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ABOUT THIS PAPER
By reflecting on the lived experience of women and children who have accessed our service during financial
year (2017-2018) this position paper aims to raise awareness of the many vulnerabilities and
challenges women on temporary visas face in accessing support. In addition, this paper highlights the
operational and systemic challenges that affect WAGEC's continued provision of support to this cohort of
clients. It is our hope that this paper contributes to the body of research and current responses, demonstrating
the persistent and innovative ways by which WAGEC have managed to assist women on temporary visas
experiencing violence and supported their children to keep safe, despite the challenges posed.

ABOUT WAGEC
Women's and Girls' Emergency Centre (WAGEC) is a not-for-profit charity based in Redfern, New South
Wales. We have been operating for forty years, working with women and families who have been impacted
by the effects of homelessness, domestic violence and systemic disadvantage. We work toward a safe future
for women and families everyday by creating safe spaces for our clients and working with them to create
enduring change in times of crisis through access to safety, housing and support. We operate three crisis
refuges, an after-hours domestic and family violence service, 40 supported medium-term houses to women and
children and 10 single women, a wide range of outreach services, and a variety of support programs that
promote independence, confidence, and address the impacts of trauma. On any given night, we are
accommodating around 200 women and children. The majority of our accommodation services are funded
through the NSW Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) Specialist Homeless Services (SHS)
program.

BACKGROUND
Violence against women is one of the most common victimisations experienced by an immigrant
woman' (Ghafouria, 2011). While there is no single factor that puts immigrant women at greater risk of
experiencing domestic and family violence, a recent study by Australia's National Research Organisation
for Women's Safety (ANROWS) found that the impact of violence on immigrant women is often
exacerbated by factors related to the migration experience and constraints of visa status which
intersect and compound a woman's vulnerability and risk (Vaughan et al., 2015).

The 2016 Victorian Royal Commission into family violence identified that women on no income, due to
their temporary visa status face particular vulnerabilities and challenges as these women are often not
entitled to social security, healthcare or housing support. They also often have limited work rights and a
range of circumstantial obstacles which increase their dependency on partners who use violence for
economic security and residency rights (Vaughan et al., 2015).

Users of domestic and family violence (DFV) tactics commonly exploit these women's circumstances
and temporary visa status to control their behaviour, preventing them from leaving the relationship and
exploiting their vulnerability as well as their lack of support (Segrave, 2017). These tactics advantage
users of violence as a way of coercing them back into the relationship in instances when they do
manage to leave (DVSM, 2017). Women in this position are often faced with the choice to remain in an
abusive relationship or for some women be removed from Australia and sent back to their country of
origin. This may lead to women leaving Australia without their children, or face an uncertain future in
Australia, financially dependent on support services with no guarantee of long-term independence.

Due to the lack of available and known avenues of support these women will often endure domestic
and family violence for prolonged periods of time before seeking help (AWAVA, 2017). This can mean by
the time these women finally do seek support they are often motivated to do so by a serious threat to
their wellbeing or even their life (Segrave, 2017). Given that women from culturally and linguistically
diverse (CALD) backgrounds are more likely to be killed as a result of domestic and family violence
(Department of Social Services, 2015) it's of paramount importance that a range of support services are
available to better women on temporary visas.

WAGEC firmly believe that women on temporary visas experiencing domestic and family violence
deserve the same protection and rights as all other Australians. As such WAGEC are committed to
assisting women on precarious visas, providing these women access to crisis accommodation and case
management services to support them through their journey.

RECOMMENDATIONS
WAGEC advocates for the safety of women and children
to be prioritised over their immigration status.

VISA
RECCOMMENDATIONS
The Commonwealth, State and Territory governments need to ensure
amendments to Immigration policy occur to remove barriers that
prevent women from reporting domestic and family violence to
government, justice and community services.

Ensure all women experiencing domestic and family violence
(DFV) have equal access to services and support, regardless
of their visa status.

Amend immigration policy to recognise perpetrators
of domestic and family violence (DFV) that extend beyond the
individual sponsoring a partner visa.
Expand access to family violence provisions to include
women on prospective marriage visas who are not yet
married.

Extend complementary protection to women who face family
and cultural repercussions should they return to their country
of origin as a consequence of a relationship breakdown
caused by domestic and family violence (DFV).

FINANCIAL
RECOMMENDATIONS
All women on precarious visas should access crisis payments
and ongoing financial support when escaping DFV, regardless
of visa status or living arrangements.
Ensure those who are required to remain in Australia due to
child caring responsibilities and ongoing family court
proceedings are provided financial assistance and support.
Financial assistance and adequate time needs to be
provided to women wishing to return to their home country.
This will allow arrangements to be made to financial support
and services for when they return home.
Seven day claim period for the crisis payment needs to be
extended to allow a more flexible and accommodating
response for women and children escaping DFV.
Department of Human Services need to clearly display
eligibility criteria on their main page, clearly stating the
application timeframe and the conditions of support for each
payment.

Federal Department of Human Services to institute a system of
fact checking to ensure perpetrators can't use the family tax
benefit and child allowance payment criteria to exert control
over women through false reports of the child's residence
resulting in a sudden loss of payment.
Improve collaboration and communication across government
agencies (e.g. Centrelink and Medicare) to ensure streamlined
support, so that all women and children can access vital
support when required.

HOUSING
RECOMMENDATIONS
RECOMMENDATIONS
Australian Government provision of funding to homelessness and
domestic and family violence services to specifically
fund accommodation and practical support to women and children
on temporary visas.
Grant women and children on precarious visas access to social
housing, rental assistance and other subsidies to ensure individuals
supported in crisis accommodation can be moved to long-term
housing. So as to alleviate pressure on crisis accommodation
services to provide long-term support and ensure greater access to
crisis housing when required.
Housing NSW should allow various temporary visa holders the
opportunity to apply for Social Housing regardless of their visa
status. Pending the outcome of the visa application the individual
and/or family could be listed on a social housing waitlist while
awaiting their visa status outcome.

