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Executive Summary
Multicultural Families Organisation (MFO) 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.
MFO works alongside migrant and refugee communities and regularly supports women experiencing domestic and family violence (DFV). Through our work, we have identified a number of challenges that are often overlooked within mainstream DFV policy and service responses.
While Australia has made significant progress in improving crisis responses and immediate safety, many culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) women continue to face unique barriers to seeking help, achieving independence and rebuilding their lives after violence.
These barriers include immigration-related coercive control, settlement dependency, language deprivation, social isolation, community reputation abuse, family violence extending across international borders and limited access to long-term recovery supports.
This submission highlights emerging issues affecting CALD women and provides recommendations to strengthen prevention, early intervention, recovery and long-term independence.
Key Recommendations
· Recognise settlement dependency as a DFV risk factor.
· Establish a National CALD Women's Recovery and Independence Program.
· Recognise immigration-related coercive control as a distinct form of abuse.
· Extend access to settlement-style support for women recovering from violence.
· Develop a National DFV Risk Identification Framework for specialist and non-specialist workforces that incorporates CALD-specific indicators including settlement dependency, immigration-related coercive control, language deprivation, community reputation abuse and transnational intimidation.

· Recognise social isolation, language deprivation and community reputation abuse as forms of coercive control. 
· Establish a national specialist DFV consultation service.
· Develop an integrated national referral platform to improve coordination between services.
· Strengthen interstate continuity of support for victim-survivors.
· Support the co-location of specialist DFV practitioners within police stations.
· Establish an integrated DFV legal assistance pathway with a single point of entry and coordinated case management.
· Improve data collection to better capture the experiences of CALD women.

About Multicultural Families Organisation (MFO)
MFO is a community-based organisation supporting migrant and refugee families across the Gold Coast Queensland. Through our settlement support services, community engagement initiatives, youth development programs, capacity-building activities, and the Support Assessment Referral and Advocacy (SARA) program, an MFO initiative providing specialised DFV support for women from CALD communities on the Gold Coast, we deliver a tailored and culturally responsive response for immigrant and refugee women who have experienced DFV.
Our services are sensitive to cultural diversity and consider the impact of both pre-and post-migration experiences. Our work provides valuable insight into the challenges faced by women experiencing DFV and the barriers they encounter when attempting to access support, navigate services and rebuild their lives after violence.

Long-Term Independence After Violence
Current DFV responses are heavily focused on helping women achieve immediate safety. While this support is essential, many CALD women report that the greatest challenges begin after they leave a violent relationship. Women who have experienced years of coercive control may have been prevented from learning English, accessing education, obtaining a driver's licence, managing household finances, using technology, engaging with employment or navigating Australian systems independently. When crisis support concludes, many women are required to navigate housing systems, Centrelink, childcare, schools, legal processes and employment pathways with limited support. Safety does not automatically lead to recovery, and recovery does not automatically lead to independence.
The National Plan should recognise long-term independence as a distinct outcome and invest in programs that help women rebuild confidence, practical skills, financial capability, employment opportunities and social connections.

The Citizenship Cliff
Many migrant women delay seeking help until they secure permanent residency or citizenship because they fear adverse impacts on their visa status or future in Australia. Ironically, citizenship is often the point at which settlement services become unavailable. Women may finally feel safe enough to disclose violence only to discover that the services best placed to support their recovery are no longer accessible. MFO recommends that eligibility for recovery-focused support be based on vulnerability and need rather than citizenship status.
CALD-specific Forms of Coercive Control and Vulnerability
MFO's experience indicates that coercive control in CALD communities frequently operates through migration, settlement and community structures in ways that are not always reflected in existing policy frameworks.

