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I would like to begin by respectfully acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we are meeting today. 
I would also like to acknowledge that many of those attending this conference have a vast amount of experience in the area of domestic violence risk assessment, and that the Staying Home Leaving Violence program in Eastern Sydney is a relative newcomer to this work, having been in operation almost 2 years. It is perhaps because the program is in its formative stages that we have been challenged to consider very carefully how we understand and fulfil our responsibilities to clients, in particular how we assess the risks that they face when staying in their homes after leaving violent relationships. 
In the short time we have today I’d like to begin with some context, briefly describe the assessment process that we have developed, and then discuss some of the issues and dilemmas that have emerged as Staying Home Leaving Violence Program has implemented its risk assessment procedures. 
Staying Home Leaving Violence in Eastern Sydney is one of two pilots in NSW. The program in Eastern Sydney is managed by NSW Department of Housing with funding from the NSW Department of Community Services. The pilot is located in a neighbourhood centre, and co-located with the Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme for Waverley Local Court. 

In 2005 during the establishment phase of the program I approached the Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse who had commissioned the original Staying Home Leaving Violence research paper, to request their help in developing a risk assessment framework. Julie Stewart and Maria Hole, and the director at that time, Jane Mulroney, assisted me with the process of gathering and reviewing literature on domestic violence risk assessment. 
Our literature review identified three kinds of assessment, all with relevance to our client group. The first group, lethality or dangerousness assessments are designed to predict the likelihood of life threatening violence, and the imminence of the threat. A widely used example would be Jacqueline Campbell’s ‘Danger Assessment Scale’ (1986). 
The second assessment focuses needs arising from the woman’s experiences of abuse or as Davies, Lyon and Monticatania (1998) would put it ’batterer generated risks’. These risks are complex and individual, and may include emotional and psychological harm resulting from the abuse; risks involving her children such as the threat of abduction or the potential psychological risks to the children; financial and legal risks; potential threats to the security of her housing and employment; other factors such as disability or mental illness, the management of which may be complicated by abuse; and many other factors depending on the woman’s individual circumstances. 
The third type of assessment that was evident in the literature we read, rather that explicitly discussed, is a safety assessment. This form of assessment focuses on identifying situations in which a woman and her children may be at risk from the abusive person, in her home, at study, work or in public, with the goal of developing a safety plan. 

Clearly all three types of assessment were important in ascertaining the degree and imminence of risk, identifying other needs arising from the abuse, and managing situations of increased risk, and these all feature in SHLV’s risk assessment schedule. 
In applying these risk assessments with clients we use a ‘Structured Professional Approach’ (Braaf and Sneddon, 2007; Kropp 2004). The assessment is conducted as early as possible in our contact with the woman, often by phone or at court, and it is inappropriate to be peppering her with the inflexible questions needed to complete an actuarial assessment. A structured professional approach allows us to use a more flexible conversational style, while maintaining a consistent standard by ensuring that factors identified in risk assessment literature are covered. 

It is also important that women were able to understand the relationship between the questions we asked, and the degree of risk that question was intended to identify. Where some actuarial risk assessment schedules may ask for example whether the abuser is employed, as there is a statistical link between unemployment and repeat abuse, we found that there was more benefit in questions that promote women’s ability to assess risk. We ask women about the physical abuse they have experienced, and discuss with them the link between forms of physical abuse he has used in the past and the likelihood of serious or even life threatening injury in the future. 
We also include questions that are specific to women who are staying in their home after leaving an abusive relationship. We ask about the perpetrators attitudes to the home, and their likely reaction to being excluded. For women who may have separated some time ago but are experiencing ongoing abuse, we would ask whether the abuser has ever lived in her home, and therefore whether he has a sense of ‘ownership’ or know its security weak points, and whether he has tried to gain access to her home in the past. 
Before moving on to discuss some of the practice dilemmas we encountered, I want to briefly highlight some of the underlying principles or assumptions of this assessment process. 
· Women and children have a right to safety in their homes.  

· Abuse does not end with separation.

· Fleeing the home exposes women and children to other risks such as homelessness, poverty, and dislocation from support networks.
· Fleeing the home does not necessarily increase her safety, as perpetrators frequently pursue and find their victims.

· Homelessness as a result of domestic violence is frequently preventable.

