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                    Shelters       

                               

Thank you very much and it is a privilege to be speaking here today. I’d like to 

acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on which we meet, the 

Gadigal people of the Eora nation, and pay my respects to their elders past, 

present and emerging. I also would like to pay my respects to any Aboriginal 

people here today. 

Biographies always sound intimidating, I listen and I think, gosh, is that actually 

me? When I describe myself to other people I generally say that I’m an ex 

Federal bureaucrat, and I left a few years ago (walking away from my defined 

benefit superannuation, purchased annual leave, 20 days sick leave, I could go 

on….) to join not-for-profit land and set up new women’s shelters. Terrifying at 

first, and now completely awesome. 

I must also confess to being a lawyer-in-recovery. While I did try my hand at 

corporate law on graduating law school, not being a ‘details person’ and hating 

confrontation of any kind with a passion did not set me up particularly well for 

a career as a legal eagle. Cue feelings of extreme fraudulence at finding myself 

at a Legal update conference in no less than NSW Parliament House. 
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But enough about me. Let’s talk about you and what you know, and do a bit of 

scene setting. Do you like numbers? Or are stories more your thing? It’s OK – I 

promise I’ll talk about both. But let’s do numbers first and get them out of the 

way. As you’d be aware, the issue of domestic violence has been gaining a lot 

of air time in the media lately. It’s now part of a national conversation, in no 

small part due to the hard work of Australian of the Year Rosie Batty, as well as 

the Royal Commission into Domestic and Family Violence in Victoria, and 

Quentin Bryce’s ‘Not Now, Not Ever’ report conducted in Queensland and 

presented to the Premier in March 2015. To date: 

67 women have been killed in Australia this as a result of violence, and in more 

than half of these incidents, the perpetrator is known to be a male partner, ex-

partner or relative 

1 in 6 women have experienced physical or sexual violence from a current or 

former partner 

1 in 4 women have experienced emotional abuse from a current or former 

partner 

1 in 3 women have experienced physical violence from a current or former 

partner 

Domestic violence is the biggest cause of preventable death and injury for 

women aged 15-44 

Domestic and family violence is the leading cause of women’s homelessness. 

Australia-wide, less than 50% of women can access a crisis bed in a women’s 

refuge or shelter when they need one 

In NSW, if you were a woman fleeing domestic violence tonight, you would 

have around a ten percent chance of finding a crisis bed in a support service. 

When women are homeless and cannot access crisis beds, they sleep in their 

cars, they travel up and down on trains, they might couch surf with friends or 

relatives, they may engage in survival sex (swapping sex for shelter), they stay 

awake at night and keep mobile to avoid being vulnerable and sleep during the 

day somewhere safe, such as a shopping centre. Predominantly and 

overwhelmingly though, if women cannot find a safe place to stay, they will 

remain in abusive relationships. 
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And so, what is a women’s shelter or refuge, and where does it fit in the 

continuum of responding to domestic and family violence? 

To answer the second part of the question first, let’s talk a little bit about 

government and non government responses to domestic violence. 

Firstly, there are primary prevention activities, which may focus on education 

and awareness raising, such as programs children in primary and high school 

about respectful relationships and social media campaigns. These activities 

also include things like ‘ambassador’ programs run by organisations such as 

White Ribbon and Our Watch, and a myriad of NGOs. 

There are early intervention activities including telephone counselling hotlines, 

such as 1800 Respect, the domestic violence line, the Rape and Sexual Assault 

hotline, which provides referral and information programs as well as advice 

and brief support. Many specialist women’s health centres and the medical 

professionals who work there also screen for domestic violence and make 

referrals to specialist services. There are also services in Courts which assist 

women with family law issues to connect them to appropriate services. There 

are also Men’s behaviour change programs, Mensline and counselling services 

available privately which specialise in domestic violence. Many of these 

programs rely on self-identification of abuse and self-referral. There are also 

programs to support women to stay safe in their own homes with upgraded 

security, such as NSWs ‘Staying Home, Leaving Violence’ program. 
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The next layer includes the crisis response, which comprises a host of potential 

