include: 

• Supporting a training program for disability, domestic violence, sexual assault and 
homelessness workers, and the wider community; 

• Promotion of the scheme; 
• Data collection, review and evaluation; 
• Facilitating meetings between participating agencies on an ‘as needs’ basis; and 
• Identifying strategies to make the scheme more effective. 

 
Agree. 

The scheme is currently in pilot stage, with funding provided by the ACT Victim of Crime 
Commissioner. The pilot will be evaluated and a decision about the future funding and proper 
location of the scheme within JACS or CSD will be decided as part of that evaluation. 

Promotion of the Scheme has already commenced with posters and wallet cards being developed to 
provide information about the Scheme. The Disability and Community Services Commissioner is in 
the process of distributing these to all disability service providers, along with information about 
training that will be available for the disability sector around domestic violence and sexual assault. 

Recommendation 5 
That the appropriate Directorates assist the Disability and Community Services 
Commissioner/Steering Committee with the development of a training package on domestic 
violence and sexual assault, and the experiences of women with disabilities. The training package 
will be developed using the expertise of the disability, mental health, domestic violence and 
sexual assault sectors and delivered by those with expertise in these areas. The training will be 
available, in the first instance, to workers in all sectors who will be participating in the Crisis 
Services Scheme. 

Agree. 

It is proposed that the Governance Group also oversee the development of a training package on 
domestic violence and sexual assault, and the experience of women with disabilities, noting that 
some training has already been provided and that planning for further training is well advanced. 

The Disability and Community Services Commissioner’s office, in conjunction with Women with 
Disabilities ACT, has already developed a training package in relation disability in line with the 
recommendations. Funding for the training was provided by the Community Services Directorate. 
The training was provided to approximately 60 people over 2 days in November and December 
2014.  People from the victims’ services sector attended the training, including Victim Support ACT, 
ACT Policing Victim Liaison Officers, DVCS and CRCC.    
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Planning for training in relation domestic violence and sexual assault is well underway and expected 
to take place early in 2015.  The training will be provided to workers in the disability sector and 
supported accommodation workers.  It will help them to understand how the Crisis Services Scheme 
works, how to recognise the signs that domestic violence or sexual assault is happening and make 
them familiar with the options available under the scheme. 

The Governance Group would be ideally placed to consider the impact of the training, whether more 
training is necessary and whether any further promotion of it is necessary. 

Recommendation 6 
That the appropriate Directorates assist the Disability and Community Services 
Commissioner/Steering Committee to develop and implement a promotional strategy for the 
Crisis Services Scheme. 

Agree. 

It is proposed that the Governance Group also takes responsibility for assisting the Disability and 
Community Services Commissioner/Steering Committee to develop and implement a promotional 
strategy for the Crisis Services Scheme. 
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