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About VACCA 

Established in December 1976, the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) is the lead 
Aboriginal child and family support organisation in Australia and the largest provider of Aboriginal 
family violence, justice support and homelessness services in Victoria. We work holistically with 
children, young people, women, men, and families to ensure they have the necessary supports to 
heal and thrive. We do this by advocating for the rights of children and providing everyone who 
walks through our doors with services premised on human rights, self-determination, cultural 
respect and safety.   

We provide support services to over 4,500 children and young people, and their families and 
carers each year. VACCA provides support services for Stolen Generations through Link-Up Victoria 
which has been in operation since 1990. Link-Up Victoria provides family research, family tracing 
and reunion services to the Stolen Generations survivors to reunite them with their families, 
communities, traditional country and culture. 

VACCA shows respect for observance of and compliance with Aboriginal cultural protocols, 
practice and ceremony. VACCA was established in the 1976 and emerged from a long and 
determined Aboriginal Civil Rights movement in Victoria. Today, we continue to act, serve and 
lobby for the rights of Aboriginal Victorians, especially children, women and families.  

While VACCA is a Statewide service provider, we operate primarily in metropolitan Melbourne, 
Inner Gippsland and the ovens Murray regions. Across our six regions, we deliver over 80 
programs tailored to the needs of the communities we serve including child and family services, 
child protection, family violence and sexual assault supports  youth and adult justice supports, 

         ts for Stolen 
Generations.  We employ over 1000 staff, making it one of Victoria’s biggest employers of 
Aboriginal people.  Our Aboriginality distinguishes us from mainstream services and enables us to 
deliver the positive outcomes we achieve for our people. 

VACCA is guided by Cultural Therapeutic Ways, our whole of agency approach to our practice of 
healing for Aboriginal children, young people, families, Community members and Carers who use 
our services, and to ensure that VACCA is a safe and supportive workplace for staff. It works at the 
intersection of cultural practice with trauma and self-determination theories. The aim of Cultural 
Therapeutic Ways is to integrate Aboriginal culture and healing practices across the organisation 
and guide our service delivery approach to be healing, protective and connective.   

  



 

 

Acknowledgment  

We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands across Victoria that we work on, and pay our 
respects to their Elders, both past and present and to their children and young people, who are 
our future Elders and caretakers of this great land. We acknowledge the Stolen Generations, those 
who we have lost; those who generously share their stories with us; and those we are yet to bring 
home.  

 

Disclaimers  

Note on Language  

• We use the term Aboriginal to describe the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 
Clans and Traditional Owner Groups whose traditional lands comprise what is now called 
Australia.  

• We use the term Indigenous as it relates to Indigenous peoples globally as well as in the human 
rights context.  

• The terms First Peoples and First Nations are employed in the Australian context, by recognising 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are the First Peoples/First Nations of this land, it 
directly relates to their inherent un-ceded sovereignty.  

 

Note on case stories shared  

All case stories included in the confidential submission to the Inquiry have been 
removed/redacted so that we could share this ‘public version’. This is due to the high-profile 
nature of some of these cases, and the relatively small and connected Aboriginal community in 
Victoria. VACCA did not want to cause further harm to families that are already suffering, nor 
impact any current proceedings.  
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Key Points and Recommendations  

VACCA calls on the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs consider the 
following recommendations:  

Committee Inquiry Process 

1. That the Committee seek/call evidence on the sentencing and bail practices for Aboriginal 
women and children from each jurisdiction.  

Advocacy and Leadership 

2. That the Committee call for the creation of a National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peak 
for the primary prevention of Aboriginal family violence; and  

a. That the peak support and be aligned to the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Family Violence Plan; and that 

b. The new Aboriginal-led peak be legislated to oversee the introduction and implementation 
of state and territory family violence death review mechanisms with formal reporting 
functions. 

3. That the Committee recommend the resourcing of the National Family Violence workforce to 
build consistent capacity and practice specifically the ability to identify, support and refer onto 
specialist services (family violence, housing support etc.) depending on the needs of each 
individual or family. 