BARRIERS TO
ACCESSING SUPPORT
RECOMMENDATIONS
Changes are needed to Department of Family and Community Services
Non-Government Organisation's contracts to make sure clients on
temporary visas are able to access support regardless of income status
and are eligible for services provided by NSW NGOs.
Develop a comprehensive national database to inform policy and
ensure best practice when working with women from culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) communities.

Support reform to enhance interpreter capacity regarding family

RECOMMENDATIONS

violence. This would require the implementation of measures to ensure
interpreter standards are met in relation to confidentiality and traumainformed service delivery. Furthermore, offering debriefing support to
interpreters who work with clients with complex trauma.
The Australian Government ensures that all migration, legal, health,
housing, community, sexual assault and family violence services are
funded to engage professional interpreters when required.
Train and support services that engage with culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) women to better understand the
dynamics of domestic and family violence and respond to those
experiencing violence by facilitating appropriate referral pathways
to specialist support.
Ensure family violence prevention and education programs are
culturally appropriate and effective by working collaboratively with
multicultural women’s services and leaders from immigrant and
refugee communities.
Create multi-language written and audio resources to ensure all
individuals affected by domestic and family violence can easily access
information and supports to specialist family violence services.
Resources should include information on migration and justice
responses and inform individuals about what they can expect from
family violence services.

WAGEC'S SUPPORT OF WOMEN &
CHILDREN ON TEMPORARY VISAS
During the financial year (2017-2018) WAGEC have supported 65 women and children who were homeless or
at risk of homelessness on temporary visa status through WAGEC crisis accommodation and the Domestic
Violence Response Enhancement (DVRE) service. 90% of the women required assistance to escape domestic
and family violence, while the other 10% composed of women who were seeking asylum or women with children
who were abandoned by their partners with no financial support. Many of the women supported by WAGEC
had limited English language skills, limited social networks and minimal understanding of how to navigate their
legal and social services, having come from a diverse range of backgrounds, as demonstrated in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1.

Visa category on entry to WAGEC.

Figure 1. WAGEC crisis accommodation support for women on precarious visa status,
comprising of 26 nationalities during the 2017-2018 financial year.

REFERRAL PATHWAYS
Referrals were state-wide and the main sources of referral for this client group were; Housing NSW, DV
Line, hospital social workers, and Legal Aid. Other referral pathways included; specialist housing
services, community organisations such as the Sydney Family referral service and the Asylum seeker
service.

WAGEC DEMOGRAPHICS
DVRE SERVICE
The DVRE service assisted 21 women on precarious visas, up to 50% had
children in their care. The majority of the women had no source of income
at the time of assistance, requiring immediate access to funds to ensure
their safety. Some of the women had working rights attached to their
visas and were employed in a part-time capacity. However, their
employment broke down when entering into homelessness. WAGEC

21 Women

supported the women to stay in temporary accommodations, such as,
motels, for 1-31 days, totalling 270 days during the 2017-2018 financial
year.

& 12 Children

WOMENS SERVICE
WAGEC supported 10 single women in our crisis accommodation over
the 2017-2018 financial year. The women were aged between 28- 50
years old. 9 women were escaping domestic and family violence and 1
woman was seeking asylum. The duration that women were housed in
crisis accommodation varied greatly from between 8 days to over 2
years, with some clients still currently in crisis accommodation, awaiting

10 Women

their visa outcome.

FAMILIES SERVICE
During the 2017-2018 financial year, 13 families on temporary visas were housed in WAGEC crisis
accommodation. The women's ages ranged from 24yrs -42 yrs, each with between 1-3 children. The
age of the children is shown below. All children were supported by WAGEC's Child and Young
Persons
Manager
ensure
the children's physical, emotional and wellbeing needs were met
FIGURE 1.Case
Visa category
on to
entry
to WAGEC.
while housed in crisis accommodation. Furthermore, WAGEC assisted many pregnant mothers access
to medical care during and following their pregnancy, with 23% of children aged 0-12 months.

10-15 yrs
6%
5-10 yrs
6%

0-12 months
23%

1-5 yrs
65%

13 mothers

17 children

Figure 2. Age of children housed in WAGEC
accomodation over 2017-2018 financial year

VISA OVERVIEW
Family violence provisions within the migration act aim to create a safety net for women on temporary partner
visas experiencing domestic and family violence, allowing women access to limited welfare support at times of
crisis (ALRC, 2011). However, WAGEC have increasingly seen the need to provide extensive and complex support
to women on precarious visas who are not entitled to such provisions, including New Zealand special category
visas, bridging visas A-E, temporary work visas, student and tourist visas as shown in the graph below (Appendix
A).

Figure 3. Visa categories of women on precarious visas who were housed in WAGEC
crisis accomodation over 2017-2018 financial year.

As demonstrated in Figure 3, 77% of the women assisted by WAGEC were ineligible for any form of housing
or welfare support under the family violence provisions within the Migration Regulations 1994 (Cth),
except for the standard 2 nights in emergency temporary accommodation, which in some cases was not
provided. The availability of services and support greatly depends on the individual's migration status and
visa entitlements (AWAVA, 2017). Although, research conducted by ANROWS found that women often have
very little understanding of their visa entitlements and options for support (Vaughan et al., 2015). This is
often due to the users of violence control over access to information and documentation, confusing and

FIGURE 1.
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inconsistent rules and regulations during the application process and the challenges involved in accessing
specialist legal advice and support (Segrave, 2017). From a service perspective, WAGEC shares similar
experiences with Domestic Violence Services Management (DVSM) findings, reporting it can be extremely
hard to clarify information for clients and support them to make informed decisions about their
relationship, visa status and future prospects in Australia as there are no clear and consistent guidelines.
Below are the varying types of visas the 23 women across WAGEC's families and women service had,
indicating; what visa they arrived to Australia on, what visa they moved onto when they had escaped DFV
and the source of income they accessed once they had left the DFV relationship.
No income refers to the visa class stating that the women were prohibited working rights and access to
income support.