responders. These may include police, social workers, doctors, State 

Government Hotlines such as Link2Home and the Domestic Violence line which 

make direct referrals to women’s shelters, refuges and motels, and non-

residential specialist services which provide a case-management approach for 

individuals. Crisis accommodation services generally mean support and 

accommodation for around three months. In our shelters, stays can be longer 

or shorter, we talk about duration of need. An average stay for women without 

dependent children is 60 days. Some women will only need a short time to get 

back on their feet if they have strong social connections and other supports. 

Some women may stay longer due to particular issues.  

We have at times supported women undergoing cancer treatment, or through 

pregnancy and childbirth, which may require a longer stay and security of 

residency for a period. 

The next phase is post-crisis follow up and support, which may include 

specialist domestic violence outreach services, group work, counselling, 

supported housing (transitional housing) and further case management 

services. 

Women’s Shelters sit in the ‘crisis’ layer of the response. But what exactly do 

they do? What happens when a woman is referred there and she arrives? It’s 

time to bust a few myths around that. 
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Women’s shelters are far more than just food and a safe place to sleep. Most 

often, they are staffed by a Shelter Manager with general oversight of the 

service, and a number of case workers who support women who stay there. 

Responding to domestic and family violence and women’s homelessness, and 

keeping women and children safe, is complex and professional work. Workers 

need to have an understanding of many things, including the effects of trauma 

on women and children, a good knowledge of federalism and government 

bureaucracy, an ability to advocate for the women in the service with a variety 

of stakeholders, including police and justice officials, and a developed 

understanding of the patchwork of government and non-government services 

which can be called upon to support women at a vulnerable time. It’s as 

diverse as domestic homicide prevention, cyber-security expertise, mental 

health first-aid, a working knowledge of available Centrelink payments and 

immigration visa conditions, and the empathic ability to be a shoulder to cry on 

when someone needs to debrief. 

The work can also make you angry at times. Why? 

Because in a shelter, you see in microcosm, many of the structural inequities 

which can often block women’s access to legal, social and economic justice. 

You see multiple and intersecting disadvantage. You see the spectrum of socio-

economic status represented. Domestic violence and women’s homelessness 

cross every boundary. In one service I managed, we had at times had residents 

who included an ophthalmologist, a lawyer, a concert pianist and an 

economist. 

We see women who may have undertaken caring roles for much of their lives, 

with few skills for earning an independent income and no savings or 

superannuation to tide them over a crisis. We see women leaving controlling 

relationships where all the assets are in a partner’s name and all the debt in 

theirs. We support women  who may have no access to Legal Aid for family law 

matters, as they are deemed ‘asset rich’ through a property jointly in their 

name, even if they are not residing in it, and cannot return home due to safety 

issues. Women for whom a language barrier leaves them unable to adequately 

understand or address questions by police. Women who do not understand 

their visa conditions, or their rights to residency, because of deliberate 

misrepresentation by an abusive partner. 
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Women’s shelters are also places of extraordinary advocacy, support and 

courage, where you participate in justice in practice. The life of a women’s 

shelter is vibrant and vital and there are many successes to celebrate.  

I would like to talk you through two case studies, to give you an idea of the 

issues we unpack when providing case management, advocacy and access to 

justice for women who access shelters. 

The first relates to Yun Wei. 

It’s 4.30 on a Friday afternoon before a summer long weekend. Most people 

would be checking their watches, thinking about getting away for the 

weekend, what the weather will be like, and if they can beat the traffic out of 

Sydney. They will be planning to drop past the supermarket, pick up a few 

things, and the barbecue for tomorrow will be organised. Or if you’re in the 

shelter, that’s when the phone rings. It’s the social worker from the local 

hospital and she’s a bit perplexed. 