4. That the Committee recommend that, in line with its commitments under Closing the Gap, 
that the Commonwealth Government increase investments in ACCOs to deliver Aboriginal-led 
early help and prevention approaches across both the children and families and family 
violence sectors (targets 12 & 13). 

Legislative Reform and Accountability Mechanisms 

5. That the Committee recommend that for all new legislative and policy reform at the 
Commonwealth level to align with the UNDRIP principles, including the right of Indigenous 
peoples to be self-determining in issues related to child and family wellbeing; and  

a. For all Australian governments to take immediate action to ensure that the right to self-
determination is recognised in Australian law and aligned with the UNDRIP  

b. For the Victorian Government this means amending the Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities to recognise the right to self-determination.  

6. That the Committee recommend that the Commonwealth Government develop a national Bill 
of Rights, which includes the right to self-determination for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples.  



 

7. That the Committee recommend that: 

a. That each year when Federal Parliament mark the anniversary of the Apology to the 
Stolen Generations, that the incumbent Government also table a report to parliament 
documenting progress towards implementing the intent of the Bringing Them Home 
report; and 

b. That each year when Federal Parliament table the Annual Closing the Gap report to 
Parliament, that that that the incumbent Government also table a report to parliament 
documenting progress towards implementing the Recommendations of the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.  

8. That the Committee recommends that the Sentencing Act 1991 (Vic) is amended so that 
judicial decision-makers are required to consider the impacts that parental imprisonment has 
on Aboriginal children in sentencing in all cases not just in exceptional circumstances.  

9. That the Committee recommends that the Bail Act 1997 (Vic) is amended so that the reverse 
onus provisions of the Bail Act are repealed and instead a presumption in favour of bail for all 
offences to be inserted.  

Data 

10. That the Committee recommends that a national database be created which speaks to the 
number of cases of lost, missing or murdered First Nations women and children. 

11. That the Committee recommends that the Australian governments immediately undertake 
the data development commitments outlined under Target 13 of the National Agreement on 
Closing the Gap to ensure nationally consistent data on the prevalence of family violence. 

Practice 

12. That the Committee recommends that each jurisdiction create and implement a system 
response within both the child protection and family violence systems to create an alert to 
care workers and Police where there are high risk cases or an escalation of behaviour that is 
known to be a common feature in family violence homicides e.g. coercive control, 
strangulation, increased frequency of hospital visits etc. 

13. That the Committee recommends the expansion of all Aboriginal-led Sexual Assault 
Therapeutic Services so that Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) can 
better support women, children and young people who have experienced sexual harm 
(current and historical). 
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14. That the Committee recommends that ACCOs be resourced to develop and deliver Aboriginal-
led early intervention and prevention approaches across both the children and families and 
family violence sectors. 

15. That the Committee recommends that further support and training is developed nationally 
across all sectors to better identify risks associated with violence and harm towards Aboriginal 
women and children.  

 

Police 

16. That the Committee recommends that all jurisdictions’ Police must consistently follow up on 
missing reports in timely manner and not make assumptions about where the Aboriginal child, 
young person or woman may be, but act as if they know they are in imminent danger.  
 

17. That the Committee review police reports across jurisdictions for these matters to identify 
patterns of decision making and policing.  

 
18. That the Committee recommends that all jurisdictions’ Police undertake annual training and 

regular supervision to ensure better practice, given the risk of further harm to Aboriginal 
women and children where the mother is mis-identified as ‘perpetrator of FV’ and the impact 
of this can e.g. murdered. 

Justice 

19. That the Committee looks at the sentencing patterns in murders of First Peoples and in 
particular where Aboriginal women at the center of violence. 

For further consideration 

20. That the Committee give extra attention to develop a better understanding of the 
intersectional experiences of LGBTIQA+ Aboriginal children, young people, women and trans 
women and men when it comes to experiences of violence and harm. 



 

Introduction 
VACCA welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence for consideration as part of the landmark 
parliamentary inquiry into missing and murdered First Nation women and children, we hope this 
can help bring justice to the many Aboriginal women and children who have been murdered or 
gone missing and have not received adequate responses and support from the justice and coronial 
systems. This submission builds on testimony provided by VACCA’s CEO, Muriel Bamblett AO to 
the Inquiry. 