WAGEC VISA STATUS
17/18 FINANCIAL YEAR
PARTNER &
MARRIAGE VISAS
Visa Class
on Arrival

Partner Visa (309)

Current Visa

Source of

Status by

Income

Year End
Permanent

Special Benefit

Residency

1 Week Wait

Partner Residence Permanent
Visa (801)

Residency

Partner Visa (309)

Unknown

Partner Visa (820)

Unknown

Partner Visa

17/18 Financial year

NO INCOME
Special Benefit
4 Month Wait
NO INCOME

Bridging Visa A.
Applied - Partner

NO INCOME

Visa (801)

CASE STUDY - PARTNER VISA
One of the clients supported by WAGEC entered into an arranged marriage and immigrated to Australia
on a partner visa. The day after the wedding the client started getting physically and sexually assaulted by
her sponsoring partner. The client was forced into a life of domestic servitude, locked in the house with no
access to a phone, electricity or any access to financial means. Extended family members verbally and
physically abused the client, which was worsened due to issues related to payment of a dowry. The client
managed to contact the police and was removed from the house and
taken to a refuge. However, the initial referral to a refuge was unable to support the client due to her lack
of income. All specialist homelessness services funded by the State and Federal Governments are funded
to support all individuals and families whom are experiencing homelessness and/or escaping DFV.
However, due to the barriers (impacted by their Visa status) this client cohort faces some services limit the
number of visa precarious clients they support or refer them onto other services. In this case, Housing
NSW provided 2 - nights temporary accommodation (as per family violence provisions), but client
advised that this was the extent of assistance they could provide. WAGEC initially advocated for an
extension, which was not granted and resulted in WAGEC covering the financial cost of the extension
of temporary accommodation nights, until we could provide a bed in our crisis accommodation. During this
time the client was supported to apply for the Family Violence Provision (FVP) and provided assistance in
family court. Whilst the client was awaiting her immigration outcome, WAGEC offered a holistic approach
to her complex situation, further supporting her to obtain a financial grant to pursue education in Australia.
This allowed her to be proactive during this precarious and stressful time and prepared her for financial
independence moving forward. As well as giving her greater control over her choices and decision making.

WAGEC VISA STATUS
17/18 FINANCIAL YEAR
STUDENT VISAS
Visa Class

Current Visa

Source of

on Arrival

Status by

Income

Year End
Student Visa
Student Visa
Student Visa

Student Visa

Bridging Visa C
Bridging Visa E

17/18 Financial year

NO INCOME
Special Benefit

NEW ZEALAND
CITIZEN FAMILY VISA
Visa Class

Current Visa

Source of

on Arrival

Status by

Income

Year End

8 Month Wait

Applied for Bridging
NO INCOME
Visa to buy time to
obtain childs
Awaiting DNA
citizenship
Paternity test
documentation
Applied for Partner
NO INCOME
Visa

17/18 Financial year

New Zealand

Bridging Visa A.

Citizen Family

Applied - Protection Dependant

Visa (461)

Visa (866)

New Zealand
Citizen Family
Visa (461)

Applied - Partner
Visa

SRSS &
Child Allowance

NO INCOME

CASE STUDY - STUDENT VISA
A woman assisted by WAGEC was sexually assaulted on a student visa and fell pregnant while living
in student accommodation. As a consequence of falling pregnant out of wedlock, the woman was
ostracised from her family who were financially supporting her at the time. Unable to defer her
studies for more than a semester due to her visa conditions, the client was left with very few options
to remain in Australia. WAGEC helped support her while she applied for a tourist visa to allow time
to pursue criminal charges and obtain the child's documentation to return to her country of origin.

CASE STUDY - NEW ZEALAND CITIZEN VISA
One of the clients supported by WAGEC had been living with her Australian partner for many years on a
NZ temporary visa. The client fell pregnant and was kicked out of her partners house. With no access to
an income, the client managed to secure housing in a brothel where she exchanged sex for housing and
food. However, with no access to Medicare, due to her visa status, the client was fearful of seeking
medical assistance during her pregnancy only seeking medical assistance at the time of the baby's
birth. A social worker at the hospital was able to refer the client to WAGEC where she was supported
with housing and legal assistance to register the child's Australian citizenship and enforce child support
payments. However, as the father has been unwilling to co-operate and sign required documentation,
there have been significant delays in securing such support for mother and child.

#NB: SRSS: Status Support Services payment - a regular payment on behalf of the Department of
Home Affairs to help with basic living costs while waiting to hear about immigration status.

WAGEC VISA STATUS
17/18 FINANCIAL YEAR
BRIDGING VISAS
Visa Class on

Current Visa

Arrival

Status by Year
End
Granted

Bridging Visa

Partner Visa
(820)

Bridging Visa A

Applied for Partner

Source of
Income
17/18 Financial year

Special Benefit
5 month wait

NO INCOME

Visa (820)
Bridging Visa A

Bridging Visa A

Applied for Protection Special Benefit
Visa (866)
Bridging Visa B

- for Child
Special Benefit
Family Tax A + B
- for Child
16 month wait

Bridging Visa A

Permanent Resident
- Partner (820)

Bridging Visa A
Bridging Visa B

Bridging Visa C

NO INCOME

NO INCOME
Permanent Resident

Special Benefit

- Partner (820)
Protection Visa

SRSS living

(subclass 866)

allowance;10 days.

Applied for protection
Bridging Visa E

visa - to obtain child's

NO INCOME

citizenship
documentation.

CASE STUDY - BRIDGING VISA
One of the clients assisted by WAGEC was repeatedly threatened by her female partner that she would expose
her to her family for being in a same sex relationship if she left. Desperately wanting to escape the violence and
control of her partner, which had led to hospital admissions on two occasions, the client applied for the family
violence protection order and spent two nights in temporary accommodation. After this time, too afraid to return
to the user of violence or her home country, given her partners threats to out her, she lived on the streets of
Sydney as she called the DV line on a daily basis seeking crisis accommodation. Due to the client applying for the
family violence protection order, her work rights were removed. With no access to an income the client was
unable to afford private accommodation and had limited opportunity to access crisis support services due to her
no income status. WAGEC supported the client in crisis accommodation for a lengthy period before such time
that the family violence protection order was granted, allowing her to access the special benefit and get her
work rights reinstated. The client regained employment and moved out of crisis accommodation shortly after.

