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Micah Projects’ Brisbane Domestic Violence Service values the opportunity  
to provide a submission to the Women’s Safety and Justice Taskforce 
highlighting women’s experience in the Criminal Justice System.  

We have supported women in preparing their own submissions to the 
taskforce in addition to contributing to this submission, ensuring that the 
voices of women and children whose lives have been impacted by domestic 
and family violence are well represented. 

 
Who we are 

Micah Projects is a community based, not-for-profit organisation with a vision to 
create social justice and respond to injustice at the personal, social, and structural 
levels in church, government, business and society. We believe every child and adult 
has the right to a home, an income, healthcare, education, safety, dignity and 
connection with their community of choice. 

We work to break down barriers that exclude people from housing, healthcare, 
employment and meaningful connections, and to give people a voice. We assist and 
support each individual or family including children, to resolve crisis, break social 
isolation, have a home, access health and community services, and build community. 

Micah Projects provides a range of support and advocacy services to individuals and 
families according to their needs and capacity. We ensure the immediate needs of 
participants are met in a supportive, informed and respectful manner. 

It is important to Micah Projects that people feel welcome, have choices and do not 
experience discrimination when working with Micah Projects. It is our aim to work 
with participants, each other, and our partners to respectfully share knowledge, ideas, 
resources and skills in order to improve the service for the people we support, and the 
people that work as part of our organization. 
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Micah Projects’ Strategic Priorities 

à People are at home and supported  

à  Women and children are respected, equal and safe 

à Families are safe and well together 

à People have improved access to healthcare 

à People are supported in their healing, resilience is affirmed and they have 
improved access to justice  

à People have access to work, learning and meaningful activity to enhance 
social and economic participation 

à Lead and develop a culture and workforce that is collaborative and responsive 
to lived experience of the people we work with  

à  Achieve financial sustainability and accountability  

à Enable high levels of quality, innovation and performance  

à  Commit to environmental sustainability  
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Brisbane Domestic Violence Service (BDVS) 

Brisbane Domestic Violence Service (BDVS) is the specialist domestic violence service 
for the Brisbane metropolitan region. The primary role of BDVS is to provide free and 
confidential services to women and children, partners in an intimate relationship and 
family members who are affected by domestic or family violence. 

BDVS provides a range of services by a multidisciplinary team, in different locations 
across Brisbane, and lead the Integrated Service Response for Brisbane.  
 
These services include: 

à Safer Lives Mobile Service - a 24hour outreach and mobile service 
that meet people in locations that are safe and suitable to their 
circumstances whether they be at home or in the community, 
including co-responding with officers of the Queensland Police 
Service (QPS); 

à Safer Options and Support – including embedded domestic and 
family violence advocates in the Vulnerable Persons Units, QPS, 
North and South; embedded youth domestic and family violence 
advocate with Brisbane Youth Service; and a team of Domestic and 
family violence advocates to assess the risk and support safety for 
women and children and promote collaboration across agencies to 
ensure appropriate support for women and children; 

à Safer Families Initiative – supporting women and children affected by 
domestic and family violence when they are safe; and a trial program 
working with adolescent perpetrators of violence against their 
mothers; 

à Safe and Accountable Justice – providing court support; men’s 
perpetrator programs, including support and advocacy for women; 

à Safer Community Culture – promoting knowledge and understanding 
of domestic and family violence across the integrated service system, 
and working with the Brisbane South primary health network to 
support General Practitioners in understanding domestic and family 
violence to effectively work with women, children and families 
experiencing domestic and family violence. This program also 
provides financial counselling for women through a position funded 
by Great Southern Bank (previously trading as CUA Bank). 
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What we know 
Brisbane Domestic Violence Services (BDVS) recognises that addressing domestic and 
family violence is complex and requires a multi-faceted response, and that the current 
legislation is not sufficient to protect women and children nor make men accountable 
for their behaviours. We know that domestic and family violence leads to significant 
long-term impacts on the health and wellbeing of affected women and children, and 
subsequently places a significant burden on the health, social service, education, 
financial, and justice systems.   