Settlement Dependency as a Driver of Violence
Settlement dependency is a significant but often unrecognised risk factor for CALD women. Many migrant women arrive in Australia dependent upon a partner for transport, healthcare, finances, housing, technology, government services, language interpretation and migration processes. This dependency creates opportunities for coercive control that extend beyond traditional understandings of financial abuse. Settlement dependency should be recognised as a DFV risk factor within national policy frameworks. Programs that build practical independence through driving, digital literacy, English language development, employment pathways and financial capability should be recognised as both violence prevention and recovery initiatives.

Immigration-Related Coercive Control
Migration status is frequently weaponised as a tool of coercive control. Perpetrators may threaten deportation, visa cancellation, sponsorship withdrawal or family separation to maintain power and control. Women often receive information about migration systems from the very individuals who are controlling them, leaving them vulnerable to misinformation and manipulation. Immigration-related coercive control should be recognised as a distinct form of abuse within policy, practitioner training and risk assessment frameworks.

Community Reputation Abuse
For many CALD women, community reputation, family honour and social standing have a significant influence on help-seeking decisions. Women may fear exclusion from faith communities, community judgement or damage to family relationships if violence is disclosed. These pressures can be as powerful as physical violence in maintaining control. Community reputation abuse should be recognised as a form of coercive control and incorporated into risk assessment, workforce development and prevention initiatives.

Family Violence Beyond Australia's Borders
Many migrant women experience abuse that extends beyond Australia's borders through overseas family members, transnational family networks and international parenting disputes. Current service systems often assume violence occurs solely within Australia and may not adequately respond to the complexities of international family dynamics. The National Plan should explicitly recognise transnational forms of family violence and support policy, legal and service responses that reflect the realities of migration.

Social Isolation as a Safety Risk
Many women return to unsafe relationships not because they want to, but because they are lonely, isolated and disconnected from support networks. Leaving violence can also mean losing community connections, faith communities, family relationships and cultural identity. Social connection should be recognised as a safety and recovery issue rather than solely a wellbeing outcome. Programs that create opportunities for belonging, peer support and community participation are critical to long-term safety. 

Language Deprivation and Information Control 
Language barriers are often viewed as a settlement issue, yet they can also be deliberately created and maintained by perpetrators. Women may be prevented from learning English, accessing information, attending education programs or communicating independently. The deliberate restriction of language development and information should be recognised as a form of coercive control. Building language capability and independent access to information should be incorporated into prevention and recovery responses.
Sexual Violence, Consent and Hidden Forms of Coercive Control
Sexual violence remains one of the most hidden and under-disclosed forms of violence experienced by migrant and refugee women. Through community information sessions, training programs and support services, discussions about consent frequently reveal varying levels of understanding, particularly in relation to marriage and intimate partner relationships. Some women describe social and cultural norms that position a husband as having automatic rights over a woman's body or view sexual activity within marriage as an obligation rather than a matter of ongoing consent. These beliefs can make it difficult for women to recognise sexual coercion, reproductive coercion or sexual violence and may contribute to the normalisation of harmful behaviours within intimate relationships. At the same time, attitudes that objectify women or diminish women's bodily autonomy are not unique to CALD communities and remain a broader societal challenge. Women may fear shame, judgement, family conflict, or community exclusion if they disclose sexual violence. As a result, sexual violence is often one of the last forms of violence to be disclosed. Building trust, safety and cultural understanding is often essential before women feel able to speak about sexual violence and understand their rights to bodily autonomy, consent and respectful relationships.
Improving Risk Identification for CALD Women
National DFV risk assessment frameworks should incorporate CALD-specific indicators and improve workforce capability across mainstream services.
These indicators may include:
· Visa-related abuse
· Threats of deportation
· Language-based abuse
· Social isolation
· Community and family pressures
· Transnational intimidation
· Interpreter control
· Information withholding
Many women disclose concerns to teachers, settlement workers, healthcare professionals and community organisations before accessing specialist DFV services. Improving understanding of culturally specific indicators would strengthen early identification and referral pathways.