WAGEC VISA STATUS
17/18 FINANCIAL YEAR
OTHER TEMPORARY
VISA TYPES
Visa Class

Current Visa

Source of

on Arrival

Status by

Income

Year End

17/18 Financial year

Temporary
Work Visa

Visitor Visa to obtain
childs citizenship and
passport

NO INCOME

documentation
Tourist Visa

Bridging Visa E

SRSS
4 Month Wait

Tourist Visa

Bridging Visa A.

SRSS

Applied Protection Visa.

CASE STUDY - TOURIST VISA
One of the other clients assisted by WAGEC married her husband in her home country on the African
continent and applied for a partner visa to join her husband in Australia. The partner visa was declined so
it was arranged that the client would move to a South Pacific Island where the husband would be able to
travel more regularly to visit his wife while their visa options where being explored. The client fell
pregnant while living in the South Pacific. Isolated and alone, the client made plans to return to Africa,
but the father refused to sign the child's passport documentation to allow this to occur. It was arranged
that the client would come to Australia on a 6-week visitor visa and be supported by the husband, but
upon arriving to Australia, the client found out that her husband deceived her, as he was already married.
Without the protection of a partner or spousal visa, the client had very limited visa options and avenues to
escape the violence and control perpetrated by her 'husband'. WAGEC were able to house the client and
her child, protecting them both from the fathers' physical violence. WAGEC also supported the client in
family court proceedings to maintain custody of her child and helped the client defend herself against
false allegations that were made to NSW Department of Family and Community Services in an effort to
exert greater control over the legal process. WAGEC also helped in the management of child supervision
arrangements to ensure the safety of both the mother and child during supervised visitations.
The fathers' connections to an African terrorist organisation meant that they faced significant threats to
their safety should they return to Africa, as threatened by the father. WAGEC were able to assist the client
to obtain a protection visa to ensure their safety in Australia. Ongoing support was provided to both her
and her child while they resided in crisis accommodation for a period of 7 months before transitional
accommodation was able to be provided.

ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SUPPORT
Many women on precarious visas are unable to access Centerlink and Medicare support. In instances where
women are eligible, they are forced to wait a period before payments are granted. (Appendix B)

Over the past financial year, as shown in
figure 4, 48% of the women supported by
WAGEC in crisis accommodation were not
able to access any financial support. 28% of
the women obtained special benefit and 4%
obtained the family tax benefit from
Centrelink, 16% obtained the
Status Resolution Support Services
(SRSS) living allowance and 4% received
dependant child allowance from Department
of Home Affairs. The length of time women
waited for income support are noted above
Figure 4. Income support provided to 23 women on precarious visas who

on WAGEC visa status tables.

stayed in WAGEC crisis accomodation over 2017-2018 financial year.

Insufficient funding provided to women and children on temporary visas by State and Federal government
has meant that WAGEC has spent approximately $95,488 of their funding supporting clients to access
crisis support, temporary accommodation and basic needs across WAGEC services. Women and children
in these situations need targeted financial support and WAGEC is well placed to offer this support if we
were properly funded to do so.

As demonstrated in figure 5,
across all services, 50% of
WAGECs brokerage was used
on food, which included the
cost of nappies and other
basic daily living essentials.
28% was spent on housing
and TA, 6% on transport and
education/childcare, 4% on
medical costs and

RECOMMENDATIONS

pharmaceuticals, 2% on
phone credit and

miscellaneous items and 1%
on clothes and application
fees related to a clients visa
application.

Figure 5. Breakdown of WAGEC brokerage supporting women and
children on precarious visas over 2017-2018 financial year.

ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SUPPORT
SINGLE WOMEN
Over the 2017-2018 financial year, WAGEC spent approximately

SINGLE WOMEN

$16,144 supporting single women in crisis accommodation.

Category

Brokerage

Transport

$2,541

Food

$4,483

Housing

$7,620

Phone

$1,500

47% of the brokerage provided to single women was used to house
women in motels and other types of TA due to a restriction of only two
nights TA provided by Housing NSW and a shortage of available beds
in crisis accommodation.
Notably, the brokerage provided to single women to cover food costs was
significantly less than that provided to families as single women have
greater accessibility and capacity to find free and/or affordable food
options within inner city of Sydney.

FAMILIES
Over the 2017-2018 financial year, WAGEC spent approximately
$62, 300 supporting families in crisis accomodation.
66% of the brokerage provided to families was used on food, mostly
through the provision of food vouchers.
While WAGEC would like to give women the opportunity and freedom to

FAMILIES
Category

Brokerage

Application
Fees

$1,393

Clothes

$275

Education &
Childcare

$5,672

Food

$41,286

Housing

$5,307

Medical

$3,861

Phone

$350

Transport

$2,766

Other

$1,387

select their own food to accommodate cultural food preferences and
dietary requirements, the high cost of food means that the viability of such
assistance long term is no longer an option without sufficient funding.
WAGEC have increasingly relied on Two-Good, Ozharvest, Foodbank, and
Staples to provide food to the women and children who are living in crisis
accommodation.

DVRE
Over the 2017-2018 financial year, WAGEC spent approximately
$17, 048 supporting women and children through the DVRE service.

RECOMMENDATIONS

73% of the brokerage provided through the DVRE service was used to
fund women and children's temporary accommodation.
Many of the women supported by WAGEC were not eligible
for TA provisions and in some instances where women were eligible for
NSW housing the number of days provided was limited to two
nights. WAGEC, therefore needed to cover TA and at times crisis
accommodation costs for 33% of the women to ensure their safety.

DVRE
Category

Brokerage

Transport

$520

Clothes

$600

Food

$1,705

Housing

$14,013

Phone

$160

Other

$50

WAGEC HOUSING OUTCOMES
SINGLE WOMEN
Out of the 10 single women supported by WAGEC in
the financial year 2017-2018, three of the women were
able to move into private accommodation after having
found employment. Two women moved into transitional
housing after their protection visa or partner visa was
approved. Two of the women moved overseas, returning
to their home country or elsewhere to obtain employment.
One woman moved in with a friend after the user of
violence located her at the refuge and no other crisis
service could assist in Sydney. Two women remain in crisis
accommodation with no source of income while they
await outcome of partner visas under the DV clause.

