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Executive summary 
International Social Service (ISS) Australia welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 
development of the Second Action Plan under the National Plan to End Violence against 
Women and Children 2022–2032. ISS Australia supports women, children and families 
whose experiences sit at the intersection of family violence, child protection, international 
family law, migration and cross-border family separation. 

The current National Plan provides the overarching 10-year framework. The present 
consultation is concerned with the Second Action Plan that will guide the next phase of 
implementation. This submission therefore uses ‘National Plan’ when referring to the 
2022–2032 framework and ‘Second Action Plan’ when referring to the instrument now 
being developed. 

ISS Australia’s practice demonstrates that gender-based violence may continue or 
intensify across international borders. International travel, dual nationality, immigration 
status, financial dependence, passports, unfamiliar legal systems and separation from 
family and community can all be used as tools of coercive control. Families aUected by 
International Parental Child Abduction, exit traUicking, forced marriage, female genital 
mutilation/cutting and other forms of cross-border abuse often require simultaneous 
assistance across legal, social work, family violence, child protection, consular, 
immigration and overseas systems. 

The Second Action Plan should explicitly recognise these cross-border dimensions and 
embed specialist, multidisciplinary and internationally coordinated responses. It should 
also build on recent Australian Government investments in family violence support in 
Hague Convention matters, address gaps in assistance for self-represented litigants and 
cases of international parental child abduction to non-Hague countries, strengthen 
awareness and referral pathways, support the practical operation of protected confidence 
provisions, promote greater consistency in safety responses, and ensure recovery support 
continues after legal proceedings conclude. 
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CONSOLIDATED RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Recognise cross-border violence:  

Explicitly recognise cross-border coercive control and other international 
dimensions of violence against women and children within the Second Action Plan, 
including coercive control that exploits travel, migration status, passports, 
documentation and international family separation. 

2. Embed international cooperation:  

Ensure integrated responses include cooperation between domestic agencies, 
diplomatic and consular services, overseas authorities and specialist cross-border 
organisations. 

3. Recognise and support specialist mediation:  

Recognise and fund accredited, child-focused international family mediation as an 
early intervention and recovery response where it is safe and appropriate. 

4. Assess risk rather than labels:  

Ensure policy and practice in international child abduction matters are based on 
individualised family violence and child-safety assessment, rather than assumptions 
attached to the labels ‘taking’ and ‘left-behind’ parent. 

5. Strengthen access to specialist representation: 

Review the delivery of the International Child Abduction Respondents Scheme 
(ICARS) to ensure that funding consistently translates into timely access to lawyers 
with recognised expertise in Hague Convention proceedings, particularly in matters 
involving family violence, coercive control and children's safety. 

6.  Increase awareness of ICARS: 

Increase awareness of the international child abduction respondents scheme among 
family lawyers, family violence services, community legal centres and frontline 
practitioners, and strengthen referral pathways to ensure that eligible families are 
connected with specialist assistance as early as possible. 

7. Support parents considering removing their children from Australia: 

Fund specialist, trauma-informed legal and social work support for parents 
experiencing family violence who are considering relocating with their children from 
Australia. This should include assistance to self-represented litigants to file initiating 
applications for relocation and watchlist orders, ongoing support throughout the 
litigation, and advice on related migration and Domestic Violence Order matters. 
Increased social work support should also include brokerage for emergency 
accommodation/refuges, safety planning and family mediation where appropriate. 
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8. Support self-represented litigants involved in cross-border family law 
matters: 

Establish and fund specialist, trauma-informed, multidisciplinary legal and social 
work assistance for self-represented litigants involved in international family law and 
child abduction proceedings where family violence is present. Support should 
address the complex legal and practical issues arising in cross-border matters, 
including proceedings concerning the return or retention of children, international 
relocation, and the interaction between family law, migration and family violence 
protections. 

9. Sustain and extend Hague supports:   

Maintain and expand specialist legal, social work, mediation and therapeutic support 
for both left-behind and taking parents in Hague Convention matters, including post-
proceedings recovery and integration assistance. 