She explains that she has a woman in the hospital who’s been there for two 

week receiving chemotherapy treatment for breast cancer. She speaks very 

little English and has Chinese cultural heritage. She’s 63 and has only a couple 

of belongings with her. Her husband, who is listed as her next of kin, is refusing 

to pick her up. He says she can’t come home, he doesn’t want her there as she 

is of no use to him any longer. She’s no longer welcome. He’s changed the 

locks. After the first couple of calls from the social worker, he switches his 

phone off. 

The social worker pleads with us. Can you take her? We can’t keep her here, 

she’s finished her inpatient treatment for now, and needs rest and 

recuperation for the next few weeks as well as home visits by a nurse. The 

social worker says Yun Wei doesn’t have anyone else here in Australia, not 

even any friends. She emigrated with her husband, ten years ago. We travel 

the five minutes to the hospital to meet with her. She is pale, and crying and 

obviously very weak. We take her back to the shelter, give her a room (the last 

one available in the 10 bed shelter), make her a cup of tea and help her settle 

her few meagre belongings. We call the interpreter service, wait 30 minutes 

for them to locate someone who speaks her dialect, and attempt to find out 

more about her. 
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She tells us that she has had breast cancer for 3 years, and that this was her 

third round of hospital treatment. She can’t do what she used to around the 

home including the cooking, shopping and cleaning. When she came home 

after her last hospital stay, her husband told her she was useless, and that if 

she went to hospital again, he’d find someone else to do her job at home. Yun 

Wei has five dollars in her wallet, and a couple of identity documents in 

Chinese. She says she her husband works and earned the money but she’s 

never worked in Australia, nor had a bank account. She was given an allowance 

of 80 dollars a week to do the shopping and buy what was needed for the 

household. 

Yun Wei tells us that he has never been physically violent towards her, but that 

he likes to know where she is at all times and keeps close tabs on her. He tells 

her which day she can do the shopping and gives her a strict window in which 

to do it. He instructs her to phone when she leaves the house and he times 

precisely 90 minutes. If she is not home by the time he calls the landline, she 

says he verbally abuses her at length. She has a phone on a restricted plan and 

he talks it from her and reviews all the phone numbers in it at the end of each 

day. There is no evidence of assault, and no detectable evidence of cyber-

stalking behaviour, so there’s little direct evidence of crime or for the purposes 

of an Apprehended Violence Order. 

After a few weeks in the shelter, we begin to put together more of the puzzle 

pieces of Yun Wei’s life. Through translators and the Immigration Advice and 

Rights Centre we learn she has Permanent Residency. However, she’s only 

eligible for a basic Newstart allowance as she is under 65. She clearly can’t 

work as she is battling an illness which is likely to be terminal. We advocate on 

her behalf with Centrelink over several months to establish her eligibility for a 

Disability Support pension. We began the painstaking process of getting her 

identity documents again, as she has never been able to re-enter her home, 

which is in the name of her husband. Yun Wei decides she does not have the 

strength for a legal battle with her ex over their matrimonial assets. 
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Housing affordability is a serious concern for women in Yun Wei’s age group. 

There are over 600,000 women across Australia who are over 45, on low 

incomes, and who don’t own their own home. Housing NSW assesses Yun 

Wei’s rental affordability at $170 per week, but she is not allowed to share a 

tenancy with anyone else. Eventually, we establish another path for her, 

through the Aged Care system. We find her a concessional place to live in an 

aged care facility, through which she can continue to receive treatment for her 

illness. She moves there nine months after she first enters the shelter. We 

continue to check in on her on regularly to ensure she settles in to her new life. 

As you can see, this example demonstrates some of those multiple and 

intersecting disadvantages which require tenacity and persistent advocacy to 

obtain an outcome, whilst supporting the individual’s right to decision making 

about their own life and best interests. 

As another example, Shalailah. 