FAMILIES
9 out of the 13 families supported by WAGEC during the
2017-2018 financial year remain in crisis accommodation.
Three families were able to secure transitional
housing, one client was granted permanent residency
while the other two clients remain on bridging visas (A &
B). One client moved into private accommodation after
her partner visa was granted, but returned to
homelessness, unable to secure an affordable shared
rental property for herself and baby.

DVRE SERVICE
During the financial year 2017-2018, 4 out of the 21
women and 4 out of 12 children assisted through the
DVRE program were able to secure crisis
accommodation at WAGEC, having waited between 322 days in temporary accommodation. 12 women were
housed at other other crisis support services, having
waited between 1-13 days. Two women were housed
with friends or family, one of whom returned to the user
of violence after having exited WAGEC crisis
accommodation previously. One woman returned to her
own property after seven days in temporary
accommodation. While one woman moved back to her
home country after being housed in TA for 31

Figure 7. Housing outcomes across WAGEC

days (entirely funded by WAGEC).

services over 2017-2018 financial year.

HOUSING CONSTRAINTS
HOUSING PATHWAYS
ACCESS TO TEMPORARY ACCOMODATION
Many women on precarious visas have only been able to access emergency temporary accommodation support
for a maximum of 2 nights in NSW. Without intensive case management support and opportunity to access crisis
accommodation, many women are forced to return to the user of violence or become homeless (AWAVA, 2017).
WAGEC have tried to do their best to ensure women remain housed by funding accommodation in motels or
hostels until alternate arrangements can be sought.

ACCESS TO CRISIS HOUSING
The financial constraints and limited exit pathways into medium or long-term housing options available to
women on precarious visas, unless or until permanent residency has been granted, has had a huge impact on
services being able to support women on precarious visas (AWAVA, 2017). The costs associated with supporting
women and children who do not have access to government services and the long-term support that is often
required due to difficulties in planning and implementing safe exit plans has meant that many crisis
accommodation providers have been forced to limit or exclude women on no income (AWAVA, 2017). WAGEC
work from a belief that all women and children should be able to access crisis housing, regardless of their
capacity to contribute to the cost of accommodation. However, this can cause financial strain on an
organisation, as most do not receive specific funding to support such clients. Over the years WAGEC have
supported women on precarious visas to live in crisis accommodation for up to 3 yrs while clients have
awaited processing of their visa and family court proceedings.

ACCESS TO LONGER TERM HOUSING
Women on temporary visas are not eligible for social housing as eligibility criteria in most states and territories
requires proof of permanent residency or citizenship status (AWAVA, 2017). All women, including those covered
by the Family Violence Provisions, are forced to await their visa outcomes before they can apply for social
housing, extending the time before long-term housing options can be sought. This restriction places immense
pressure on services and the homelessness sector as a whole due to limited exit options for this cohort.
Throughout WAGEC these pressures are demonstrated in the following ways; financial cost to WAGEC, "bottle
neck" in our crisis services and clients mental health issues are exacerbated with long periods residing in crisis,
prolonging their recovery from trauma.

BARRIERS TO ACCESSING SUPPORT
Although each person has a different experience of domestic and family violence, there are particular
challenges that women from CALD backgrounds face (Segrave, 2017). Research has shown that women from
CALD backgrounds are less likely to report violence and find it more difficult to address or escape violence
(Dimopoulos & Assafiri, 2004) often for the reasons outlined below ( Appendix C).

LANGUAGE BARRIERS
The majority of women with precarious visa status supported by WAGEC over the past financial year have
agreed to utilising interpreter services, albeit at times relcutantly. However, there have been issues obtaining
assistance from translators who are trained in domestic and family violence and work from a trauma-informed
approach. Furthermore, the inability to obtain assistance from the same translator when working with clients
over consecutive sessions has implications on clients propensity to disclose important information and trust
WAGEC staff. On many occasions WAGEC staff have used diagrams and creative measures to convey
information to clients to ensure their safety. WAGEC staff are required to utilise interpreter services for
important documentation with clients when there has been no option to obtain documentation in different
languages.

ACCESS TO MEDICAL ASSISTANCE
WAGEC case managers work closely with hospitals and the local community to ensure basic medical and
dental costs are covered, as many women on precarious visas will not seek medical assistance due to the cost
of services and the consequences of incurring debt which can affect visa outcomes. Over the 20172018 financial year, WAGEC have spent approximately $4000 on medical and dental assistance on women and
children who were unable to access basic medical assistance due to their visa status. In WAGEC's experience
many pregnant mothers have only sought medical assistance at the time of delivery and on many occasions
have been forced to leave the hospital shortly after giving birth, compromising both mother and child's safety
and wellbeing.

ISOLATION

FIGURE 1.

Several of the women supported by WAGEC over 2017-2018 financial year were physically and
financially restrained by their perpetrators, unable to leave the house to find employment or establish
connections within the community. In one particular case, WAGEC supported a woman who was locked in her
house, and repeatedly sexually assaulted. The client had no established connections within the community and
previous experiences in her home country had made her untrusting of police and government services. The
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client luckily managed to escape the house and run to a neighbour, who fortunately spoke the same
language as her. Worried about reporting the violence in her partners home town (different state to NSW), the
neighbour bought her a ticket to Sydney. Far away from her partner, the client felt safer to disclose violence to
police and seek support from services.

BARRIERS TO ACCESSING SUPPORT
ACCESS TO CHILDCARE AND EDUCATION
During the 2017-2018 financial year, WAGEC have provided some financial support to several mothers with
working rights, who have had their minimum payments cut due to a sudden change in eligibility criteria.
However, the changes in eligibility criteria have not considered the child's age or even the women's ability to
find employment, especially when considering the language and cultural barriers that many of these women
face. While WAGEC have done their best to ensure women have had the opportunity to engage in eduction
and employment opportunities, the lack of affordable childcare services has meant that many women have
been unable to further engage in such vocational training and education that would inevitably lead to greater
financial security in the long-term.

