Community engagement to create a dialogue on family violence
Violence in the home, particularly violence against women, affects households across Australia.  Women from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities are less likely to report this violence.  

To break down these barriers, Reeta is working with two local councils to develop programs that engage with Indian families to open a dialogue on family violence. 
The program aims to nurture and support women to break the silence of loneliness, connecting them with other community members as well as local police and professionals.
Reeta Verma
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(music interlude)

R:
Thanks for coming along. I'm Reeta Verma from the School of Law. My first glimpse of family violence was when I was four in the arms of my cousin's sister, who was holding me at the time. My uncle comes home, demands food from my cousin's sister. After hearing that food was not good for him, he started whipping my sister. And I wondered why he was whipping my sister. The whipping was so hard that my sister had to run to the next door neighbour who could protect her from violence. Until today I wondered, why was my sister beaten? What did she do to deserve it? And who gave the power and control to my uncle to do what he did to her? As a child I wanted the answers. I didn't have the answers, because I grew up in a society where family violence is a secret which is kept behind closed doors.

I migrated to Australia in 1985, and I thought that I left the secretive society behind me. Not so. Research shows that one in three women are victims of family violence. Family violence crosses all cultural, religious, ethnic, linguistic and national boundaries. For this reason any discretion on family violence is linked to the broader issue of violence against women. So in my discussion today, I will be using family and domestic violence and violence against women, these terms synonymously.
If we examine the cost of family violence on the community, particularly on women, that is a huge cost which the community is paying. So the first national plan came out this year, 2010 and 2013, that says while living free from violence is everyone's right. Did you think violence is everyone's responsibility? The report or the action plan however signals that women from CALD backgrounds are less likely than other groups of women to report violence. Why so, one would wonder. There are enormous barriers in their way. If I sit there, I will not finish the list in 15 minutes. There are lots of barriers. One of the barriers could be support networks for women, social economic disadvantage, community pressure, a lack of knowledge of their rights. So the question here is, national plan says that we need to deal with the gender inequality, we need to engage the community in a dialogue on prevention of violence, particularly violence against women, we need to shift the attitudes that give rise to family violence. Keeping that in mind, my question is how can we engage the community that's not ready to talk about family violence? Here comes my big fat idea.