Shalailah was born in war-torn Afghanistan in a tribal area. She was married at 

14 and came to Australia at 19. She had her son at 20 and had only basic 

English. Her neighbours had reported hearing loud arguments over a number 

of years at their home. She was referred to the shelter by a concerned 

neighbour, as Shalailah had been made homeless after her husband alleged to 

police that she had sexually abused their 5 year old son.  Shalailah was 

removed from the premises by Police and not allowed to return.  Family and 

Community Services were notified and began an investigation. Shalailah was 

extremely distressed upon her arrival in the shelter and required mental health 

first aid. She had never been separated from her son and could neither 

understand nor believe the allegations against her.  She had commenced 

working part-time in a local cultural service only a few days prior to her arrival 

at shelter.  She was unable to keep her job as a result of the distress and legal 

matters which she now had to attend.  

After her immediate medical needs were attended to, we supported her to 

engage pro bono legal assistance to attend the Family Court on the issue of 

interim orders for contact with her son and to vigorously defend the sexual 

abuse allegations. We connected her with a support worker from her cultural 

background with the assistance of the Community Migrant Resource Centre to 

provide extra reassurance. The sexual abuse case was dismissed in Court as the  
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Family and Community Services found no evidence of abuse. Shalailah 

attempted to collect her son from school that afternoon, and the school would 

not allow her access to the child. That afternoon, Shalailah’s husband 

disappeared with their son. 

After a few days absence from school, the school made a report to the Juvenile 

Intervention and response team, and we assisted Shalailah to file welfare 

reports with Family and Community Services. A pro bono solicitor helped 

Shalailah lodge an urgent Family Court application. At the hearing, her husband 

appeared with a solicitor and two barristers and continued to make allegations 

that Shalailah had sexually abused their son. The Court took a cautious 

approach in making an interim ruling and determined that there would be 

supervised visits to their son by Shalailah for three hours once a week. The cost 

of accessing a contact centre was $300 per visit, which Shalailah had to pay for. 

In spite of these distressing circumstances, Shalailah remained committed to 

independence and seeking alternate employment. We supported her to attend 

ongoing counselling with assistance and helped her look for housing in an 

appropriate location, whilst preparing for a further Family Court hearing over 

the residency of her son. 

She undertook two weeks of job training in a café near her son’s school, which 

became permanent part-time employment. A further Family Court hearing 

allowed her son to reside with her, and she transitioned from the shelter to 

sharing private rental accommodation with an older couple from her cultural 

background. 

To finish off, I’d like to tell you a little bit about my service and why we do the 

work we do. As I mentioned, more than half the women who seek crisis 

accommodation across Australia are turned away due to a lack of beds. Those 

are just the ones who find out they can ask for help from a shelter. The need is 

growing, as awareness is growing around domestic violence and women’s 

homelessness. In NSW, the situation is even more desperate.  
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Women’s Community Shelters was established in 2011 with the aim of working 

in partnership with communities to establish new shelters. We have two 

shelters currently operating, the Manly Women’s Shelter, and the Hornsby 

Kuring-gai Women’s Shelter which opened in February this year. Both offer ten 

beds for women without dependent children. Both are consistently full. Since 

February 2015, Hornsby Kuring-gai has accommodated 41 women, and 

received a further 205 requests. For every bed we have available, there are five 

women who ask for it. 

Women’s Community Shelters receives no NSW State Government funding for 

the work that we do. Our shelters are funded from a mix of Federal 

Government innovation funding, philanthropic support, and community 

fundraising. We are currently working in the Hills District of Sydney and 

Forster-Tuncurry on the NSW Mid North Coast to establish two new shelters by 

the end of 2015. These shelters will accommodate up to six women each, and 

children can be accommodated too. This means we will be adding an 

additional 350 beds per annum to the overstretched crisis sector by the end of 

this year. 

The safe accommodation and support that good women’s shelters provide 

enable women to access justice in a substantive and meaningful way. Shelters 

prevent domestic homicides, assaults and other crimes. Professional workers 

advocate from a rights-based approach, turning legal equality into effective 

policies and practical realities for vulnerable women and children. 

 

Thank you  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


