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Submission in Response to the Inquiry into the Rights of Women and Children  
Our Watch acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the land across Australia on which we work and live. We pay our respects to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples past and present.   
About Our Watch  
A national leader in prevention  
Our Watch is a national leader in the primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia. We are an independent, not for profit organisation established in 2013. All Australian governments are members of Our Watch.   
Our vision is an Australia where women and their children live free from all forms of violence. We aim to drive nation-wide change in the culture, behaviours, attitudes and social structures that drive violence against women and their children.   
Guided by our ground-breaking national framework, Change the story (2nd ed, 2021), we work at all levels of our society to address the deeply entrenched, underlying drivers of violence against women, especially those stemming from gender inequality. We work with governments, practitioners, and the community, at all levels of Australian society, to address these drivers of violence in all settings where people live, learn, work and socialise.  
About this submission 
Our Watch welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Inquiry into the rights of women and children. This submission will address the first Term of Reference (understanding the treatment of women and children internationally and the impact of this treatment on their human rights). As the national leader in the primary prevention of violence against women in Australia, we focus on the rights of women and outline an approach that is grounded in the prevention of violence against women. 
[bookmark: _Int_l0JqOqtu]This submission draws on the evidence from Change the story (2021), Changing the picture (2018) and Changing the landscape (2022) to inform its recommendations. These frameworks adopt the United Nations’ Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women definition of violence against women, recognising violence against women as a fundamental violation of human rights, and draws attention to Australia’s international treaty obligations to prevent this violence.
Changing the Landscape also notes the primary responsibility of Australian governments for ensuring the health, safety and equality of women and people with disabilities as part of their international human rights obligations, including under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
Changing the Picture further draws on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples; work by the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women and the CEDAW committee; and resolutions by the United Nations Human Rights Council.  
Our Watch would welcome the opportunity to provide further advice or assistance to the Committee in relation to the issues outlined in this submission. Please contact Director Government Relations, Policy and Evidence, Amanda Alford at amanda.alford@ourwatch.org.au
Summary of recommendations
Our Watch recommends that the Australian Government:
1. Prioritise primary prevention of violence against women, and establish gender equality as a goal in all international engagements.
2. Embed an intersectional approach in the development and implementation of all government policies, programs, and services.
3. Continue to strengthen gender policy machinery, including by establishing processes to undertake intersectional gender impact assessments of all international policy and programs.

Term of Reference One: Understanding the treatment of women and children internationally and the impact of this treatment on their human rights.
Violence against women: A fundamental violation of human rights 
[bookmark: _Int_R2ikRNgU][bookmark: _Int_X5QxQDFl][bookmark: _Int_OjPyCiz4]Violence against women is recognised as a serious and widespread problem in Australia, with enormous individual and community impacts and social costs. 1 in 3 Australian women has experienced physical violence since the age of 15 and 1 in 5 has experienced sexual violence. Intersecting forms of oppression and privilege affect the prevalence of violence against women, with the probability of experiencing violence higher for some women. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women report experiencing violence at 3.1 times the rate of non-Indigenous women[endnoteRef:2], and are nearly 11 times more likely to die due to assault than non-Indigenous women.[endnoteRef:3] In addition, violence against women and girls with a disability occurs more frequently, over a longer period of time, across a wider range of settings, and is perpetrated by a greater range of people than violence against women and girls without disabilities.[endnoteRef:4] Sixty-five per cent of women with disabilities report experiencing at least one incident of violence since the age of 15.[endnoteRef:5] A national study of migrant and refugee women in Australia also found that thirty-three per cent of respondents had experienced some form of domestic and family violence, with temporary visa holders consistently reporting higher levels of domestic and family violence, including controlling behaviour.[endnoteRef:6] Experiences of immigration and, in particular visa class and status, shape women’s experiences of family violence after settlement.[endnoteRef:7] [2:  Calculations based on hospitalisation rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family violence-related assaults of 530 females per 100 000 female population and 191 males per 100 000 male population cited in Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service (2016), 4.12.1.
Our Watch (2018). Changing the picture: a national resource to support the prevention of violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and their children.]  [3:  Olsen, A. & Lovett, R. (2016). Existing knowledge, practice, and responses to violence against women in Australian Indigenous communities: State of knowledge paper, p. 13; Al-Yaman et al. (2006). Family violence among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. ]  [4:  Frohmader, C. (2007). Forgotten sisters: A global review of violence against women with disabilities. Women with Disabilities Australia; Healey, L. (2013). Voices Against Violence, Paper 2: Current issues in understanding and responding to violence against women with disabilities. Women with Disabilities Victoria, Office of the Public Advocate and Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria; Thiara, R., Hague, G., & Mullender, A. (2011). Losing out on both counts: Disabled women and domestic violence. Disability & Society, 26(6), 757–71; Women with Disabilities Australia (WWDA). (2020). Response to the group homes issues paper of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. Cited in Our Watch (2022).Changing the landscape pg. 26.]  [5:  Sutherland, G., Krnjacki, L., Hargrave, J., Kavanagh, A., Llewellyn, G., & Vaughan, C. (2021). Primary prevention of violence against women with disability: Evidence synthesis. The University of Melbourne.]  [6:  Segrave, M. Wickes, R, and Keel, C. (2021) Migrant and Refugee Women in Australia: The Safety and Security Survey. Monash University]  [7:  ANROWS (2016) Promoting community-led responses to violence against immigrant and refugee women in metropolitan and regional Australia. The ASPIRE Project: Key findings and future directions.] 