I say in order to engage the community in a dialogue on prevention of violence you need to connect with the community. While power and control are the major contributors of family violence, violence can occur when people are lonely, sad, anxious, stressed, isolated or disconnected. One needs to break the cycle of isolation and loneliness by providing a space where they can meet with each other. They make connections. They have a sense of belonging and they learn new skills. When family violence occurs at home, women can feel more isolated, abandoned, ignored, neglected, worthless, sad, anxious, stressed, confused. I'm speaking on behalf of many many women I helped over the years. Physical, psychological and economic disadvantage can further alienate them from friends, family and other members of the community. So one needs to bring the women out of their shell and give them the confidence that with the right support and information they can make a difference to their life and the life of their family. One needs to earn their respect and trust so that they can break free of the barriers that keep them silent. So in order to engage the community in a dialogue on prevention of violence, I believe that we need the community and the whole family, while supporting those who are the victims of family violence.
I approached two councils; Brimbank City Council in the west and Darebin City Council in the north. I'll come to that point in a minute, but before I do that I would like you to look at this little girl in the picture, in the middle. This girl experienced family violence when she was in her mother's womb. She saw family violence when she came out of ... came out in this world. Mother was so precious about this child that she would not let this child out of her lap, for a fear that she may be hurt. She has been hurt enough. So within minutes of coming to the program, she has got little brothers and sisters to look after her. She's now being cared for. Within minutes she is playing out with these boys and girls and making them her family, so that's what I mean, the entire family.
So the program which I proposed to these two councils was a program which was designed to support women from the Indian sub-continent to discuss issues which are important for their health and wellbeing. And you will note that I did not mention family violence, domestic violence or violence against women. Fully knowing that these terms, once you mention these terms, they are not going to come to the program. So you need to grab them in another way. Let's talk about health, let's talk about wellbeing, let's see how to make a happy and healthy family. So the program which I designed was creating happy and healthy families. The main aim of the program was to nurture and support women to break the silence of loneliness. Mind you, I had women in mind, I didn't have the entire family at that time in mind, but women started bring their fathers, father-in-laws, their relatives, aunties and uncles and so on, that was a pleasant surprise for me. So what we did, we gave them a little structured program where they did a meditation, relaxation. After meditation, relaxation, chanting and prayers, then we will invite the professionals. One of the barriers Indians have is with the police. No normal Indian will visit a police station. No right minded Indian will go to the court, that's for sure. And that's why the police is at a loss that family violence is occurring, never calls the police. Police goes on ... goes to the property, knock on the door and woman says nothing has happened. So we brought the police there in the program through the multicultural liaison officers and let the police talk about women's rights, let them talk about family violence, how the police can help them. So you can see that a lot of the women over there are asking questions to the police and they are clarifying certain ideas. Some of them are victims themselves, some of them are survivors of family violence themselves and some are working, they are community leaders working in that area. So Keilor Downs police station approached me and said that there is a lot of Indian community, but no-one comes and reports to us. What's going on there? We need to connect to the newly arrived migrant communities. How can we do that? I said, easy. Come over, meet these girls, let them make connections and there have been many successful stories. One woman who was beaten, so I was told, beaten every day by her husband, the landowner, landlord, wanted to do something about it but woman told her not to do anything about it. We ... police did not know how to deal with that issue when the woman is not ready to take any help, what can they do? They can go and knock at the door, that means they will walk out, she will be beaten more, she may be killed. So, police did not know how to deal with that issue. That's why we told Keilor Downs police station, come over, talk to the women, let's make some strategies how you can [unclear - 11:11] and sensitively approach these women and there is ... that particular woman I'm talking about, she called one day and she said, I want the police straight away. And here comes the head of family violence unit from Caroline Springs, from Keilor Downs and helping the women in minutes.
Women wanted to know more. They wanted ... they asked questions from me, what is the white ribbon there? What do you do? What is 16 days of activism? What does it mean? What is declaration of human rights? You refer to it all the time. What does it mean? I could give those answers but I said no, let's hear from the experts in the area. So we call the organisers of White Ribbon Day, she came from Kingston City Council and gave information about White Ribbon Day. Then we said that now the momentum is building women want to know more, they want to do more for the victims of family violence. So we approached the women at HealthWest to deliver a program on leadership and the program is called Our Community, Our Rights. So they are training, our girls, I call them girls because I consider them as my sisters or my daughters. We also involve everyone in the skills which we were going to [unclear - 12:55], to give them something to do at home. I believe in order to engage the community, you have to use various tools.

The tool which I think can also make impact is drama and theatre. Here I'm talking to the Third-Way Theatre artistic director who worked with me on a couple of projects on awareness on family violence, theatrical performances in 2010 and 2012 were produced, asking this artistic director to get engaged with the women so that they can come up with some ideas. What I have in mind is to bring out the impact of family violence on children and women and on the entire family, so artistic director attends our meetings in the ... in Darebin City Council as well as in Brimbank City Council. Hopefully if we get some funds we will carry out work forward.
And you can see the 16 days of activism, the White Ribbon Day, women are ready to take the flag and make a difference. No matter how small the number is, still we have touched their hearts, we have grabbed their attention. I was surprised that men are also coming and men want to start the men's program, and the program is with the support of Brimbank City Council, is going to start on 15th of December. That is, I'm very nervous about it and I won't like to have these sexes of that program because it is harder to engage men in a dialogue on prevention of violence against women.

I believe that the whole community approach will work well with the CALD communities. Although I spoke about Indian community, how to engage the Indian community in prevention of family violence, there's no reason why this program cannot be picked up by other CALD communities and in fact I would like this program to be picked up by other CALD communities. We welcome any support from [unclear - 15:19], individuals, organisations and institutions who can help us in preventing family violence. Engaging the CALD communities in the prevention of family violence is essential to fulfil the national election plans vision for all Australian women and their children to live free from violence in safe communities, and to fulfil our obligations under the UN declaration on elimination of violence against women. I believe that we can engage the community. In order to engage the community you need to connect with the community, you need to earn their respect, and I believe that respect can be earned, connections can be made. You need to have the passion, you need to have the commitment to reach out and make connections with the CALD communities. This program shows how we can connect and how we can earn their trust. I sincerely thank you for your attention.
(music interlude)
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