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This submission has been prepared by Djirra, which is the only Aboriginal community controlled
specialist family violence service in Victoria exclusively dedicated to assisting Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander victims/survivors of family violence. Established in 2002, Djirra provides services across the
state of Victoria. 95% of our clients are Aboriginal women. As such, this submission focuses on the
experiences and needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.
Djirra provides a range of services and programs, including: frontline legal assistance — focusing
predominantly on family violence, child protection, family law and victims of crime assistance; holistic,
wrap-around support; intensive case management via our new Family Violence Case Management
Team; outreach to women in prison; early intervention/prevention programs — including our signature
programs Sisters Day Out, Dilly Bag and Young Luv; Koori Women’s Place — a unique cultural initiative
which provides a suite of cultural and wellbeing workshops, and individualised support; community
education and cultural awareness training; and policy, advocacy and law reform work to identify
systemic issues in need of reform and advocate for change to improve Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander women’s access to safety, justice and equality.
As an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation, Djirra is directed by an Aboriginal Board and has a
range of systems and policies in place to ensure we provide culturally safe services in direct response to
community need.
How has Djirra responded to COVID-19
Our delivery of face to face services in most respects ceased to operate from mid-March 2020 and since
then staff and hence services are operating from home using technology. This has had a dramatic impact
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for those women who have relied on Djirra’s Aboriginal Family Violence Legal Service and the Koori
Women's Place for assistance, support, material aid and cultural connections while they are attempting
to manage family violence in their lives.
During these challenging times, we are proud to say that Djirra’s staff across the state have risen to this
challenge and have continued to provide the necessary services for our women to ensure their safety
during this difficult time. Despite the many challenges that the past six months have presented, Djirra’s
priority has remained unchanged – the safety of our women and children.
During this tough time, our teams have been responsive and innovative in creating diverse ways to keep
us connected and visible to Aboriginal women. Along with requests for emergency food and
accommodation relief, seeking cultural connection remains one of the main issues why our women are
contacting us. Cultural connection has been identified as a protective factor against family violence and
supports mental health. It has therefore been crucial to find ways to continue to build resilience and
connection through Djirra’s cultural programs – even in the face of a pandemic.
●

Online programs:
A number of Djirra’s programs have moved online in response to COVID-19 restrictions,
including our Koori Women’s Place Programs. Whilst our programs are being delivered in a
different way, they remain rich in culture, trauma informed and they continue to promote the
important work of Djirra, its services and programs.
The Koori Women’s Place is offering a comprehensive and ever changing program of online
workshops from damper making to basket weaving and everything in between. We utilise digital
technology to reach out to women needing practical support, always with safety uppermost in
our design and delivery. Daily our Aboriginal staff pick up the phone just to check in with our
sisters. Our counselling service has been changed to telephone counselling and is now heavily
booked.

Recommendation:
o That the State Government provide brokerage funding to enable us to provide access to phones and
data for Aboriginal women, so that they can connect with vital supports including family violence
supports, workshops, counselling and family violence legal services offered through Djirra.
Changing Client Needs During COVID-19
When the COVID-19 restrictions came into effect, we modified our data recording, monitoring and
analysis to keep a close eye on the impact of COVID-19 and related restrictions on the lives of our
women and their access to our services. We changed the way we work to adapt to the changes in our
women’s lives.

2

Inquiry into the Victorian Government's
Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Submission no. 37

●

Increase in Family Violence
We have seen that 1 in 5 clients who have opened a new legal matter at Djirra are experiencing
family violence that has been triggered or made worse by COVID-19. The triggering and
worsening of the violence reported by our women takes many shapes: perpetrators who have
lost their jobs due to COVID-19 have intensified the violence, with isolation our women are
stuck at home with their abuser and there is a lack of access to family and friend support, and so
on.
After seeing a drop in the number of calls to our Legal services in March and April, levels have
resumed to pre-COVID-19 demand. It is expected that we will see an even greater increase in
the number of our women requiring Djirra’s assistance as restrictions ease.

●

Increase in need for material support
Many of our women are struggling financially. This hardship is exacerbated by the fact that
many other support services that could previously assist with food security are now not
available. We sought funding to provide electronic Coles vouchers to families in need but it
should be noted that this is in designated Local Government Areas and the inequities of this is
challenging for our workers.