VACCA’s feedback is based on our unique position as a Victorian ACCO providing a suite of services 
across the state supporting children, young people, families and community members. We have 
protected and promoted the rights of Aboriginal children and families for over 40 years. VACCA 
believes that all children have a right to feel and be safe and live in an environment that is free 
from abuse, neglect and violence.  

We are committed to promoting and upholding the rights of Aboriginal children to maintain and 
celebrate their identity and culture, recognising that connection to culture is critical for children’s 
emotional, physical and spiritual wellbeing.  

Background  
Aboriginal women and children continue to experience horrific violence, abuse, oppression, 
coercive control, grooming and exploitation, it is an injustice and a national emergency, yet their 
plight is largely ignored. It is a legacy of colonial oppression and invasion, of state sanctioned 
structural inequity –the system is not changing, there is racial inertia and no accountability.   

The deliberate and systemic violent human rights abuses against Aboriginal women and children is 
compounded by racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia and transphobia is not a just a historic 
issue, but rather an ongoing and enduring issue of human rights abuses and violations. Aboriginal 
peoples have been treated as possessions, our bodies, living or dead have been controlled and 
stolen, our ancestors skulls sit in museums as evidence of Darwinian theory; upholding insidious 
notion of racial superiority. Aboriginal peoples are still seeking repatriation to facilitate reunions, 
reburials and collective healing. 

There must be a national truth-telling process that will finally uncover the unpack the prevalence 
of systemic racism and unconscious bias that has filtered through to a society that is violently 
racism towards Aboriginal peoples. As Rachel Cargle articulates, the “roots and fruits” of racism 
and violence as experienced by those being born into white privilege that benefit off the stolen 
lands of our ancestors. 

VACCA’s submission will detail three core themes: Justice, Healing and Upholding of Rights and 
what can be done to prevent and protect against further harm of Aboriginal women and children. 
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The exact rate of misidentification of women as the primary aggressor is unknown, however data 
from Victoria Police indicates that 12 percent of female respondents on family violence reports 
relating to intimate partner violence are misidentified17, and this number has been increasing 
substantially over the years.  
 
Aboriginal women in particular are at greater risk of identification as a perpetrator and VACCA has 
seen a number of cases where police have responded to a client as the aggressor, rather than as 
an affected family member. The Family Violence Reform Implementation Monitor research 
indicates that police are not adequately trained to understand the signs of trauma and abuse 
(including the prevalence of acquired brain injuries) and self-defence, that they do not adequately 
look at the history of family violence incidents for the parties involved, nor their history of prior 
offending, and instead treat the incident at ‘face value’.18 This indicates a level of 
misunderstanding about what family violence looks like for Aboriginal women and their children 
and we believe this directly attributes to the high number of Aboriginal women in prison and by 
extension the high number of children being removed from their families unnecessarily. Not only 
this, but the experience of misidentification causes significant harm and trauma, particularly to 
women and children.  
 
Often, responses to Aboriginal women affected by family violence reveal an apathy and 
normalisation of violence toward Aboriginal women and children. Media rarely centres their 
stories of violence, and when doing so often de-humanise Aboriginal women, by examining 
women’s behaviour, rather than that of the perpetrator, and framing them as partly responsible 
for their own deaths by focusing on past criminal justice involvement, for example.19 Another 
persistent stereotype seen throughout colonial representations of Aboriginal family life is that 
violence is inherent to Aboriginal culture, whilst both historical and contemporary violence against 
Aboriginal women and children by non-Aboriginal men remains invisible.20 Indeed, research has 
found that the vast majority of Aboriginal women in Victoria have non-Indigenous partners – 85 
per cent of Aboriginal women in Melbourn           in 

             violence 

 
17 https://www.fvrim.vic.gov.au/monitoring-victorias-family-violence-reforms-accurate-identification-predominant-
aggressor-4 
18 Family Violence Reform Information Monitor, ‘Acknowledging the complexity of the family violence incidents police 
attend, police practice and processes are contributing to misidentification’. Accessed on 7/12/22 via: 
https://www.fvrim.vic.gov.au/monitoring-victorias-family-violence-reforms-accurate-identification-predominant-
aggressor-5 
19 McQuire, A. (2021, October 11). Silencing Aboriginal women on issues of violence: On dehumanisation and 
silencing. Presence. https://amymcquire.substack.com/p/silencing-aboriginal-women-on-issues 
20 Watson, I. (2009). Aboriginality and the violence of colonialism. Borderlands, 8(1),  
21 Brown, Lily. (2019, November 25). Why we need to educate journalists about Aboriginal women’s experience of 
family violence. The Conversation. Available at: https://theconversation.com/why-we-need-to-educate-journalists-
about-aboriginal-womens-experience-of-family-violence-65789 