What is coercive control? 
Perpetrators exert power and control by manipulating things that are important to the 
woman such as their children, her job, and family pets. Financial abuse can be 
significant leaving the woman with little or no money, and often needing to manage 
large debts as a result of coercive control. 

Specialist Domestic and Family Violence Advocates often witness perpetrators 
manipulating the justice system, making vexatious allegations against the woman to 
police, child safety, or the courts, with affidavits that don’t reflect the truth. 
Perpetrators are very good at image management and ‘gaslighting’ whereby they 
present as calm and in control, with an aim to highlight the woman as emotional and 
experiencing mental health issues. The wider service system and justice system need 
to be aware of these common tactics and attempts to undermine the woman.  

Specialist Domestic Violence Workers have since the inception of domestic violence 
been hearing from women and reflecting with them on the power and control that 
exists as the overriding dynamic in their relationships. Sometimes accompanying 
physical and sexual violence, sometimes as the underlying dynamic for psychological, 
spiritual, and cultural abuse. Many women express their fear, frustration, anxiety and 
lack of freedom about the hidden nature of this control and the ever present dynamic 
of not being believed because of what cannot be seen. Specialist Domestic Violence 
workers have for many years utilised the Duluth Power and Control wheel as the basis 
for education 

It will be essential that education, awareness raising about the legislation intent and 
implementation is made a priority, so that women are best informed about how to 
provide the evidence and that all professionals are well trained in understanding 
coercive control within domestic violence. From reporting through to witness 
statements, evidence in courts, and how the court prosecutes coercive control.  

All services and professionals engaged with safety planning and management of risk 
will need to have dedicated training and support to bring the laws into reality for the 
protection of women and accountability of men.  
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How is coercive control currently dealt with in Queensland? 

Community attitudes 

Our work with women, children and perpetrators indicates a lack of understanding of 
what constitutes domestic and family violence in the broader community and the 
service system. A lack of understanding of domestic and family violence as a patterned 
behaviors that constitute coercive control currently serves to promote a sense of 
isolation for women and children and perpetuates the occurrence of domestic and 
family violence. Domestic violence is mainly construed as violence and physical abuse, 
and more needs to be done to continue to educate the broader community regarding 
the pattern of abuse inherent in coercive control within domestic violence behaviors 
and consequences.  

We would urge government in the introduction of coercive control to ensure that 
there is not only one point of consultation through the Taskforce but that there be 
ongoing consultation across the diversity of populations and the particular 
characteristics of need, risk and appropriate education and service responses in the 
drafting and understanding of the legislation.  

There needs to be greater integration of the evidence and knowledge of the impact of 
trauma on a victim’s ability to recall information, and how statements and evidence is 
obtained. This process needs to be improved through a multi-disciplinary response to 
victims from the first point of contact, through the whole process of safety planning 
and engagement with the human services system and the civil and criminal justice 
system.  The practitioners’ responses across all system need to be, not only trauma 
informed, but trauma sensitive practice that understand the impact of fear due to 
coercive control and how these impact on the choices and decisions that women 
make to deal with their situation. There is not one response but rather an 
understanding of the brain’s response to ongoing reality of actual and perceived 
threats which requires trauma sensitive knowledge and practice.  

Education is key to influencing change – to ensure women and children understand 
what they are experiencing is not acceptable, and that the system responds in way 
that empowers them and enables them to live safe and happy lives. Community 
awareness and understanding of domestic and family violence and coercive control 
based on a clear definition can lead to cultural change. This must be multifaceted and 
across systems – education, health services, the legal system, and the broader 
community. There is increasing discussion in the media because of proposed changes 
to legislation, this needs to continue and broaden.  
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A comprehensive education, training and stakeholder engagement strategy that 
includes Specialist Domestic Violence workers and other specialist organizations 
representing the diversity of lived experience needs to be developed, implemented 
and evaluated.  

