
 

   

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Djirra’s Submission to the Inquiry into Racism, Hate and Violence Directed at Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander People 
 

 
 
Djirra welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the Joint Standing Committee on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (Committee) Inquiry into Racism, Hate and Violence 
Directed at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People. 
 
Djirra is an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation (ACCO), Victoria’s only specialist 
Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service (FVPLS) for women, and an active 
member of the First Nations Advocates Against Family Violence (FNAAFV), the national peak 
body for FVPLSs.  For over 23 years, Djirra has provided culturally safe, specialist family violence 
support, legal services and case management, alongside early intervention and prevention, 
cultural and wellbeing programs, to Aboriginal women experiencing or at risk of experiencing 
family violence.1  
 
Through this work, Djirra witnesses firsthand how racism directed at Aboriginal women is not 
confined to individual prejudice or isolated acts, and how Aboriginal women are failed, punished 
and targeted by service systems.  Racism is embedded within, legitimised by, and reproduced 
through the systems women must engage with to seek safety and support.  
 
This submission draws on Djirra’s extensive frontline experience to inform the Committee of the 
depth, scale and consequences of racism and violence directed at Aboriginal women, and to 
outline the urgent reforms required to end this harm. 
 
Recommendations 
 
1. Explicitly recognise that violence against Aboriginal women is gendered and shaped by 

racism, requiring responses that confront racism, sexism and other biases within 
individuals as well as government bodies and systems. 

2. Commit to system reform to address intersecting racism, violence and institutional 
failures that disproportionately punish and criminalise Aboriginal women and their 
children, including repealing punitive laws, ending criminalisation and misidentification 

 
1 In this submission, “Aboriginal” is used to refer to all “Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander” people. 
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of Aboriginal women, redressing injustice, and prioritising and resourcing self-determined, 
Aboriginal‑led solutions. 

3. Reject punitive responses and prioritise prevention, recognising that safety is not 
achieved through prisons or child removal but through sustained investment in 
preventative measures, including access to culturally safe services, secure housing, case 
management and specialist legal support, so Aboriginal women can escape cycles of 
harm established and sustained by the ongoing impacts of colonisation. 

4. Establish national standards and programs to prevent child removal and support 
reunification, and early Child Protection Notification and Referral Systems as per 
Yoorrook recommendation 12.2 

5. Provide long‑term, sustainable funding for specialist Aboriginal‑led legal and wraparound 
organisations, including Djirra and other FVPLSs, so no Aboriginal woman must travel 
more than 100 kilometres or one hour to access safety and support. 

6. Invest in Djirra to establish Victoria’s first Aboriginal Women’s Centre as a self‑determined 
place of safety, healing, advocacy and culturally grounded specialist legal and 
wraparound support for Aboriginal women in every stage of their lives.3 

7. Mandate ongoing Aboriginal-led cultural safety training and accountability mechanisms 
across police, courts, child protection, family violence and corrections systems to 
address racial and gendered bias, misidentification, and systemic failures in line with 
Yoorrook recommendation 5.4 

8. Ensure that behaviour change and accountability programs for men who use violence 
against Aboriginal women address racism, sexism and weaponisation of systems, 
alongside prevention initiatives for men and boys that challenge harmful attitudes and 
norms before violence occurs. 

9. Invest in Aboriginal-led community legal education, truth-telling and prevention initiatives 
that address racism directed at Aboriginal women, and the intersection between racism, 
gender inequality, and criminalisation. 

10. Prioritise and make meaningful progress in implementing commitments arising from 
Royal Commissions, inquiries and national frameworks, including Yoorrook for Justice 
and Transformation, Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered First Nations Women and Children, and guided by Aboriginal-led 
reviews that assess relevance, gendered impacts and contemporary service systems.5 

 
Racism, Family Violence and Criminalisation 
 
Aboriginal women experience family violence at far higher rates than other women. Nationally, 
Aboriginal women are between two and seven times more likely than non‑Aboriginal women to 