PAST TRAUMA
The women that WAGEC assisted over the 2017-2018 financial year have experienced rape, sexual
assault, sexual coercion, female genital mutilation, war and civil unrest as well as many other types of
violence and abuse over the course of their life. The effects of such trauma is known to significantly
affect a womens vulnerability to domestic abuse and has lifelong impacts on women's physical and
psychological well-being.

CULTURAL BARRIERS
Cultural communities expectations of conformity in relation to cultural norms and the maintenance of
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traditional gender roles and family structure often means that many women live in constant fear of the
cultural repercussions, violence and discrimination that they may experience from family and community
when escaping domestic and family violence (AWAVA, 2017). Many women assisted by WAGEC over the

GURE 1.

Visa category on entry to WAGEC.

years have been forced to return to violent relationships and ostracised by their family and community in
instances when they do speak out and try to flee DFV. For a range of reasons, including, immigration and
financial concerns, religious and community pressures many women on precarious visas are often highly
motivated to preserve the family unit and manage DFV within the home, without necessarily leaving the
relationship (AWAVA, 2017). The importance of cultural competency therefore in the context of domestic
and family violence cannot be underestimated when assisting women to navigate their options within the
relationship and ensure their safety and wellbeing once separated.

WAGEC PROGRAMS
AND SUPPORT
SUPPORT FOR SURVIVAL PROGRAM
WAGEC was successful in receiving a Sydney of City Club Grant. This grant contributed $12,500
during 2017/2018 financial year to support women with no income, particularly, but not exclusive
to, women with temporary visa status. Predominantly focusing on the period before accessing an
income, such as, Centrelink (special benefit), Red Cross financial Support, SSSI, etc. and/or
entering into paid employment. This allowed WAGEC to support the women in receiving an
income during this gap period and allowing them to maintain a sense of independence and
dignity. Furthermore, the grant monies was used for urgent medical expenses and some
immigration payments that were needed.

SEED
The SEED Program offers a range of experiential, fun and/or therapeutic programs and activities that
build the Social, Emotional, Educational Development potential of children and young people of all
ages who are being supported by WAGEC. We do this in a trauma informed, child centred and
family focused way. The different activities we offered throughout the financial year 2017/2018
included, workshops with the Sydney Story Factory, School Holiday Programs, Music Therapy and
Supported Playgroup.

ACCESS
ACCESS is our program that is focused on creating education, training and employment
opportunities for women to support their future financial independence. During the year we
saw the beginning of our strong and committed partnership with Tafe Outreach and ran the
first semester of a Working Opportunities for Women program (WOW), which was inclusive of
many of the women we support on temporary visa status. The course provided education
around budgeting, goal setting, advice on further education, training, career advice,
engaging with children, parenting skills and much more. The ACCESS program has positively
helped the women we support identify practical steps to achieve their personal and career
goals whilst awaiting their immigration outcomes. Regardless of their impending immigration
experiences, it allowed the women to start thinking about and take preliminary steps to
consider an empowered road to independence; it validated a sense of hope for the women
about their futures.

THE WHOLE SELF
Therapeutic & creative support to strengthen, build resilience and nurture recovery for
women who have experienced domestic and family violence, homelessness and a history
of trauma. The program offers a range of restorative and psychological wellbeing
groups, such as, resilience therapy & music therapy (drumming circle).

CLIENT JOURNEY
Sian escaped an emotionally and physically abusive relationship in Sudan and moved to
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Sydney with her 6-month-old baby girl Aliyah and her four-year-old son, Farid. As a result of
fleeing the violent relationship, Sian was left to fend for herself and her two children in a new
country with no accommodation, no money, no job or income, and no emotional support
system. During this tumultuous time in her life, Sian had nothing. She also worried about how
she would find a way to rebuild a future for herself, Aliyah and Farid.

Sian and her children came to Women's and Girls' Emergency Centre (WAGEC) shortly after
arriving in Sydney and began living in our families crisis accommodation. With a roof over her
head, a safe space and reassurance (use of a safety plan) from WAGEC's case managers that
her previous partner would not be able to find her and her children, Sian began participating
in life skills groups through our programs ACCESS and The Whole Self.

By participating in ACCESS and The Whole Self, Sian learned practical life skills like
budgeting, goal setting, independent living skills, advice on study, training and job
opportunities, social skills, building self-confidence & resilience and tips on parenting and
engaging with children. So that Sian could give her full attention in the group workshops,
Farid participated in activities through our SEED program for young people and WAGEC
provided childcare for Aliyah.

Sian has since had her permanent residency approved and left WAGEC crisis services (after 2
years) and she, Aliyah and Farid have now found their own, permanent housing and live
independently. Throughout Sian's moving process, WAGEC provided assistance in furnishing
and moving into the new apartment. Sian was successful in receiving a Rotary scholarship
allowing her to complete a Certificate 3 in Community Services and is now looking for work in
this field. WAGEC has a long standing partnership with Rotary and during the 2017-2018
financial year were very pleased to see the scholarship program commence.

When we asked her about her journey with us, Sian said this: "I never thought that any of this
could be possible. When I came in at first to WAGEC I felt very hopeless. So much on my mind
about how to start again, how I would look for job and care for me and my children. I only
thought it would be too hard and nothing else. WAGEC's help and encouragement and
support from workers meant I got through the process of starting new, with nothing, and
creating a new life. Also their help and support meant getting my income and getting child
support.My plan now is I want to get a diploma and get part-time job so I can still manage
time with my children, then when they go to pre-school I have enough experience for full-time
work. WAGEC has been very supportive. I don't have any family but WAGEC has become like
my family. Staff are amazing and really help me feel that me and my children are not alone."