The media can play a key role in breaking down gender biases, highlighting and 
challenging inappropriate behaviors, and highlighting respectful relationships.  
A change in terminology alone will not increase awareness of coercive control, nor will 
it save lives. There do need to be controls around how Media report, as reporting of 
recent domestic violence incidents and homicides has led to an increase in high-risk 
behaviors, and threats of high-risk behaviors, such as petrol dousing, threats to set 
partner on fire, and setting house fires with the partner inside. Implementation of a 
similar approach to the reporting of suicide needs to be considered to prevent 
‘copycat’ behaviors. Current reporting approaches, while highlighting the significance 
of the issue to the broader community, has served to increase risk of serious injury for 
women.  

 

Domestic and Family Violence Service System Response, Integrated 
Service Response and Co-Response Models 
In recent years, Domestic and Family Violence Specialist workers in Queensland have 
undertaken training with the Safe and Together Institute addressing the intersection 
of domestic and family violence and child welfare, ensuring the delivery of trauma 
informed services is underpinned by critical understanding of supporting safety for 
women and children. BDVS has implemented a co-response model with Queensland 
Police, enabling a social worker to address the immediate needs of the woman and 
provide her with information, while police address the immediate threat with the 
accused perpetrator – who may also be initially mis-identified as the woman due to 
the impact of coercive control.  

The presence of a Domestic and Family Violence Specialist Social Worker in a 
Vulnerable Persons Unit has had a positive impact on understanding of domestic and 
family violence, and coercive control for those police officers on rotation, enabling 
them to share this knowledge and understanding with other police offers when on a 
new rotation. Access to this approach is currently limited. Police can contact the BDVS 
24-hour mobile service to co-respond and support women when it is safe to do so, 
though there is just one team of two workers servicing metropolitan Brisbane, so 
access to this opportunity, while leading to better outcomes for women and children, 
is also limited. It would also be useful to explore the option of police being positioned 
in specialist domestic violence services.  

Consideration should also be given to having dedicated Domestic Violence Units 
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alongside or within a Vulnerable Persons Unit, which has the focus of trained police 
and co-responder on intimate partner violence with in depth understanding of the 
gendered nature of domestic violence. In jurisdictions such as Portland (USA) the 
Domestic Violence Unit sits alongside the Vulnerable Persons Unit, each with clear 
roles and responsibilities. There are clear differences between domestic violence and 
mental health responses which need to be more visible and valued within the overall 
police response. Domestic Violence expertise needs to be focused on the diversity of 
intimate partner relationships and how a gendered lens of power and control, 
dominance and oppression are at play. 

Increased co-response opportunities would better support police to perform their role 
in enacting the law while supported by a specialist DFV worker who is able to support 
and inform the woman and ensure accountability of the person using violence most 
often men.  This would lead to increased knowledge and understanding within 
Queensland Police and cultural shift. 

The Integrated Service Response (ISR) has created better opportunities to manage risk 
and increase safety for women through enabling increased information sharing and 
collaborative responses to managing risk. Challenges do arise due to a lack of 
understanding of responsibilities of different services within the broader integrated 
service system and information sharing legislation. Training for service providers 
operating within the system does help, though need to occur more regularly to ensure 
day-day operational knowledge and understanding of working within the model. 
Services are generally operating at capacity and managing a range of complexities, 
including ongoing challenges attracting and retaining appropriately trained staff across 
the human services sector. There are many ways that we could improve the quality of 
services through different contracting arrangements and valuing the need to 
incorporate in funding costs the oversight and practice supervision in any ongoing way 
within services not simply through access to external training opportunities.  

 

Systems Planning - integrated Service Response 
Integrated services responses have contributed to an improvement of the safety of 
women and accountability of offenders, but we can do more for improvement of the 
service system.   We need to continue to work on clarity and understanding of roles 
and responsibility, respect for the role of specialist domestic violence, addressing how 
different service systems plan and respond, there is very little systems collaboration.  

The promotion of regional domestic violence services and not simply state-wide 
services will be important as changes are made, as there are local differences and 
context of practice.  
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The service system needs to ensure respect for the pathways that women choose, 
recognizing that many women do not access the pathways of police and courts but 
work through specialist domestic violence services, their workplaces and friends and 
family.  We would never want to see the Specialist Domestic Violence Service System 
to only be a resource for women who choose to go to the police and court processes.  

