Take Back the Castle – Keynote Presentation by Ludo McFerran

Flight from danger is a basic human instinct but so too is defending your space and your own. 
Thirty years ago feminists defied the silence on violence within the family. Our priority was the safety of women and children and our solution was to flee. The result was a national network of refuges and shelters. It was at the time the only solution for powerless and resourceless women. 
With time we came to understand the impact of fleeing the home: the homelessness, the dislocation, and the injustice. We came to understand that by urging women to flee we were supporting a lazy and misogynist Australian system of criminal justice which was reluctant to remove the violent partner from the home. Reluctant because a man’s home was his castle. 
But since the mid-1990’s this castle myth has been challenged. Women are now prepared to defend their space and their own. Women are reclaiming their right to the castle.

We know that domestic violence legislation in all states and territories contained from the early 1980’s the option of excluding the violent partner, but that there was an ignorance of the option and a reluctance by many in the criminal justice system to use this option. 

We know that the vast majority of women experiencing domestic violence do not use crisis domestic violence services, still the main funded response to domestic violence in Australia. 
We know that women’s services began lobbying in the late 1990’s for exclusion to become a real option and that this lobbying was followed by a number of reports:  
· in 2000 Home Safe Home commissioned by WESNET, 
· in 2002 Family Violence and Homelessness: Removing the Perpetrators from the Home for the Victorian DVIRC, 
· in 2003 Pathways: How Women Leave Violent Men for the Tasmanian government 
· and in 2004 Staying Home Leaving Violence: Promoting Choices for Women Leaving Abusive Partners, for the Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse 

We also know that since the late 1990s a number of models have demonstrated that this is a viable option:

· In 1998 the women s refuge in Port Lincoln found that installing phone alarm systems in the home made an enormous difference to womens’ sense of safety

· From 2002 EDVOS challenged the myth that magistrates would not grant exclusion orders.  Staying home safely as a real option for women became part of the service culture of EDVOS.  
· From 1998 the ACT Integrated model the Family Violence Intervention Program built on an expectation that women in that fortunate territory would stay safely in their homes. As a result, after a visit from the police and the DVCS, the majority of those subjected to violence remain in their homes.  In the six years from 2000 to 2006 there has been a reduction of women needing to go to a refuge, and the numbers of offenders remaining at home fell from 38 to 25 per cent 
We now know that we need statewide integrated domestic violence systems in order to ensure a resourced, consistent and monitored response which is equitably available. This is necessary to provide the police protection, the court orders and sanctions, and the support networks necessary for women and children to stay safely home. Stopping domestic violence must be a mainstream and an integrated strategy. 
The Tasmanian Safe at Home Program has been described as representing Australian leading practice and the scale of the integrated system being introduced in Victoria is impressive.  Australia now has three excellent state and territory models to compare, contrast and learn from. 
How has this happened? We now know that systems change on this scale has required leadership by people with power.  Where leaders have committed the resources and the motivation large scale change is happening over the longterm.   
We know that other countries are also testing new strategies to make the home safer for women and we should continue to assess, for example, the construction of safe rooms in homes in the UK and in the US the advances in the use of electronic monitoring of offenders.  In Australia we have developed risk assessment procedures, safety planning and have tested the value of carrying out security upgrades to the home. These procedures need ongoing assessment as does the best method for delivering these to victims. 
How, for example, can the relatively low cost security upgrades be best delivered across a state?  At the core of this question is the relative roles of the government and the community sectors.  Who is best at delivering what and how?
We know that the majority of women who choose to stay in their homes will benefit from the support of their family, their friends and their workplaces and that the excluded partners too will benefit from some critical support from his personal network. For twenty years the message to the community was that the home was not safe; that to leave a violent relationship a woman had to leave her home. It’s a new message now which requires the engagement and the education of the community. 

We now know more about what sorts of women are likely to want to stay safely home. From NSW research and the two NSW SHLV Pilots we know that these women are attached to their homes, they are likely to be in their 30s-40s and they are more likely to be in employment than not. They may live in a mortgaged home, in a privately rented one or in public housing. 
It is likely that their partner has a police history.  This information suggests that staying in the home will not be the choice of women who have no attachment to the home, and who cannot afford to do so. 
This tells us that crisis accommodation will continue to be needed, although its services will need to adapt to different demands. I should note here the work of Brenda House, a Melbourne women’s shelter which supports up to 25% of residents to return safely home once the violent partner has been excluded, and the changing patterns of refuge use in Tasmania. 
What happens to the excluded partner? This is an important issue for many communities. It’s important for Indigenous communities who want a whole of family solution to family violence. It’s important for rural communities who see even the violent offender as a member of the community needing critical support. The accommodation, financial and counselling requirements of the excluded or violent partner need to be addressed, for their sake and to make staying home an easier option for their ex-partner and children. 

We know that to some extent affordability may in the longterm be a more difficult challenge to overcome than security. Being able to afford to stay in the home at least while the children grow up. We also know that the sustainability of staying home will mean entering into such highly complex and contentious areas as family law property settlements, child support and housing affordability. 
How do we compare and contrast models without evaluation. Except for the ACT, evaluating outcomes has not been a strong feature of programs to make the home safe. I think that the benchmark of evaluation should be the impact of our work on the quality of lives of women and children? If we don’t know that, then what do we know? Or to paraphrase an infamous American secretary of defence, we have a known unknown. 
Finally, we know that there are strong indicators that the Australian community now expects that it is the violent partner who will be excluded from their home as a consequence of their violence. This was the overwhelming finding (91%) of a random sample of 2000 Victorians by VicHealth in 2006 and similar emphatic support was reflected in a survey of Bega people earlier this year. 
As people working in the field of family and domestic violence, as activists, practitioners, policy makers and researchers, it is our responsibility to be establishing and promoting national leading practice so that the option of staying safely home is a reality for the majority of Australian women and children unfortunate enough to experience violence in their homes. 
Today I look forward to this task. Thank you.