 

experienced by Aboriginal women, it is likely that the person responsible is non-Indigenous22. 
VACCA Family Violence workers indicate that this data is reflective of their experience too.  
 
When violence against Aboriginal women and children becomes normalised and their lives 
devalued, it means they are no longer viewed as victims by authorities and receive a negligent 
response. Because of this disclosure of family violence remains particularly challenging for 
Aboriginal women as many are hesitant of utilising mainstream services due to a well-founded 
fear that their children may be removed. The families VACCA works with have also reported poor 
experiences in mainstream crisis accommodation suggesting the need for more culturally safe 
programs and refuges such as our Orana Gunyah program.  
 
With mainstream institutions failing to take seriously violence against Aboriginal women and 
children, access to Aboriginal-led, culturally appropriate, and wrap-around responses are 
essential. Despite the significant level of need for family violence services within the Aboriginal 
community in Victoria, under resourcing and a lack of ongoing investment in infrastructure and 
service delivery is a chronic and structural problem. This under resourcing can be directly linked to 
the process of settler-colonialism wherein mainstream CSOs accrued unparalleled access to 
infrastructure, whether it be a bequeath from a church or a benefactor, through the dispossession 
of land from Aboriginal peoples. This has resulted in systemic advantage amongst mainstream 
CSOs across all sectors and is an injustice which must be acknowledged and substantively 
addressed by governments and CSOs through the transfer of resources. 
 
Furthermore, this under resourcing of the ACCO sector occurs despite the fact that the Aboriginal 
population is growing at a significantly faster rate than the non-Aboriginal population. Social 
Ventures Australia (SVA) was contracted to prepare a report on demand across the ACCO sector 
which found that the Aboriginal population is projected to rise by 48% by 2028.23 Demand for 
family violence services is projected to increase significantly over the next decade, at current 
growth rates, we anticipate that over 6,300 Aboriginal people (mainly women) will require family 
violence supports by 2028.24 
 
The below case study demonstrates how Aboriginal women and children continue to be denied an 
appropriate response from police despite well-documented histories of violence, and the tragic 
consequences that such failures can have. It also illustrates how the under-resourcing of ACCOs 
leads to gaps and delays in service provision due to an inability to respond to demand. VACCA has 
since implemented stronger reporting systems and measures to ensure that we respond to all 
referrals received through intake. 

 
22Dr Nicholas Biddle, CAEPR Indigenous Population Project: 2011 Census Papers, Paper 15 Indigenous and Non-
Indigenous Marriage Partnerships. (Australian National University, Canberra) P4; Lilly Brown, Why we need to educate 
journalists about Aboriginal women’s experience of family violence, (The Conversation, Nov 25, 2016) 
https://theconversation.com/why-we-need-to-educate-journalists-about-aboriginal-womens-experience-of-family-
violence-65789 
23 SVA. (2019). Demand for services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Victoria. Unpublished report 
prepared for the Aboriginal Executive Council. 
2424 Ibid.  
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Case Study- Family Violence - Redacted 
 
  
When families are unable to access the supports they need to address immediate safety concerns, 
promote accountability and behaviour change amongst men who use violence, and enable 
healing, there are significant risks that violence will escalate and result in the removal of children. 
In many cases VACCA believes these removals could be prevented if women and children had 
access to the supports they needed.  
 