Such process needs to always be available when needed but not mandatory.  This is 
particularly relevant of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and families, 
where there needs to be greater responses embedded within Indigenous managed 
community-controlled services, especially health services which are trusted amongst 
the community.  

To promote the accountability of people who are offenders of domestic violence we 
need accountable systems.  There is a need to look at what institutional arrangements 
across government are in place and can be enhanced for the accountability of services 
and response outside the individual complaints process. Such as Police, Magistrates, 
Courts, Health, Education, Children and Family Support Services, Specialist Domestic 
Violence and Child Protection as examples.  

 

Terminology 
Men participating in perpetrator programs currently do not use the term ‘coercive 
control’, however they can recognise the tactics and patterned behaviors inherent to 
coercive control, such as restricting: 

à the woman’s freedom,  

à her right to work,  

à her ability to see family and friends.  

Women are also unfamiliar with the terminology of coercive control and how it relates 
to domestic violence.  This will require further opportunities for domestic violence 
services to provide education on the legislation as well as the dynamics of power and 
control in relationships.  

Specialist Domestic Violence workers have for many decades being using the 
terminology of identifying power and control in abusive relationships, but the systems 
engaged with women to address domestic violence have not had the ability to act on 
these actions and behaviors which coercive control as a legislated offence will change.  

 

However the education of women, men and children as aggrieved and providing 
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statements and evidence is where significant work will be required. Specialist 
Domestic Violence and Women’s Services need to be funded to contribute to the 
education of aggrieved as part of the delivery of services to the community.  

 

Policing and legislative response 
Staff across BDVS have experienced a lack of consistency in how legislation is enacted 
across the legal system. This is particularly evident across the Queensland Police 
Service, Family Law Court, and Magistrates Courts. Increased accountability for 
magistrates, and implementation of comprehensive training to foster understanding 
of domestic and family violence, including coercive control, and the pattern of 
behaviors perpetrators use would reduce, and optimally eliminate women’s 
experience of systemic abuse, and reduce the ability for perpetrators to manipulate 
the system.  There is great improvement needed for the voices of children and the 
management of children’s safety in all the processes.  

 

Creating an overarching response to Victims Experience and Voices  

The UK have introduced a Victim’s Commissioner to ensure victims are supported in 
coping and recovering from the impact of crime and to champion their rights in all 
forums where they are at a disadvantage, particularly in the criminal justice and child 
safety systems. (https://victimscommissioner.org.uk/publications/victims-
commissioner-for-england-and-wales-2019-to-2022/). 
 
This approach may be of benefit here to ensure women ‘s and witnesses experience of 
the system are not reduced to simply a complaint, but that the systemic issues and 
trends can be addressed by an external authorized position in government such as a 
Victims Commissioner .  This role would not simply be limited to domestic violence, 
but also to all experiences of people engaged with the justice system. We would not 
be promoting models that are simply managing Victim Assist programs but more so a 
model that ensure the Charter of Victims’ Rights is not simply a voluntary code but a 
code with mechanisms for accountability of systems to respond to the voices of 
victims and witnesses whether the proceed within the justice system or not.  The 
legislative powers of the Victims Commissioner need to ensure that such a 
commissioner has the power to receive information and data when requested, ability 
to conduct reviews of stakeholder activity within the criminal justice system and how 
compliance with the Victims Charter is operationalized as mandatory requirement of 
service to cooperate ( not optional) , the ability to conduct inquiries and 
investigations.  

Micah Projects in the work with the Royal Commission into institutional responses to 
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child sexual abuse has also identified the need for an ongoing position where 
victims/survivors are not having to wait or call for Inquires to be heard. Once these 
inquiries are over there is no opportunity to have a place where people who did not 
have the opportunity can provide information on their experiences of being victims of 
crime that are not recognized or adequately dealt with by the criminal justice system. 

