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INTRODUCTION
 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are the most at risk group of
experiencing domestic and family violence in this country, being, between 2 and 5
times more likely to experience violence when compared to our non-Indigenous
counterparts (ANROWS 2014). Furthermore, Indigenous women are 35 times more
likely to experience violence that results in hospitalisation compared to non-
Indigenous women (ANROWS 2014). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been
expected to disproportionately impact upon Indigenous women at risk of or
experiencing domestic or family violence. In this report Women's Safety NSW has
brought the voices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Domestic and Family
Violence Workers from right across NSW together to provide a picture of what is
actually happening on the ground and what is needed to respond to this urgent crisis. 
 
In order to compile this report, Women’s Safety NSW undertook a series of surveys
and forums of Indigenous frontline workers, coordinators and services in
metropolitan, regional and remote locations across NSW to ascertain how the COVID-
19 outbreak is affecting Indigenous women and their children experiencing domestic
and family violence.
 
Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, frontline workers have been warning
there will be an increase in domestic and family violence. Based on multiple reports
from various Indigenous workers representing a wide range of organisations, it is
clear that this fear has now been realised. 
 
Further to this, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander domestic violence workers have
expressed genuine concern about not only the health crisis of COVID-19, but also the
profound effect the pandemic has had on Indigenous women and our communities.
This report will outline the key issues emerging following the COVID-19 pandemic,
with a focus on the effects being felt by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.
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Indigenous women are more at risk of experiencing violence and are
experiencing violence at high levels of severity

Frontline Aboriginal domestic and family violence specialists have reported an
increase in client numbers since the beginning of COVID-19.

Half of the survey respondents reported an increase in the complexity of their
Indigenous client’s needs since the outbreak of COVID-19.

The inability to attend cultural support groups and women prioritising basic
needs over safety are significant issues experienced by Indigenous clients since
the outbreak of COVID-19.

Access to support/ case management for complex needs and ongoing
accommodation identified as two imperative service gaps for Indigenous
women and children. 

Indigenous frontline workers engaging online with fellow Indigenous
colleagues across the state has been identified as being of increased
importance during isolation.

 

 

 

 

 

KEY POINTS
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IMPACT ON ABORIGINAL AND TORRES
STRAIT ISLANDER WOMEN AND

CHILDREN:

It is evident that COVID-19  has had a devastating
impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women
and children across New South Wales. Of the workers
surveyed, 44% identified that there has been an increase
in client numbers since the beginning of COVID-19.
Toni*, a worker who was surveyed, shared that she has
also noticed “that our Elders are becoming a target from
their family members”. Another worker, Annabel*
further explored the increase in client numbers since
COVID-19, stating that there was an  “Increase in clients
seeking support, possibly not from a referral point
however clients seeking additional support with Court
matters and advocacy with the Court matters.”

56% of respondents identified that they had noticed an
increase in the complexity of client needs since COVID-19.
However, Jacinta* explained that for Aboriginal workers, there
is already an innate understanding of how to work in a unique
and often complex environment. Jacinta* stated that “I feel
like the complexity has not really changed for our people, I
believe because of our complexities we are handling the
situation better than most.” It has also resulted in a difficulty in
advising clients about safety planning; “It is very hard to advise
someone on how to be safe, when they are essentially trapped
in their homes with the perpetrators. Another issue that has
been increasing is elder abuse, with older Aboriginal women
needing to rely on others for help with groceries etc but the
other person is perpetrating DV upon them. They then need
to choose whether to face COVID or to face their abusive
family member.” - Katherine*
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It has been made clear by the frontline workers surveyed that the current system for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children does not meet their present
needs during COVID-19. The two most prominent services gaps identified by the
workers were access to case management to support them in their complex needs
and access to ongoing accommodation for Indigenous women and children. The need
for case management for clients of frontline workers and service providers is
consistent with prior surveys completed in March and April of 2020 on the impact of
COVID-19 on domestic and family violence. However, one of the biggest challenges for
Indigenous clients has been the disruption to connecting with culture and with mob;
“For Aboriginal people it is about connecting with our families and our mob, when we
do not have the most important element in our life that we are accustomed to
every[-]day it plays a huge loss to our day to day life is in how we function, we know
this is temporary but this is what I believe is the hardest element for us to deal with -
not being connected with each other”. - Jacinta*. Frontline worker, Taylor* explained
that these gaps meant that there was a “lack of being able to connect with mob,
extended family and having a safe place to go.”
 