A 2016 inquiry by the Commission for Children and Young People ‘Always was, Always will be 
Aboriginal children’ involved a case file review of the almost 1,000 Aboriginal children in care at 
that time. The inquiry found that family violence was an identified drive of child protection 
involvement and entry into out-of-home care for 89% of children.25 From VACCA’s experience, 
police responses to family violence indicate a level of misunderstanding about what family 
violence looks like for Aboriginal women and their children and often we are seeing Aboriginal 
women labelled as perpetrators than affected family member. We believe this directly attributes 
to the number of Aboriginal children in out-of-home care because high numbers of Aboriginal 
women are in Victorian prisons, whether the majority are separated from their children, rather 
than receiving the material and therapeutic supports that affected family members have a right to.  
 
In addition, we know that the child protection system often penalises women who are found to 
have been in contact with their partner who uses violence, by suggesting that women have failed 
to keep their children safe. However, this places the onus of responsibility on the person affected 
by family violence rather than the person u       n face 

           , culturally-
safe supports, and the potential for isolation from family and community.26 
 
Exploitation and sexual harm of Aboriginal women and children 
The relationship between child protection and the sexual assault system needs to be urgently 
improved as both the justice system, family violence and child protection have a duty of care to 

 
25 Commission for Children and Young People. (2016). Always was, always will be Koori children: Investigations into 
the circumstance of Aboriginal children and young people in out-of-home care in Victoria. Available at: 
https://ccyp.vic.gov.au/inquiries/systemic-inquiries/always-was-always-will-be-koori-
children/#:~:text=Always%20was%2C%20always%20will%20be%20Koori%20children%20is%20the%20report,of%2Dh
ome%20care%20in%20Victoria. 
26 Langton, M., Smith, K., Eastman, T., O’Neill, L., Cheesman, E., & Rose, M. (2020). Improving family violence legal and 
support services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women (ANROWS research report, 25/2020). Available at: 
https://www.anrows.org.au/publication/improving-family-violence-legal-and-support-services-for-aboriginal-and-
torres-strait-islander-women/ 



 

protect children from sexual abuse and exploitation. In 2015, a stand-alone statutory duty of care 
was implemented following the Betrayal of Trust: Inquiry into the handling of child abuse by 
religious and other non-government organisations27 under the Wrongs Amendment 
(Organisational Child Abuse) Act 2017. This must be upheld by the justice and child protection 
systems. The justice system should take care to ensure that any organisation, including the 
Government and child protection, that is responsible for the care, supervision or authority of 
children take all ‘‘reasonable precautions’ to prevent abuse’28. 
 
With the recent separation of the Child, Youth and Families Act (2005) (CYFA), there is great 
concern around how the new Youth Justice Act will respond to children using sexually abusive 
behaviours. Currently child protection are working on a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 
with Youth Justice, though it is yet to be revealed as to what this will look like. This work must 
progress with urgency. 
 
There is an urgent need for adequate resourcing and investment in ACCOs to respond to the needs 
of Aboriginal children and families who have experienced sexual abuse or are at risk of sexual 
exploitation; and to build our capacity and responses29. While VACCA has recently launched our 
own sexual assault service in the South with a second service in the west in implementation stage 
(further detail on p 29), these services need to be available across the state. There needs to be 
policy responses that focus on culturally specific prevention and therapeutic support with a 
holistic understanding of the drivers of sexual abuse and violence amongst Aboriginal 
communities.  
 
Social media and technology have fundamentally changed the way in which children and young 
people are learning about norms and behaviours regarding sex and consent. Technology is 
providing unprecedented access by children and young people to sexualised content. There are a 
wide range of social media platforms and apps used by children and young people with varying 
degrees of security and exposure, placing children at risk of sexual exploitation and breaking laws 
governing child pornography protections. It is very clear that the justice system cannot keep up 
with appropriate provisions of regulation, oversight, control and protection, particularly given that 
many of these platforms are based overseas. 
 
The normalisation of porn and the age of exposure years before any sexual activity sets unrealistic 

 
27 Family and Community Development Committee. (2013). Betrayal of Trust: Inquiry into the handling of child abuse 
by religious and other non-government organisations, Melbourne, Victoria: Parliament of Victoria. 
28 Ibid 
29 Davis, M. (2019). Family is culture: Final report- Independent review into Aboriginal out-of-home care in NSW, 
Sydney: Family is 
Culture. 


