Exploring the appropriate model for Queensland requires more time and we would be 
willing participants of any strategy to develop a model based on the UK model for Qld  

 

Training 
There is much to be achieved from increasing training for police, and availability of 
trained specialist domestic and family violence advocates in police stations across 
Brisbane and the state. It is not possible for police to be experts in all areas, however 
increased understanding of the pattern of behaviors that constitute coercive control 
and domestic and family violence would result in more effective early responses, 
reducing current burden on the system due to the number of call-outs and responses 
to breaches, and inappropriate identification of perpetrators and the aggrieved.  

Currently there is a wide variation in knowledge and understanding of domestic 
violence and coercive control across the Queensland Police force and the criminal 
justice system, and a lack of targeted resources and specialist knowledge, resulting in 
inconsistent responses such as: 

à Women incorrectly being identified as perpetrators;  

à delays in applying the legislation; 

à not prioritizing call-outs for domestic violence 

à women not being believed 

à not holding perpetrators in custody long enough to ensure the safety 
of women and children 

à not understanding that women’s responses result from fear 

à many perpetrator actions are not viewed as domestic violence and 
not pursued, such as stalking, strangulation and sexual violence in 
intimate partner relationships; 

à policing and courts not recognizing patterns of abusive/coercive 
control behaviour 

à not identifying cases as domestic violence so that additional 



 

 

Micah Projects’ Brisbane Domestic Violence Service 
Submission to Women’s Safety and Justice Taskforce                                                                                                                                           Page 12 

paperwork is not required 

à responses within the legal system – policing and courts often serve to 
inadvertently support perpetrators coercive control behaviours 

Increased accountability for magistrate’s behavior and language in the court room, as 
well as increased training to facilitate better understanding of domestic violence and 
coercive control is essential. Court Support Workers currently see a range of 
responses from magistrates that perpetuate systemic violence and fail to address 
patterns of behaviours by perpetrators.  

Women’s experience of the court system is often: 

à dismissive of their experience,  

à doesn’t recognise the ongoing trauma they have experienced, and  

à serves to retraumatize them.  

à they are required to sit in the same room as the perpetrator, which 
can cause significant levels of distress, and  

à are seated in a position where they are looked down upon by the 
magistrate.  

This experience can be extremely intimidating and adds to the trauma of needing to 
tell and re-tell their story. Women and children need to be able to trust that the legal 
system will be a safe and validating experience. A role such as the UK’s Victims’ 
Commissioner could assist in this, though perhaps using more positive language such 
as Commissioner for Survivors of Serious Crime. 

Domestic and family violence also has a long-term impact on children, their ability to 
form healthy relationships and to participate in education. Adolescents as 
perpetrators of violence against their mothers is becoming a growing area concern 
and requires increased understanding. Police responses often fail to recognise the 
issue and determine that violent behaviours are a result of poor parenting on the 
mother’s behalf.  
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What’s needed 

Legislating against coercive control  

Given the time frames and our areas of expertise Micah Projects’ BDVS supports the 
option of a standalone Coercive Control offense as long as its drafting has significant 
review of the implications on and change if required to the current Domestic Violence 
legislation and Child Protection Act.  

We believe that in the drafting of legislation, further consultation will be essential so 
that all stakeholders and the community fully understand the legalisation and that at 
the same time the inconsistency or what is misunderstood currently can be rectified 
and changed.  This requires review of current legislation and how coercive control 
legislation interacts with current legislation in relation to Domestic Violence and 
Torture. 

Micah Projects’ BDVS does not support mandatory provisions in relation to reporting 
of domestic violence but rather a trauma sensitive and empowering approach to 
working with aggrieved to make decisions and retain control with support.  We do 
support the continuation of provisions in relation to information sharing that enable 
action to be taken in the presence of risk that continue to work with the aggrieved in 
explaining the actions for protection.  
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Summary 

We look forward to the outcome of this process and being engaged in the 
development and drafting of any changes as a result, as there is much complexity and 
diversity to be considered. A considered, consultative approach is necessary to ensure 
systemic change that empowers and protects the rights of women and children across 
the Integrated Service System, while incorporating a focus on prevention of, and 
recovery from domestic and family violence. 
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