 

This point was echoed by other workers, like Tess* who wrote “Spending time with our
Aboriginal Community is exceptionally hard, with services closed and no transport
available, and children are home. Clients have complex issues within their families and
it[’]s harder than ever to have face to face which is needed.”. Annabel* expands on this
when she says “There are complexities to dealing with [Aboriginal] needs ...as clients
may need to seek support from elders or community workers and this work is done
normally face to face and having the real fear of travelling to see a worker would
impact on the well being of clients with a fear that the police may pull them over etc,
these can raise some historical issues for clients and whether police would deal with
appropriately is another thing.”
 
For young people, this disconnect can be even more challenging “It[’]s important to
remember that young people often aren't safe in their own home and often seek
support from their peers and this may raise some concerns for young people as they
can no longer move freely in the community without a fear of police questioning
them.” - Annabel*
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The need fo Indigenous specific case management support was identified by 92% of
Aboriginal Domestic and Family Violence Specialists as urgent for the safety and
wellbeing of Indigenous women and children. As explained by Tracey Turner
(Aboriginal Domestic and Family Violence Specialist for Sydney Women’s Domestic
Violence Court Advocacy Service) “We need the funding to case manage our clients. If
we don't, often our clients fall through the cracks. Our clients build trust with us, it can
be hard to find culturally appropriate services, plus with COVID-19, services which
support our clients are limited.
 
Many survey respondents reiterated the fact that funding for case management is
paramount for ensuring that Indigenous clients receive the support they need to
escape violence. “The importance of being able to walk alongside all Aboriginal
women is essential. We need to be able to provide continuity throughout the justice
system and every step of the way. Case management would provide Aboriginal
women with culturally appropriate support and ensure that they are able to tell their
story and feel safe and supported whilst doing so. Trust is so crucial when supporting
Aboriginal women and sometimes just being that ‘’referral pathway’’ causes
disengagement and our women fall within the cracks. We need to support our mob
and walk alongside them! Case management would allow us more time to build
connections with our women & families and allow us to advocate appropriately for the
family’s immediate needs.” Stevie-Lee Molina, Aboriginal Domestic and Family
Violence Specialist for Hunter Valley Women’s Domestic Violence Court Advocacy
Service.
 
“We have an incredibly important message for policy makers and for our communities.
COVID-19 has created unique and unprecedented challenges for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities, but those hardest hit have been our women and children
who have been subjected to high rates and more severe violence, with fewer means to
obtain safety and support. It is vital that those in power listen to the Aboriginal
Specialist Workers who are supporting Indigenous women and their children through
this time. We need you to work with us to make these support services more safe,
more accessible, and more holistic, so women and children can have the safe home
and the safe life they deserve.” Ash Johnstone, Aboriginal Domestic and Family
Violence Specialist for Illawarra Women’s Domestic Violence Court Advocacy Service
and Women’s Safety NSW Spokesperson for Indigenous Women.
 
 
 

5



Difficulties sharing child care arrangements with abusive parents
Women reporting violence and abuse related to COVID-19 crisis (e.g. related
financial pressures, having children at home, or other stresses)
More Elder abuse
Women prioritising basic needs and concerns over their own safety at this time
Violence and abuse for the first time
Escalating and worsening violence

Key issues related to COVID-19 were raised by participants about their clients. The
most common two issues raised were the inability to attend cultural support groups
and that there was a lack of service referral options. Other issues affecting clients
identified by recent respondents include:

KEY SERVICE GAPS
Lack of access to case management 
Lack of access to temporary accommodation
Lack of access to safe technology (a safe phone etc)
Lack of access to income and basic needs
Lack of access to free legal services to assist them with child recovery where there
are safety concerns
Inconsistent police responses
Lack of access to support through online means where it is not safe to make phone
calls- e.g. through online chat forums

KEY ISSUES AFFECTING CLIENTS
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lack of access to community services
feelings of isolation by working from home
fearing for personal health and safety
difficulties working from home
high workloads/ insufficient hours. 

Issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander frontline workers due to
COVID-19 were made evident by respondents. Most participants
expressed that one of the key issues experienced as a worker is high
pressure (both personal and work-related) and lack of access to
community networks which aren't running at the moment. Other
highlighted issues include; 

 
Workers provided the following feedback in regards to issues
experienced within their work:

"As soon as police
found out it was in the
family... they told me
to go to family court."