 
2 Yoorrook Justice Commission. (2023). Yoorrook for Justice Report. (Recommendation 12, p. 31).  
3 Yoorrook Justice Commission. (2023).Yoorrook for Transformation - Third Interim Report - Vol. 4 (Recommendation 80b, p. 165). 
4 Yoorrook Justice Commission. (2023). Yoorrook for Justice Report. (Recommendation 5, p. 28).  
5 There are multiple Royal Commissions, inquiries and investigations whose recommendations remain outstanding, including: 
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1987); Bringing Them Home report (1997); Social Justice Report (precursor to 
Closing the Gap) (2005); Coroner’s Court of Western Australia Inquest into the death of Ms Dhu (2016); The Protection and Detention of 
Children in the Northern Territory (2017); Coroner’s Court of Victoria findings into the death of Veronica Nelson (2023); Senate Inquiry 
into Missing and Murdered First Nations Women and Children (2024); Northern Territory Coroner’s inquests into the deaths of Miss 
Yunupiŋu, Ngeygo Ragurrk, Kumarn Rubuntja and Kumanjayi Haywood (2024); Yoorrook for Justice (2023), Yoorrook for Transformation 
(2025); Our Ways – Strong Ways – Our Voices (2026). 
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be victims of homicide.6 In Victoria, Aboriginal women are 45 times more likely to experience 
family violence than other women, and 25 times more likely to be killed or injured.7 
 
Violence against Aboriginal women is not an “Aboriginal community issue”; it is gendered and 
reinforced by the ongoing impacts of colonisation, racial discrimination, patriarchy and 
structural inequality.  In Djirra’s experience, most women we support experience family violence 
from non-Aboriginal men. These perpetrators commonly use cultural abuse, including racist 
slurs and denial of Aboriginality, alongside emotional abuse and coercive control. This includes 
exploiting and reinforcing an Aboriginal woman’s well-founded fear that police will not believe 
her, that she will be criminalised, or that her children will be removed.  
 
Women supported by Djirra consistently report that police refuse to take statements, fail to 
properly investigate family violence or breaches of intervention orders, and rely on perpetrators’ 
accounts without adequate inquiry, leaving violence unaddressed.  For example, we have seen 
instances where perpetrators tell police that Aboriginal women reported as missing do not have 
family, even though they do, or that they have “gone walkabout”, with this taken at face value 
and no further enquiries made by police.  
 
Police also regularly refuse to apply for Family Violence Orders on behalf of Aboriginal women, 
forcing women to initiate proceedings themselves or remain without legal protection. These 
experiences erode trust in systems that should provide safety, with many Aboriginal women 
avoiding police altogether, even in cases of serious violence. 
 

“From the voices of the women who we work with, they tell us they’ve been burnt too many 
times by the system, that they will never trust the system again with their lives, or their 

children’s lives. So many tell us it’s best just to stay silent about the violence.”  
Antoinette Braybrook, CEO, Djirra8 

 
Racism and unsafe system responses contribute to significant under-reporting of violence. 
Djirra’s experience aligns with broader evidence that most family and sexual violence 
experienced by Aboriginal women is never reported, meaning the true scale of violence is far 
greater than official data suggests.9  
 
Family Violence Service System 
 
Aboriginal women consistently report to Djirra that mainstream family violence response 
services are unsafe and inaccessible.  Women are frequently refused assistance unless they 

 
6 Cripps, K. (2023). Indigenous women and intimate partner homicide in Australia: Confronting the impunity of policing failures. Current 
Issues in Criminal Justice, 35(3), 293–311; Australian Institute of Criminology. (2024). Homicide of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women (Statistical Bulletin No. 46). 
7 Victorian Government. (2021). Aboriginal self-determination.  
8 Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service Victoria. (2013). Standing firm for change: a journey to justice, National 
Conference 2012, A summary of key themes and FVPLS Victoria recommendations. 
9 Willis, M. (2011). Non-disclosure of violence in Australian Indigenous communities. Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, 
no. 405. Australian Institute of Criminology; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2026). Family, domestic and sexual violence – 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
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first report violence to police, despite well-founded fears that police involvement will escalate 
harm, lead to misidentification and trigger child protection intervention. 
 
Multiservice entry points such as The Orange Door are often unsafe due to the presence of child 
protection workers and mandatory reporting obligations. Rather than supporting disclosure and 
safety, these settings deter help-seeking and reinforce fear and silence. 
 
Racism is also embedded at an operational level within the family violence policy and response 
system. Djirra’s experience, reinforced by the 2024 Insights Report prepared by Djirra and 
Safe+Equal, shows that Aboriginal knowledge and lived experience are routinely deprioritised in 
favour of police-centric and child protection-driven approaches. 10  ACCOs are frequently 
consulted by the family violence sector but ignored or overridden in practice. This results in 
extractive dynamics and, in some cases, ACCOs disengaging from collaboration altogether. 
 