CLOSING REMARKS
To ensure greater support for women and children on precarious visas a great deal of work needs to be done
to change long-standing attitudes and beliefs that are held within the community towards women on
precarious visas (Poljski, 2011). Practices need to based on evidenced-based research, requiring the
development of well-designed evaluation frameworks that are implemented across the sector to better
understand the extent and dynamics of violence experienced by women on precarious visas (Poljski, 2011). The
National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and their Children 2010-2022 has recognised the need to
improve data collection and reporting frameworks, as current data collection is largely fragmented and
focused on issues of risk and safety, rather than the structural and contextual factors that would better inform
our understanding of immigrant women's experience of violence and develop better pathways for support
(Polijski,2011). WAGEC, supports the need to develop a comprehensive national database to inform policy and
ensure best practice when working with women from CALD communities as recommended by ANROWS (2015).
State and Federal governments have a responsibility to ensure the safety of all individuals residing in Australia.
Requiring significant and continuous investment across the sector to ensure adequate time, money and human
resources are dedicated to addressing the oppression experienced by immigrant women (Polijski, 2011). The
importance of preventative and early intervention strategies to protect women and children from domestic and
family violence cannot be underestimated. Yet the unfortunate lack of funding means that support services are
often not funded to conduct research and organisations often lack the resources to conduct thorough
evaluations on preventative and early intervention strategies. There, therefore, remains a substantial lack of
systemic reviews on the effectiveness and appropriateness of different support systems that are effective at
targeting different demographics (Sullivan, 2011). The National Council to Reduce Violence against Women and
their children have estimated the cost of Violence against immigrant and refugee women is expected to cost
the Australian economy more than $4 billion by 2021-2022 (Polijski, 2011).

At WAGEC, efforts have been made to improve internal systems to ensure data collected captures the
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lived experience of all women, including those on precarious visas. Intake assessments include information
about women and children's migration status as well as the identification of multiple users of violence and
their relationship to the individual. The use of migration threats are increasingly noted, and women's perceived
threats of being removed from Australia are explored. Data is continuously being collected in regards to
clients immigration pathways and their application outcomes, to identify and wherever possible to prevent or
redress the obstacles that arise. Externally, WAGEC is continually strengthening our working relationship with
legal and social welfare organisations to enhance women's access to legal advice and welfare support.
WAGEC is a member of the Sydney Womens Homelessness Alliance (SWHA) who are developing a
comprehensive resource to assist frontline workers to navigate the complexities of assisting individuals and
families on temporary visas and have partnered with other agencies to strengthen access to services, and
safety for this cohort and enhance information sharing and data collection across services.
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APPENDIX A

VISA ENTITLEMENTS
PARTNER VISAS
Family violence provisions (FVP) provide women with a pathway to permanent residency in instances of
domestic and family violence. However, the complex evidentiary requirements required to apply for the
FVP makes it difficult for women with communication barriers and/or limited knowledge about the Australian
legal and service system to access this support (Vaughan et al., 2015). Furthermore, the FVP only recognise
the violence and abuse perpetrated by the sponsor, therefore failing to consider the extension of violence
perpetrated by other family members, be it her own or the users of violence extended family (ALRC, 2011).

MARRIAGE VISAS
The prospective marriage visa allows Australian citizens or permanent residents to sponsor a fiancée from
overseas and marry within a 9 month period. Yet, women who arrive in Australia on this visa are only eligible
to access the FVP if they remain in the relationship and marry their sponsor before the visa ceases
(Department of Home Affairs, 2018). Without protections in place to support women not yet married, many
women are pressured to remain in abusive relationships with very few options of support should they leave
(Vaughan et al., 2015).

BRIDGING VISAS
Women on bridging visas are often forced to wait long periods of time before the outcomes of their visa
status is determined (Vaughan et al., 2015). Despite the restrictions associated with particular bridging
visas, this mean that most women do not have access to financial support during this transitionary period
(DVSM, 2017). While some women are able to access funds under the special benefit or status
resolution support services (SRSS) scheme, funding cuts (July 2018) have meant accessing such support is
becoming increasingly difficult. Moreover, some women are provided with work rights, while many others
are restricted from an income entirely during this assessment period, an apparent discretionary associated
with each visa type. Without access to Medicare, child care, public housing, and financial assistance
women on bridging visas become entirely dependent on services for support. The powerless and
uncertainty this creates compounds women's sense of hopelessness and places significant pressure on
support services to ensure women are financially and emotionally supported during this time (DVSM, 2017).

STUDENT AND OTHER TEMPORARY VISA TYPES
Women on international student visas, New Zealand citizen family visas and other temporary visa types have
no access to Centrelink or any other government services . These visa types also have very strict visa
requirements that if broken will jeopardize a woman's ability to reside in Australia (Vaughan et al., 2015).
On such visa categories, there is very little consideration of the extenuating circumstances experienced by
women when escaping domestic and family violence. For instance, it's not uncommon for users of violence
to withhold important documents and passports to prevent women from leaving and jeopardising their
legal status in Australia. Financial supports are also often controlled by users of violence, leaving women
with little options to ensure their livelihood in Australia or cover the costs to return to their home country.
It is also not uncommon for women in this position to incur large debts to cover basic living costs,
educational institutional fees, and legal fees that can affect their future visa prospects in Australia
(Segrave, 2017).

PATHWAYS TO IMMIGRATION
COMPLEMENTARY PROTECTION VISA (CPV)
For those ineligible for the FVP, the complementary protection visa (CPV) is often the only option available to
remain safely in Australia. The CPV was introduced to assist people who do not meet the requirements for

refugee status yet face serious human rights abuses if they return to their country of origin (Vaughan et al., 2015)
As described above, many women escaping domestic and family violence face severe risks from family and
community members in their country of origin (Segrave, 2017). With very limited options to support and legal
protection in their home country, many of the women assisted by WAGEC were very fearful of returning to their
home country. Yet very few pro bono legal services are able to assist women in applying for a protection visa,
due to very stringent requirements that are hard to evidence (Vaughan et al., 2015). To obtain a CPV you need
to evidence your fear of harm from community members and verify that authorities will not protect you from
harm in your home country (Vaughan et al., 2015). Moreover, women need to prove that they are unable to
relocate anywhere due to serious risks of harm or persecution across the entire country (Vaughan et al., 2015).
Recent legislation changes have meant that there is also no consideration of how reasonable or practical it is
for women escaping domestic and family violence to relocate within their home country on their own
(Vaughan et al., 2015).