Globally, women report similar rates of violence. An estimated 736 million women – almost 1 in 3 – have been subjected to physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence, non-partner sexual violence, or both, at least once in their life, a figure that does not include sexual harassment.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  UN Women. (2023). Progress on the Sustainable Development Goals: The Gender Snapshot.] 

There are many different but interrelated forms of violence against women, all of which have gendered elements, sharing some common drivers, and can be conceived as a spectrum. Forms of violence against women may include:
· Intimate partner violence, including dating violence.
· Sexual violence (whether perpetrated by someone known or a stranger).
· Sexual harassment (whether in workplaces, public spaces or online).
· [bookmark: _Int_tI02WntK][bookmark: _Int_mQmP2f7f]Specific types of violence that are primarily experienced by particular communities of women and girls (such as dowry-related abuse, sexual and reproductive coercion, so-called ‘honour crimes’, sex trafficking and other slavery-like practices, female genital mutilation/cutting, and child/early and forced marriage).
· Violence that occurs in institutional settings (for example, violence in prisons, in aged care facilities, disability or residential care settings), which can include state-sanctioned or legalised violence.[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Our Watch. (2021). Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women in Australia (2nd ed.), p. 15.] 

Forms of violence and abuse, or threats of such acts may be physical, sexual, emotional, psychological, cultural, spiritual, financial, or technology-facilitated it can be a one-off incident or an ongoing pattern of behaviour, where a perpetrator deliberately acts in a coercive way to exert control over their victim’s life.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  Our Watch (2022). Changing the landscape: A national resource to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities. ] 

Impacts of violence against women
Violence against women is a serious violation of their human rights and fundamental freedoms. Violence against women has long-term impacts on women’s health and well-being. Globally, the rates of depression, anxiety disorders, unplanned pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, and HIV are higher in women who have experienced violence compared to women who have not, as well as other health problems that can last after the violence has ended.[endnoteRef:11] Intersecting factors relevant to different communities can exacerbate these impacts, for example individuals who hold temporary visas are ineligible for certain services (such as health, education, and employment services), which can create conditions within relationships that are conducive to violence, and present as a barrier to help-seeking behaviour.[endnoteRef:12] [11:  UN Women. (2022). Facts and figures: Ending Violence against women]  [12:  AIFS (2018). Intimate partner violence in Australian refugee communities] 

In addition to the direct impacts of violence, the threat of violence limits all women’s quality of life and reduces their participation in social, political, civic, and economic life.[endnoteRef:13] For example, one international study showed that across five regions, 82 per cent of women parliamentarians reported having experienced some form of psychological violence while serving their terms.[endnoteRef:14] Such violence reinforces barriers to women serving in public life and positions of power which contributes to preventing women from collectively challenging men’s control of decision-making and maintaining gender inequalities. [13:  Cox, P. (2015). Violence against women: Additional analysis of the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Personal Safety Survey 2012 (Horizons Research Report, Issue 1).]  [14:  Inter-Parliamentary Union. (2016). Sexism, harassment, and violence against women parliamentarians. ] 

Violence against women can result in significant economic cost. In Australia alone, the cost of violence against women was estimated at $22 billion in 2015-2016, with survivors bearing the primary burden of this cost.[endnoteRef:15] For many women, particularly those with responsibility for children, a major consequence of violence (particularly intimate partner violence) is that they are pushed into poverty due to loss of employment, income, assets or housing and social support networks.[endnoteRef:16]  [15:  PWC. (2015). A high price to pay.]  [16:  Our Watch. (2021). Change the story, p. 123.] 