These dynamics are reflected in everyday service practices reported to Djirra by many of the 
Aboriginal women we support, including risk assessment processes that racialise and 
stereotype Aboriginality, such as describing women as “light-skinned Aboriginal”. Such 
experiences reinforce stigma, cause distress and compound trauma. Rather than operating as 
pathways to safety, these service responses expose Aboriginal women to increased system 
scrutiny and harmful interventions, including child removal. 
 
Punitive Justice Responses 
 
Racism permeates all areas of the justice system, resulting in the disproportionate targeting and 
criminalisation of Aboriginal women. Justice responses consistently fail to address racism, the 
impacts of colonisation, the ongoing state-sanctioned removal of Aboriginal children or 
intergenerational trauma.  Aboriginal people are acutely aware the system is stacked against 
them, with more than one in four reporting they do not expect fair treatment from police, courts 
or services.11 
 
Aboriginal women experiencing family violence are frequently racially targeted and misidentified 
as the primary aggressor. Misidentification is not a simple error but the result of systemic 
policing failures, including inadequate investigations, false reports by perpetrators, incident-
based responses that miss patterns of coercive control, and a failure to accurately identify 
resistance, self-defence or trauma responses. 
 
Aboriginal women are most often criminalised for matters related to family violence, poverty and 
systemic disadvantage rather than serious offending.  Between 70 and 90% of Aboriginal women 
in custody have experienced family violence12 demonstrating the pervasive connection between 
victimisation and criminalisation.  

 
10 Djirra & Safe+Equal. (2024). Insights Report: Supporting a culturally responsive and accountable specialist family violence sector. 
11 Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety. (2024). Attitudes matter: The 2021 National Community Attitudes 
towards Violence against Women Survey (NCAS): findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents.  
12 Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety. (2020). Women’s imprisonment and domestic, family and sexual 
violence: Research synthesis (ANROWS Insights, Issue 03/2020).  
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Racism and Child Protection 
 
Child Protection remains one of the most racially violent systems impacting Aboriginal women 
and their children. Aboriginal children are overrepresented at every stage of the system. In 
Victoria, Aboriginal children are placed in out-of-home care at 21.8 times the rate of other 
children.20  
 
The child protection system holds Aboriginal mothers to unattainable standards and prioritises 
punitive, reactionary responses rather than support. Aboriginal women report living with 
constant fear that disclosing violence will result in their children being removed, yet if they 
remain silent, they risk being deemed as “not acting protectively”. This impossible position 
silences our women and entrenches mistrust in government systems.  
 
Djirra routinely supports Aboriginal women who have been flagged in the system to have their 
children removed upon birth, dispite no reasonable “protective concerns” being listed.  In these 
instances, it appears that systemic racism embedded in child protection’s risk assessment 
tools lead to targeting of Aboriginal women. 
 
Aboriginal women also experience racism by individual workers, whose opinions become 
evidence in child protection proceedings.  In Victoria, child protection is viewed by the Court as 
the “mode litigant” so evidence, even when untested, submitted by child protection is given 
significant weight by the Court. 
 
Examples of racism by child protection workers from Djirra’s frontline work include: 
• An Aboriginal woman told during pregnancy by a child protection worker, “Don’t bother 

buying any baby stuff because you won’t be needing it.” 
• A mother being capsicum sprayed by police while holding her baby as her other children were 

dragged from their beds by child protection workers. When Djirra’s lawyer argued in Court 
that this conduct was racist, child protection sought to have her withdraw this statement. 
Djirra’s lawyer refused. 

• A mother called police for protection during a violent assault, only for child protection 
workers and police to use the violence she experienced as evidence against her, rather than 
prioritising her safety or holding the perpetrator accountable. 

 
The child protection system regularly fails to uphold Aboriginal children’s right to culture. The 
Yoorrook Justice Commission heard evidence that, despite the legislated requirement for 
cultural plans to be completed for Aboriginal children, only 67% of Aboriginal children who were 
in care for over 19 weeks had a cultural plan.21 Where plans do exist, they are often of poor 
quality, fail to identify the child’s mob, contain errors or include tokenistic activities.22  
 

 
20 Productivity Commission - Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision. (2026). Report on government 
services 2026: Community services [Part F, Table 16A.2]. 
21 Data as at end of March 2023 -Yoorrook Justice Commission (2023). Yoorrook for Justice: Report into Victoria’s Child Protection and 
Criminal Justice Systems. 
22 Yoorrook Justice Commission (2023). Yoorrook for Justice: Report into Victoria’s Child Protection and Criminal Justice Systems.  
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These practices do not reflect a system motivated by genuine care or protection. Rather, they 
are symptoms of a paternalistic system rooted in colonial control that continues to racially 
target and punish Aboriginal women. The child protection system is not broken; it is operating 
exactly as it was designed to. 
 