The evidence to fulfil such requirements require a great deal of inquiry and continues

to be a very lengthy, complicated and traumatic process for all, especially vulnerable women who are faced
with language and cultural barriers.

ASYLUM SEEKERS
The political climate regarding border protection and public misrepresentation of those seeking asylum act as
significant barriers for victims of domestic and family violence seeking asylum (Vaughan et al., 2015). With
additional barriers existing for women who have made a joint application with users of violence, who
subsequently disclose violence and seek to apply for a CPV (Vaughan et al., 2015). Many women in this position
are fearful to seek support from services or access the police or justice system for the threat of being removed
from Australia, especially given their foregoing struggles to obtain safety for themselves and their children in
Australia (Vaughan et al., 2015).

APPENDIX B

FINANCIAL SUPPORT OPTIONS
CRISIS PAYMENT
The crisis payment is a one-off provision that can be paid to a person leaving a violent relationship who is in
severe financial hardship. The payment is equivalent to one weeks payment of a persons pension, benefit or
allowance and only provided to those entitled to social security (Department of Human Services, 2018). To
qualify for a crisis payment a person must experience an extreme circumstance forcing their departure or
the removal of the user of violence from their home. As the nexus of 'home' is defined as a house or other
form of accommodation that is of fixed residence, claimants are excluded from accessing the payment
where the circumstances of the user of violences removal or claimants departure are considered temporary
(Department of Human Services, 2018). This can occur when users of violence return to the fixed residence
or when claimants who have attempted to leave have been forced to return home due to lack of other
options. The time frame and eligibility criteria are not clearly indicated on the main page of the Department
of Human Services website, meaning that many individuals are unaware of eligibility criteria and miss out on
much-needed support (ALRC, 2011). For instance vulnerable individuals, who are seriously injured or
traumatised following an incident don't seek immediate assistance from centrelink and are unaware of the
time frame in which they can apply, which in effect disadvantages the most vulnerable individuals. There is
also a common misconception that women residing in refuges or other types of temporary accommodation
are ineligible for payment unless they apply for a crisis payment within seven days. However, what is not
made clear is that claimants can apply for payment within a 7 day period from the point at which they
conclusively decide that they will not return home, as opposed to a 7 day period immediately following
one's departure from their home. So, while the policy intends to support people in financial hardship to
escape domestic and family violence, many of the most vulnerable women and children are not able to
access financial assistance at times of crisis due to the stringent and often unclear eligibility criteria.

SPECIAL BENEFIT
The special benefit is a discretionary benefit that can be made available to support individuals not eligible for
any other payments (Department of Human Services, 2018). To obtain the payment you need to evidence
severe financial hardship beyond one’s control and prove you are unable to support yourself and your
dependents financially (Department of Human Services, 2018). Importantly, the special benefit acts as a
social security net for many women who have not yet satisfied the 104 week waiting period required to access
many other forms of social security payments, defined as the Newly arrived residents waiting period (NSSRN,
2010). WAGEC have supported several women who are not entitled to the special benefit or any other
payment due to visa category or exclusion criteria, despite in many instances being forced to remain in
Australia due to ongoing family court proceeding or child caring responsibilities. For women that are eligible
for payment, there is a dollar to dollar reduction for any external sources of income received and many
claimants are unaware that payments are cut instantly if they earn over a certain amount in a given fortnight,
be it through employment, child support or a donation. This often means that clients are cut from payments
unexpectedly and have to wait for a new application to be approved.

ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SUPPORT
FAMILY TAX BENEFIT AND CHILD ALLOWANCE
In WAGEC's experience, lengthy waiting times to process the Family Tax benefit and Child allowance
payments can leave women and children with no income for weeks on end and unfortunately the onus often
falls on the victim to prove the factual circumstances of childrens residence (NSSRN, 2010). It is not uncommon
for users of violence to use children as weapons to prolong family and domestic violence post-separation.
Misleading claims about the child's residence is one such way that users of violence can affect social security
payments, resulting in an unexpected cancellation of payments (NSSRN, 2010).

SRSS ALLOWANCE
The Status Resolution Support Services payment (SRSS) aims to provide financial aid and support to asylum
seekers who do not qualify for any other social support payments. The SRSS allowance is designed to provide
short-term, tailored support to individuals who have demonstrated barriers to resolving their immigration
status (RCOF, 2018). Yet recent policy changes have meant that many clients at WAGEC have been cut off
from funding despite significant challenges faced by women in securing employment. For instance,
several women at WAGEC with working rights have been deemed 'job ready' and had their payments suddenly
cut despite language barriers that meant finding work was incredibly difficult. Even those who are studying to
seek work qualifications or to improve their English are now no longer eligible for assistance. Furthermore,
funding has been cut from women who have child caring responsibilities when housed in crisis
accommodation, as it is expected that services like WAGEC have the capability to provide child care, despite
not being funded to provide such services. Unfortunately, there is very little publicly available information that
can help clients and services make sense of the ever-changing eligibility criteria and prepare for such
changes (RCOF, 2018).
Many individuals supported by WAGEC over 2017-2018 financial year were cut off payments without notice
and unfortunately, decisions to refuse SRSS payments cannot be independently reviewed or appealed due to
the fact that SRSS payments are deemed discretionary by law (St Vincent de Paul Society, 2018). Removing
such vital income support for those seeking asylum creates a greater demand on community organisations to
fill the support gap. the uncertainty and ever-changing eligibility criteria regarding clients access to such
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payments makes it extremely hard for community organisations to plan for and support those seeking asylum
(RCOF, 2018). For Instance, a WAGEC client during the 2017-2018 financial year gained shortterm employment and therefore got her SRSS payment cut, requiring her to wait a 12weeks before her payment could be reinstated. However after this period the client was no longer eligible for
payment due a change in criteria.
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