“I’m permanent casual so I don’t get paid if I don’t work, I need my money. But have 3
children at home so homeschooling and trying to work is just difficult at times. I'm at
high risk with diabetes.. limited options”.  - Amy*
 
88% of the frontline workers surveyed identified that they were working from home
during COVID-19 pandemic. Of those working from home, 56% indicated that they
were experiencing new barriers regarding their ability to successfully work. “As an
Aboriginal woman [sp] my opinion is we work 9 to 5 in our professional life and then
we go home and work with our family and community, it is an ongoing obligation with
our culture.” -Jacinta* These barriers included having to manage children and
homeschooling on top of current workload, lack of debriefing with co-workers and the
inability to access clients.
 
Survey participant, Taylor*, expressed the barriers she was experiencing, sharing that
“Work life[-] balance is harder when at home, no off switch.”. Additionally,  Ellie* shared
that a barrier she was experiencing was that “the internet and mobile phone services
are not always reliable”. The high quantity of frontline workers working from their
homes can be correlated to the demise of face-to-face services for clients, with 75%
identifying that they are no longer able to provide this service. “Meeting clients F2F is
significantly impacting on client worker relationships however this can be still
undertaken if necessary utilising technology however that [is] assuming clients have
access to this.” - Annabel*. This is echoed by Taylor*  “Not feeling [like] you can engage
with new clients as you can't meet them face to face”.

IMPACT ON FRONTLINE SERVICES
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Adequate equipment to work from home safely
Reduced pressure on my workload
Additional external supervision/ support
Regular opportunities to engage with my team remotely
Regular opportunities to engage with the broader WDVCAS network remotely
Additional training and professional development

Of the participants that identified as still providing face-to-face services for their
clients, most participants (86.67%) expressed that they believed that their work did
have the correct measures in place to address health and safety. Despite most
participants expressing that their work was taking the proper precautions,   frontline
worker, Annabel*, identified that she did not believe her workplace was doing so,
stating “I don't think so as we would not have any protective wear, face masks or
perspex barriers so I would be concerned to meet anyone F2F currently given my own
health risks and a carer for my aged father (82) I have concerns that I could pass
something onto him.”
 
Providing correct and sufficient support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
frontline workers during the COVID-19 pandemic is essential. Positively, several
respondents identified that they were provided with the proper support they needed.
Toni* shared that she felt supported within her workplace and expressed that within
her office, her “team work[-] good together and support each other”, even within the
COVID-19 crisis. Another participant, Jacinta*, further reinforced the support felt,
sharing that “I feel I receive great support from my manager.”. However, other
respondents identified the key areas of support needed currently. A common
response raised was the desire for regular opportunities to engage online with other
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander colleagues across the state.
 
Other areas of support needed identified by recent respondents include:
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92% believed Indigenous specific case management support to be an urgent need
71% called for funding for accommodation for Indigenous women 
64% said funding for Indigenous cultural support for domestic violence workers was
needed to help workers prevent burnout and trauma.

It is undeniable that the current health crisis has had an immediate and negative effect
on survivors of DFV, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women experiencing DFV
in particular. Despite COVID-19 restrictions now easing in NSW, there is still an urgent
need for increased funding to address the significant service gaps outlined in this report.
Other reports have called for the same, and it is time that the voices of frontline workers
are heard, respected, and actioned.
 
When asked what the most urgent need is for the safety and wellbeing of Indigenous
women and children, Indigenous Domestic and Family Violence Specialists reported the
following:
 

 

URGENT RESPONSE NEEDED
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As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold, it is of paramount importance that
the safety of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children remains a
top priority for the Australian Government. This report from Women’s Safety NSW
highlights the key issues and complexities facing Indigenous women and children
impacted upon domestic and family violence during this health crisis. The findings
indicate the need for government response has only continued to increase. There is
an urgent need to resource specialist domestic and family violence support
services to be more safe, more accessible, and more holistic, so women and
children can have the safe home and the safe life they deserve.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS
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Women's Safety NSW honours the
strength, wisdom and resilience of our

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sisters
and communities leading the work to end

violence against women, children and
families throughout the institutions in our

society.

Women's Safety NSW
Advocating for Freedom from Violence

 www.womenssafetynsw.org.au
admin@womenssafetynsw.org.au

ABN 27 935 124 470
Women’s Safety NSW receives NSW Government

funding, administered through Legal Aid NSW.
Donations of $2 and over are tax deductible.
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