Racism and the Courts 
 

Djirra’s lawyers regularly witness overt racism by judicial officers and lawyers during court 
proceedings, including colluding with perpetrators who use cultural abuse. Recent examples 
have included: 

• A magistrate asking our lawyer, “What is wrong with the father calling the mother half-
Aboriginal?” 

• A judge asking the parties, “So which one of you is ATSI again?” 
• A lawyer denying a child’s Aboriginality by asserting they did not have “one drop of 

Aboriginal blood”. 
 
In Djirra’s work, we see that Aboriginal women become “trapped” in the Children’s Court and 
child protection system, rather than being given autonomy to have their matters dealt with in the 
family law system.  When Aboriginal women can access the family law system, there is often 
little understanding of how police and child protection responses have operated to punish, 
judge and fail to protect Aboriginal women and children.  This then creates a compounding effect, 
as these past failings are not understood or corrected and are therefore repeated or exacerbated 
in the family law system.  
 
The family law system has additional mechanisms that prejudice Aboriginal women.  For 
example, Court Child Experts often lack cultural knowledge or understanding of the impacts of 
colonisation in relation to Aboriginal women and the justice system. Experts often hold 
Aboriginal mothers to incredibly high standards, being highly critical of mothers’ past or current 
circumstances, while overlooking or excusing even very serious violence or other risk factors by 
fathers.  
 

Racism, Heath and Housing 
 

Systemic racism within health services contributes to poorer health outcomes for Aboriginal 
women.  In Victoria, Aboriginal women are more likely than other women to experience incorrect 
diagnosis or not receive appropriate treatment.23 Many Aboriginal women avoid seeking medical 
care due to previous experiences of racism and fear of racism, surveillance or child protection 
involvement.  
 

Aboriginal women are 69 times more likely than other women to suffer a head injury from 
assault.24   In Victoria, 42% of Aboriginal people presenting to hospital with family violence-
related injuries between 2006 and 2016 sustained an Acquired Brain Injury (ABI).25  

 
23 Productivity Commission. (2023). Closing the Gap Annual Data Compilation Report July 2023. 
24 Jamieson, Harrison & Berry (2008), Hospitalisation for head injury due to assault among Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, 
July 1999 – June 2005. 
25 Brain Injury Australia (2018), The Prevalence of Acquired Brain Injury Among Victims and Perpetrators of Family Violence [p.15]. 
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Any level of cognitive impairment from an ABI affects a woman for the rest of her life, with the 
consequences for Aboriginal women exacerbated by both individual and systemic racism. This 
includes increasing the risk of child removal, future exploitation and violence, and police 
contact.  The “symptoms” of brain injury can mimic being drug or alcohol affected, so when 
linked with racist and biased responses by police or child protection workers, Aboriginal women 
are regularly perceived as being “difficult” or “uncooperative.”  Perpetrators regularly exploit 
these ABI-related symptoms to undermine Aboriginal women’s credibility or argue for the 
removal of children from their care. Given the lifelong impacts and mental health risks 
associated with ABI, Djirra has long advocated for standardised, culturally informed ABI 
screening for Aboriginal women experiencing family violence. 
 
Aboriginal women also face significant barriers within mental health systems. Intergenerational 
trauma is often poorly understood, culturally unsafe responses are common, and fear of racism, 
disbelief or child removal can deter disclosures of family violence and mental health concerns.26 
Aboriginal‑led healthcare delivers better outcomes for Aboriginal women and must be 
prioritised and appropriately resourced, as per Yoorrook recommendation #85.  
 