As the SHLV program has progressed we have been forced to consider some ethical dilemmas in relation to assessment. Most difficult among these is the question ‘What if we assess a woman as high risk? Does this mean that she is at too high a risk to access the program?’ During the establishment phase of the pilot we wrote clear policy guidelines that said that women who were assessed as being at high risk of life threatening abuse were not suitable referrals for the program. It became clear though, that women were choosing to remain in their homes in the face of considerable risks. To decline to support this group would be to deny them services that could decrease their risk of harm, and our policy of not providing services to those at high risk did not change their minds about staying in the home.
To understand this better it has helped us to recognise that women have been engaged in a process of weighing options such as leaving or staying, for as long as they have been experiencing the abuse. In reality women are not choosing between risk and safety, but between competing risks of loosing their home, loosing access to employment, education, childcare and transport, and loosing supports, versus the risk of ongoing abuse. They are likely to have been using multiple strategies to minimise the abuse or manage its consequences. Women’s help seeking and risk management processes are complex and active, and it is appropriate for us to support women to make decisions with new information about risks and open discussions of housing and safety options. It is therefore not possible or appropriate for us to make decisions about whether a woman leaves her home. In practice with high risk clients, we often make recommendations that women relocate to improve their safety, and we assist them through the process of making a planned relocation, which allows them to minimise the impact of the abuse. 
Similarly we have had to consider the place of women’s own assessments of risk. As we have come to understand that ‘learned helplessness’ explanations for domestic violence do women a grave disservice, strengths based frameworks have encouraged us to recognise women’s own assessments of risk as valid. While it is vital that we hear and respond to women’s fears, some women can minimise the violence (For many reasons: years of hearing the perpetrator minimise is abuse; as a way of coping with the violence, to name only two). 
Risk assessment literature (Dutton and Kropp, 2002) suggests that women are not likely to overestimate risk, but they may underestimate it. In other words, if she says she is in danger she must be believed, and risk assessment can help to clarify the nature and imminence of the threat. If she says she is not in danger, careful risk assessment must be used to substantiate this. After she understands the risks she faces she is in a better position to make an informed judgement about her choice to remain at home. Again, we can’t make this choice for women; only ensure that they have the best information with which to make the choice.
Dilemmas have also emerged in relation to Aboriginal women, and women from diverse cultural backgrounds. In working with Aboriginal women in our client group it has been important to acknowledge that they may feel uncomfortable with police intervention, and negative perceptions of police responsiveness may be an added risk factor.  Some Aboriginal women may experience risk assessment questions as inquisitorial. They may also take a long time to engage with a service, and go through a process of developing trust before they will disclose information that gives an accurate picture of risk. 
Similar issues may exist for women from culturally diverse communities, particularly for refugee and migrant women. These women may have experienced torture or other trauma in their country of origin, and this is likely to have a complicating impact on their experiences of domestic violence. They may have fewer supports, or in some cases be part of a network that sanctions the abuse and prevents her from seeking help. In addition, language barriers create very real challenges when conducting risk assessments with non-English speaking clients. It is vital that risk assessment includes an awareness of cultural factors and their impact on women’s experiences of abuse, and on their ability to achieve safety.
From my discussions with colleagues from the SHLV pilot in Bega, it is evident that women in regional and rural communities face specific challenges, which must also be considered in risk assessment, such as more lengthy police response times and greater availability of firearms. The two SHLV pilots have shared information about risk assessment as both services have developed, and Id like to thank Ludo McFeron, Suzie Herbert and Caroline Long for sharing their knowledge, and for the many stimulating discussions we have had about risk assessment issues. 

Before concluding I want to advocate that risk assessment must go hand in hand with safety planning.  No risk assessment can predict every incident of violence and safety planning is therefore universally important. Just as risks are dynamic, the process of assessment and safety planning must be ongoing. This is particularly important for women who have continued contact with the perpetrator. 

Overall, in developing and refining our risk assessment process it has been vital to ask ourselves: ‘Through this process are we ‘gate-keeping’ or ‘enabling’?’ ‘Are we recognising and responding to women’s individual risks, or are we checking whether she fits our eligibility criteria for services that might improve her safety?’ Risk assessment is an educative process, and where it recognises the real dilemmas that women face, it can help them to make decisions about leaving abusive relationships. If risk assessment is holistic it will inform a coherent plan to improve women’s safety and challenge other consequences of domestic violence. 
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