10. Improve referral pathways and awareness:  

Ensure every person served with Hague Convention documentation receives clear 
information about ISS Australia’s services, and strengthen awareness among police, 
courts, child protection, legal assistance, family violence and consular services. 

11. Recognise exit traVicking:  

Identify exit traUicking as a serious form of gender-based violence, child abuse and 
coercive control, and establish and fund coordinated prevention, safe-return, 
recovery and reintegration responses. 

12. Address forced marriage and FGM/C across borders:  

Build on the National Plan’s recognition of forced marriage and female genital 
mutilation/cutting by addressing the specific risks arising when children are taken or 
kept overseas for these purposes and to support their safe return, recovery and 
reintegration. 

13. Extend access beyond Hague matters:  

Fund specialist legal assistance for cross-border family violence and child protection 
matters that fall outside the Hague Convention framework. 

14. Strengthen consistency in family court responses: 

Ensure that identified safety measures are reliably implemented, expanding 
accessible pathways for risk identification beyond digital screening tools, and 
providing appropriate supports for people experiencing language, literacy, disability, 
trauma or technology barriers. 

15. Invest in long term recovery:  

Ensure children and parents have access to long-term trauma-informed therapeutic 
services, including specialist child psychology and post-return integration support. 
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16. Protect confidential therapeutic relationships:  

Provide practical guidance and dedicated funding to assist service organisations to 
respond to subpoenas and invoke protected confidence provisions where disclosure 
may harm women or children. 

17. Improve awareness and referral pathways:  

Include national awareness, workforce education and referral initiatives so that 
families and frontline services can identify and access specialist cross-border 
assistance early. 

18. Strengthen knowledge and guidance:  

Support the development of accessible jurisdictional information, specialist referral 
directories and workforce education on cross-border family violence, parental 
abduction and international child protection. 

19. Utilise international practice and policy frameworks:  

Draw on the Ottawa Principles for Protecting Children and Parents Subject to Family 
Violence in Cross-Border Situations when designing and implementing relevant 
measures under the Second Action Plan. 
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1. Introduction 
ISS Australia welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the Second 
Action Plan under the National Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 2022–
2032. 

Australia has committed, through international human rights instruments and domestic 
laws and policies, to protect women and children from violence, ensure access to justice, 
promote recovery from trauma, and support the enjoyment of family life, identity and 
participation. ISS Australia’s work at the intersection of family violence, child protection 
and international family law provides a distinctive perspective on how these obligations 
operate where violence and abuse crosses borders. 

Through specialist social work (including domestic violence supports), legal, family 
mediation, child protection and family finding services, ISS Australia supports women and 
children whose experiences demonstrate both the strengths of Australia’s response and 
areas where further development is required. 

2. Australia’s international obligations 
The National Plan and its Action Plans are important mechanisms through which Australia 
gives practical eUect to its international human rights obligations. Foremost among these 
are the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). 

The CRC recognises every child’s right to protection from all forms of violence (Article 19), 
requires that the child’s best interests be a primary consideration (Article 3), recognises 
children’s rights to participate in decisions aUecting them (Article 12), protects identity and 
family relationships (Articles 8 and 9), and requires States to promote the physical and 
psychological recovery and social reintegration of child victims (Article 39). 

CEDAW requires Australia to eliminate discrimination against women in law and practice 
and to exercise due diligence in preventing, investigating and responding to gender-based 
violence. Through General Recommendation No. 35, the CEDAW Committee has aUirmed 
that gender-based violence against women constitutes discrimination and requires 
coordinated legislative, policy and service responses that ensure prevention, protection, 
access to justice and eUective remedies. These obligations extend to violence occurring 
within families and recognise the need to address intersecting forms of disadvantage 
experienced by migrant women, women from culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities, women with insecure migration status and other groups facing additional 
barriers to safety and justice. 



   

ISS Australia Submission National Action Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children July 2026 8 

Australia’s commitments under the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development further reinforce the need to prevent violence, 
strengthen institutional responses, improve access to justice and end abuse, exploitation 
and traUicking of children. 