●

Increase in need for counselling
Mental health support was an issue that was identified very early during the COVID-19
pandemic. In the very first stage of our withdrawal of face-to-face services, we made 136 phone
calls to Aboriginal women who we identified as potentially vulnerable. Following this contact we
mde 35 referrals to our psychotherapist for counselling. In June we ramped up our culturallysafe
phone counselling service with additional days; by July we have reached capacity and are
operating a waiting list, such is the demand. Our teams are proactively contacting our women
on a daily basis to have a yarn, assess how they are going and to offer support.

Recommendation:
o Increased and secure funding for culturally safe and trauma-informed counselling through Djirra
o Provide dedicated, long-term funding to enable Djirra to establish a well-resourced counselling and
wellbeing program for Aboriginal women. This must include: culturally appropriate individual
counselling support at Koori Women’s Place; individual counselling support at all early intervention
and prevention workshops, including dedicated funding to enable trusted and qualified counsellors
to be on-site for the entire duration of Dilly Bag; culturally appropriate group counselling options at
Dilly Bag and Koori Women’s Place; and follow up counselling sessions over the phone or face to
face.
o Provide dedicated, long-term funding to enable Djirra to support Aboriginal women and their
children to access specialist and culturally appropriate external counselling, to complement the
counselling and wellbeing support provided through Djirra.
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●

Overpolicing and Racism
Djirra is concerned about over policing and racism. When public housing towers in Melbourne
were placed into lockdown, the heavy police presence there placed a particular burden on
Aboriginal women, many of whom, because of our history, have a profound mistrust of police
and authorities. For generations, instead of being heard, supported and receiving the treatment
we deserve as survivors of violence, Aboriginal women have been criminalised and our children
removed.
For Aboriginal families, police at our door means our kids being ripped from our arms. We
always worry about losing our children, because we’ve seen it happen over and over again. This
is one of the reasons why it’s especially important right now that Djirra can be there for our
women and make sure they feel safe.

Recommendation:
o The Victorian Government must ensure that culturally safe supports like Djirra are available for
Aboriginal women and families experiencing increased impacts from COVID-19 due to the effects of
intersecting layers of disadvantage and discrimination.

●

Barriers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women attending court during COVID-19
In Victoria, in spite of COVID-19 stage 3 restrictions, the courts are not making interim
intervention orders unless the applicant and their lawyer appear in person. For other types of
hearings there is inconsistency between the courts as to whether a person and their legal
representative will be allowed to appear by video. This situation needs to change immediately,
as it is having disproportionate impact on Aboriginal women’s safety.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women face unique barriers to attending court during
COVID-19, and are therefore often unable to seek family violence protection orders essential for
their safety. Our women are unable to attend court in person during COVID-19 due to particular
health vulnerabilities, intergenerational living, single parenting responsibilities, and a fear of
punitive action by Child Protection services as a result of exposure or potential exposure to the
virus.
Going forward, court appearance by Videolink is appropriate for Intervention Orders, and should
be continued. Video conferencing is successfully being used in family law and Magistrates Court
matters during COVID-19, and is now a proven method of allowing people to participate fully in
court proceedings.
Video conferencing should be extended to provide an additional safety measure for applicants,
being the introduction of non-place based applications. Where an applicant may have fled
violence to a different part of the state, currently they are required to apply for an intervention
order in their new location. This immediately notifies the perpetrator as the courts details are
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on the served documents. Further, the perpetrator is required to attend court in that location,
giving explicit approval for a perpetrator to travel to the location of the victim survivor. In
situations of ongoing risk, and where the Applicant’s location should not be disclosed, it is
proposed that applicants should be entitled to make a general non placed-based application
which does not list a specific court. Then, upon hearing the matter applicants should be
permitted to attend court via video link. In this scenario a Magistrate can be linked in via video
conferencing from anywhere in the state. The Family Court now provides a safe option, allowing
the applicant to appear by video from anywhere in the country before a family court judge. This
solution helps to ensure ongoing safety.
Recommendations:
o
o
o

o

Court Appearance by Videolink is appropriate for Intervention Orders at all stages, and is essential
for Aboriginal applicants during COVID-19.
Provide funding for access to appropriate technology for Aboriginal women needing to utilise video
conferencing for court purposes.
Provide brokerage funding to enable us to provide access to phones and data for Aboriginal women,
so that they can connect with vital supports including family violence supports and counselling
offered through Djirra.
Establish non-place based intervention order applications to ensure safety of women in experiencing
high-risk family violence.
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