What Australia Is Not Measuring 
Many experiences of CALD women remain invisible because they are not adequately captured through national data collection.
Current systems do not consistently measure: 
· Settlement dependency
· Community reputation abuse
· Immigration-related coercive control
· Family violence across international borders
· Language deprivation
· Post-citizenship recovery outcomes
What is not measured is often not reflected in policy, funding and service design. Improved data collection is essential to developing evidence-based responses that reflect the experiences of migrant and refugee women.
 
Improving Early Identification of Domestic and Family Violence
 
Many victim-survivors disclose concerns to mainstream services long before they engage with specialist domestic and family violence (DFV) services. Teachers, healthcare professionals, settlement workers, Centrelink staff and community organisations are often the first people to observe indicators of abuse or receive disclosures. However, most existing risk assessment frameworks are designed for specialist DFV practitioners and are not readily accessible to the broader workforce. As a result, opportunities for early identification and intervention can be missed. 
The National Plan should support the development of a National DFV Risk Identification Framework that provides a consistent approach to recognising, responding to and referring people experiencing DFV, while maintaining specialist risk assessment as the responsibility of trained DFV practitioners.
 
A National DFV Risk Identification Framework
 
A National DFV Risk Identification Framework could be delivered through a single national portal that supports both specialist and non-specialist users. The framework would provide different levels of access according to the user's role, training, and responsibilities, creating a nationally consistent approach to identifying and responding to DFV. 
For non-specialist workers, the framework would operate through a simple recognise, respond and refer model. Workers would be supported to identify indicators of abuse and document observations and disclosures. The system would then generate appropriate guidance, referral pathways, and safety prompts. 
For specialist practitioners, the framework could provide access to comprehensive risk assessment tools, safety planning resources, risk monitoring functions and coordinated information-sharing capabilities. This approach would strengthen referrals, improve consistency and support earlier intervention across Australia.
 
Recognising CALD-Specific Risk Indicators
 
Many DFV risk assessment frameworks do not adequately capture the experiences of migrant and refugee women. Abuse related to migration status, language dependency, social isolation, community pressures, and transnational family networks can be overlooked when workers are unfamiliar with the ways coercive control is experienced within multicultural communities. 
The National Plan should support the inclusion of CALD-specific indicators within national risk identification frameworks and workforce training. Improving understanding of visa-related abuse, language deprivation, interpreter control, community reputation abuse and transnational intimidation would strengthen early identification and improve responses for migrant and refugee women.
 
A National Specialist Consultation Service
 
Many professionals encounter situations involving potential DFV but lack confidence in assessing risk, asking appropriate questions or identifying safe referral pathways. A nationally available specialist consultation service could provide immediate access to DFV expertise for professionals, community workers and organisations seeking advice. 
The service could provide guidance on risk identification, safety planning, referral pathways, child safety concerns, migration-related abuse and cultural considerations. Access to specialist advice would increase workforce confidence and promote more consistent responses across sectors.

 

Building an Integrated National Referral System
 
Fragmentation remains one of the greatest barriers faced by victim-survivors. Women are often required to repeat their experiences to police, hospitals, legal services, housing providers, and specialist DFV services before receiving coordinated support. This process can be retraumatising and may delay access to assistance. 
The National Plan should support the development of an integrated national referral platform that allows services to coordinate referrals and share information where appropriate consent and safeguards exist. A more connected system would reduce duplication, improve continuity of care and strengthen collaboration between agencies.
 
Integrated Legal Assistance Pathways
 
Victim-survivors frequently require legal assistance across multiple areas, including protection orders, parenting arrangements, property settlements, migration matters, tenancy disputes, and child protection proceedings. Under the current system, these issues are often managed by separate services with different intake processes, eligibility criteria, and funding arrangements. 
The National Plan should support the development of an integrated legal assistance pathway based on a single point of entry and coordinated case management. This would reduce repeated storytelling, improve continuity of legal representation, and provide a more streamlined experience for victim-survivors navigating multiple legal processes.
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