The cumulative impacts of racism, violence and unequal access to safe, effective services are 
reflected in life expectancy. Aboriginal women live, on average, more than eight years less than 
non-Indigenous women.27 This gap reflects systemic disadvantage and violence, and persistent 
failures across health, justice, housing and social service systems.28 Closing the Gap outcome 
14 recognises the serious negative impact of racism on social and emotional wellbeing and in 
2024, 57% of Aboriginal Victorians experienced at least one form of racial prejudice in the last 
six months.29 Despite national commitments under Closing the Gap to close the life expectancy 
gap within a generation and have a significant and sustained reduction in suicide of Aboriginal 
people towards zero, progress is not on track for Aboriginal women.30 In 2023, the suicide rate 
for Aboriginal women was 2.6 times higher than other women nationally.31  

Racism is also evident in housing and homelessness systems, particularly for Aboriginal women 
fleeing family violence. Aboriginal women face discrimination in the private rental market, 
severe shortages of crisis and long‑term housing, and rising rental costs, especially in regional 
and rural areas.32 As a result, women supported by Djirra in regional Victoria are often offered 
inadequate temporary options such as motels, caravans or tents due to a lack of emergency 
accommodation. 
 

 
26 Lowitja Institute. (2023). Journeys to healing report. 
27 Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2023). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander life expectancy.  
28 Productivity Commission. (2024). Closing the Gap Information Repository: Socio-economic Outcome Area Target 1: Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people enjoy long and healthy lives  
29 See Closing the Gap Dashboard at: https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-data/dashboard/outcome-area/social-and-emotional-
wellbeing/#experience-of-racism 
30 Productivity Commission. (2024). Closing the Gap Information Repository: Socio-economic Outcome Area Target 1: Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people enjoy long and healthy lives  
31 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2023), Suicide and intentional self-harm hospitalisations among First Nations people. 
32 Parliament of Victoria (2023) Report of the Parliamentary Inquiry into the Rental and Housing Affordability Crisis;  
Department of Families Fairness and Housing. (2023). Rental Report.  

Inquiry into racism, hate and violence directed at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
Submission 466



Inquiry into racism, hate and violence directed at Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
Submission 466



   
 

10 

 
Additional security was required at public events, some speakers withdrew due to safety 
concerns.Aboriginal Staff and clients reported heightened racism toward Aboriginal children in 
schools, with some Aboriginal children requiring safety plans in order to attend, or being kept 
home altogether. 
 
The referendum period emboldened racist rhetoric, including the politicisation of Welcome to 
Country ceremonies. In 2025, respected Elder and Djirra Keeper Aunty Joy Murphy was informed 
at the last minute that her Welcome to Country at an Anzac Day sporting match was cancelled, 
amid ongoing hostility toward such ceremonies. During this period, Djirra accessed a wellbeing 
grant to provide counselling and debriefing for Aboriginal staff to address the cumulative 
impacts of racism and public hostility. 
 
Individual experiences of racism and hostility are not isolated incidents but expressions of the 
ongoing legacy of colonisation and systemic racism. In Djirra’s experience, these forms of 
racism intersect with discriminatory policies and practices to compound intergenerational 
trauma and disadvantage for Aboriginal women and children. Urgent, coordinated government 
action is required to address racism directed at Aboriginal women across public, institutional 
and structural settings. 
 
Self Determination and Systemic Harm 
 
Colonisation continues to impact every aspect of Aboriginal women’s lives. Settler legal, 
housing, health and social service systems do not meet the needs of Aboriginal women. They 
are grounded in legislative and policy frameworks that were designed, and continue, to 
marginalise Aboriginal people. As a result, these systems consistently fail Aboriginal women and 
perpetuate intergenerational trauma, racism, violence and oppression. 
 
For Djirra, self determination is not an abstract principle or a discrete policy goal. It is central to 
whether Aboriginal women are safe, believed and supported. Self determination requires 
governments and systems to recognise that Aboriginal women must be able to access support 
through Aboriginal-led, culturally safe services, and that Aboriginal-led organisations must be 
trusted and resourced to lead responses grounded in lived experience and community 
knowledge. 
 
Self determination does not mean simply shifting responsibility for harmful systems onto 
ACCOs without structural change. It requires governments to confront and reform systems that 
continue to harm Aboriginal women, invest in Aboriginal-led solutions to end racism and 
violence, and shift decision-making power so Aboriginal women have genuine authority and 
influence over policies that impact their lives. 
 
In response to the longstanding invisibility of Aboriginal women in national family violence policy, 
Aboriginal women led decades of advocacy that resulted in Our Ways – Strong Ways – Our 
Voices, launched in early 2026 as the first dedicated national strategy to address violence 
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