For families whose lives and connections extend across international borders, Australia’s 
obligations are also informed by Hague Conference on Private International Law 
instruments, including the 1980 Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of International 
Child Abduction and the 1996 Hague Child Protection Convention. Together, these 
frameworks require prevention, protection, recovery, access to justice and eUective 
international cooperation. 

Taken together, these international instruments establish a coherent framework requiring 
Australia not only to respond to violence after it occurs, but also to prevent violence, 
support recovery, strengthen access to justice, protect children's rights and identity, and 
ensure coordinated responses across health, justice, child protection and social service 
systems. They also recognise that women and children are independent rights holders 
whose rights are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. 

The observations contained in this submission are oUered in this context. Drawing on ISS 
Australia's specialist experience supporting women and children aUected by cross-border 
family violence, international child protection matters and family separation, this 
submission identifies opportunities for the National Plan to strengthen Australia's 
implementation of these existing international commitments, particularly where violence 
intersects with international family relationships, migration and cross-border child 
protection. 

3. Violence does not stop at Australia’s borders 
Families may have connections across multiple jurisdictions through migration, dual 
citizenship, international travel or transnational family relationships.  

Australia is one of the world's most culturally diverse nations and increasingly comprises 
families whose lives, relationships and identities extend across international borders. 
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, almost one-third (32%) of Australia's 
population was born overseas. In addition, data from the 2021 Census indicate that more 
than half (51.5%) of Australians were either born overseas or had at least one parent born 
overseas. These demographic realities mean that many Australian families maintain 
enduring relationships with relatives, cultures, communities and legal systems in other 
countries. Family violence, child protection concerns and family separation are therefore 
increasingly likely to involve international dimensions, including dual nationality, 
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Moreover, many parties’ circumstances fall outside the scope of the Scheme. For example: 

• Left-behind parents seeking the return of a child overseas are not eligible for 
ICARS. They may instead need to access the separate Overseas Child Abduction 
Scheme, which funds certain overseas legal costs rather than Australian 
representation.  

• Parents seeking preventative advice because they fear a child may be taken 
overseas are not eligible, as no Hague proceedings have commenced.  

• Clients requiring preventative court action, such as airport watchlist orders or 
relocation orders before an abduction occurs. 

• Exit traVicking victims - because their matters generally do not arise under the 
Hague Convention return process. 

• Parents requiring assistance after Hague proceedings conclude, for example, 
ongoing parenting litigation, family violence orders, migration issues or child 
protection matters. 

• Social work, therapeutic support, safety planning and international case 
coordination, all of which ISS Australia routinely provides. 

In this context, ICARS addresses only one point in a much longer continuum of need. 

ISS Australia's experience demonstrates that the needs of families aUected by cross-
border family violence extend well beyond the scope of Hague return proceedings. 
Families frequently require specialist assistance before proceedings commence, during 
litigation and after proceedings conclude. They may require preventative legal intervention, 
specialist social work, safety planning, child-inclusive practice, family violence support, 
migration advice, therapeutic services, international case coordination and post-return 
reintegration support. These multidisciplinary needs are not fully addressed through a legal 
representation scheme alone. 

The next National Strategy provides an opportunity to build upon the success of ICARS by 
strengthening complementary services that prevent international parental child abduction, 
support families throughout legal proceedings, and promote the long-term recovery and 
safety of women and children aUected by cross-border family violence. 
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migration advice where relevant, and child-focused family dispute resolution where safe 
and appropriate. 

Many victim-survivors cannot secure legal representation because of financial barriers, the 
complexity of proceedings and limited availability of specialist services. This is particularly 
acute in Hague Convention matters, where proceedings are expedited and narrowly 
focused. Family violence may be central to the family’s circumstances, yet victim-survivors 
may experience the legal process as one in which their experiences are only partially 
heard. 

Access to justice should be recognised as a key component of Australia's response to 
family violence. Where victim-survivors are unable to understand legal processes, secure 
legal assistance or safely participate in proceedings, the justice system itself may 
inadvertently contribute to ongoing coercive control. For a parent navigating unfamiliar 
proceedings without representation, the combination of trauma, ongoing coercive control, 
isolation and concern for a child’s safety can be overwhelming. The legal process itself 
may become another avenue through which coercive control is exercised, especially 
where one party has greater financial resources, legal representation or familiarity with the 
justice system. Specialist assistance should extend beyond procedural help. 

“Being in a foreign country, separated from your support network - and at 
times from your child - creates a level of distress that is diHicult to 

articulate. Navigating unfamiliar legal systems can feel overwhelming and, 
at times, panic-inducing. The support I received was critical in enabling 

me to remain steady, informed and able to advocate eHectively in my 
child’s best interests. Continued funding is not just support for parents - it 

is protection for the children whose futures depend on it.” 

ISS Australia client feedback 

As discussed earlier, cross-border family violence presents complex circumstances in 
which parents may face extremely diUicult decisions about their own safety and the safety 
of their children. In some cases, a parent's decision to leave a country with a child may 
occur in the context of serious family violence and perceived risks to safety. In others, the 
removal or retention of a child may itself constitute coercive control or result in significant 
harm. These matters cannot be understood through simplistic assumptions about either 
parent. Each case requires careful, individualised assessment that prioritises the best 
interests, safety and rights of the child while recognising the experiences of both parents. 
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9. Building on recent investment in Hague Convention 
matters 

“ISS is a very important service and I hope it receives more funding. 
Funding should support more social work and legal services for both the 
taking parent and the left-behind parent. Everyone served with a Hague 

Convention notice should be given information about ISS and other 
support organisations.” 

ISS Australia client feedback 

The Australian Government has recognised the importance of specialist responses in 
international family law matters through investment announced in the 2023–24 Women’s 
Safety Budget. This included measures to strengthen implementation of the 1980 Hague 
Convention, including family violence specialist social work support and legal 
representation and mediation advice in incoming Hague matters. 

ISS Australia welcomes these reforms. The Second Action Plan provides an opportunity to 
consolidate and extend this approach.  

ISS Australia's experience demonstrates that eUective responses require continuity across 
the entire family journey. Families often seek assistance before Hague proceedings 
commence, require specialist representation during litigation, and continue to need 
support following the conclusion of proceedings, including in relation to parenting 
arrangements, family violence, child wellbeing and reintegration. Strengthening 
multidisciplinary support across these stages would better align Australia's response with 
the prevention, early intervention, response and recovery objectives of the National 
Strategy. 

Support should therefore remain available throughout a family’s engagement with the 
justice system and beyond the determination of proceedings, recognising that safety, 
reunification, recovery and the restoration of parent-child relationships often take 
considerably longer than the legal case itself. 
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• Frontline agencies need greater awareness of international parental abduction, exit 
traUicking and cross-border coercive control. 

The quotations included in this submission are drawn from recent anonymous client 
feedback. They have been lightly edited for spelling, length and clarity without changing 
their substance. 

20. Conclusion 
Violence against women and children increasingly transcends national borders. The 
Second Action Plan provides an opportunity to recognise this changing reality and position 
Australia as an international leader in responding to cross-border family violence. 

By delivering specialist social work, legal services, mediation, therapeutic support, child 
protection and international cooperation within a coordinated framework, Australia can 
strengthen the safety, recovery and rights of women and children wherever violence 
occurs. Justice processes should not inadvertently become another mechanism through 
which family violence and abuse is experienced. Every point at which a woman or child 
interacts with the justice system should contribute to safety, recovery and the realisation 
of human rights rather than create new risks or barriers. 

ISS Australia would welcome the opportunity to provide further information, practice 
examples or technical advice as the Second Action Plan is developed and implemented. 
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Appendix A: Selected service improvement suggestions from clients 

In addition to the recommendations above, client feedback suggested the following 
practical service-system improvements: 

• Compile and maintain accessible information about legal steps and documentary 
requirements across Australian and overseas jurisdictions. 

• Develop stronger links with psychologists experienced in parental abduction, family 
separation and cross-border trauma. 

• Increase public and professional awareness of ISS Australia and its functions. 
• Provide automatic referral information when Hague Convention documents are 

served. 
• Increase specialist legal and social work assistance for both Hague and non-Hague 

matters. 
• Continue diplomatic eHorts to strengthen international cooperation and 

participation in relevant Hague Conventions. 

 