Violence against women increases during times of conflict and post-conflict situations,[endnoteRef:17] and in disasters and emergencies, including pandemics such as COVID-19.[endnoteRef:18]   For example, intimate partner violence is 2.4 times higher in extremely fragile contexts compared to non-fragile contexts.[endnoteRef:19] Initial data indicates that violence against women intensified during COVID-19, with more women reporting that they felt unsafe both at home and in public.[endnoteRef:20] A similar study also found that gender inequality and violence against women are key predictors of whether a society is prone to violent conflict,[endnoteRef:21] and that the condoning of violence against women and misogyny is strongly associated with support for violent extremism. [endnoteRef:22] [17:  Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR) (2023). Women’s human rights and gender-related concerns in situations of conflict and instability.  ]  [18:  UN Women. (2021). Measuring the Shadow Pandemic: Violence Against Women During COVID-19.]  [19:  UN Women. (2023). Progress on the Sustainable Development Goals: The Gender Snapshot.]  [20:  UN Women. (2021). Measuring the Shadow Pandemic: Violence Against Women During COVID-19]  [21:  World Banks Blogs. (2018). Can gender equality prevent violent conflict?]  [22:  Melissa Johnston and Jacqui True.(2019). Misogyny and Violent Extremism: Implications for Preventing Violent Extremism.] 

Evidence shows that violence against women and girls relates to poverty, hunger, poor health and well-being, maternal death, poor education, climate change adaptation, energy and environmental burdens, economic hardships, and societal insecurity.[endnoteRef:23] Research suggests that unless violence against women and girls is prevented globally, at least 14 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including goals on poverty, health, education, economic growth, peace and justice, and climate action will not be achieved.[endnoteRef:24]  [23:  The Equality Institute. (2021). Sustainable Development Goals and Violence Against Women and Girls.]  [24:  The Equality Institute. (2021). Sustainable Development Goals and Violence Against Women and Girls] 

Women’s safety and the prevention of violence against women is a foundation to basic health, living standards, education, participation in public life and empowerment of women. As a result, ending violence against women is critical not only for ensuring women’s rights, but also for establishing peaceful and flourishing societies. This demonstrates that any efforts to address the rights of women and girls must be grounded in efforts to prevent violence against women.
As a result, the prevention of violence against women should underpin all long-term government approaches to addressing international crises, as well as be integrated into all broader foreign policy, diplomacy, and programming efforts.
Preventing all forms of violence against women: An international responsibility
Australia has continuing obligations under international human rights agreements to ensure the health, safety, and equality of women, as well as a specific duty to take positive steps to eliminate all forms of violence against women. These include:
· Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (1979) - particularly General Recommendation 35 on gender-based violence, and General Recommendation 39 on the rights of Indigenous women and girls.
· United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (1993)
· Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995)
· United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)
· United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (2007)
· Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008)

There is significant consensus in the international community that examining the ways in which gender relations are structured and the social context of gender inequality is key to understanding and preventing the underlying conditions that produce violence against women.[endnoteRef:25] This is reflected in the above commitments. For example, CEDAW General Recommendation 35 (and its precursors) explicitly identifies gender-based violence against women as a violation of human rights, and as “one of the fundamental social, political and economic means by which the subordinate position of women with respect to men and their stereotyped roles are perpetuated”. General Recommendation 35 specifically identifies that violence against women is a social, rather than individual problem and both a key cause and outcome of gender inequality. It articulates the overarching obligation of State parties to pursue all appropriate means to eliminate gender-based violence against women without delay. It further lays out a series of actions States should take to prevent violence against women.[endnoteRef:26] [25:  Our Watch (2021). Change the story, pg. 28.  ]  [26:  United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. (2017). General Recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women, updating general recommendation No. 19. UN Doc. No.: CEDAW/C/GC/35] 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development also explicitly recognises the link between gender equality and violence against women.[endnoteRef:27] Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5 “Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” includes Target 5.2 “Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation.”[endnoteRef:28] In addition to a dedicated goal, gender equality is mainstreamed across the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, recognising that gender equality sits at the intersection of economic, social, and environmental issues. However, the latest SDG data suggests that the world is failing to achieve its targets on gender equality.[endnoteRef:29]  [27:  United Nations General Assembly (2015). Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015, A/RES/70/01.]  [28:  United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2015). Sustainable Development Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.]  [29:  UN Women. (2023). Progress on the Sustainable Development Goals: The Gender Snapshot.] 

Australia’s efforts to promote gender equality and prevention
Australia has taken numerous positive steps to progress gender equality and the prevention of violence against women. Australia’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2021-2031 and the National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032 make clear links between gender equality and prevention efforts, identifying the achievement of gender equality as a critical objective. The first pillar of the National Plan, Prevention, draws on and aligns with Change the story and Our Watch’s evidence-base through its prevention objectives that aim to address the gendered drivers of violence against women (National Plan prevention objectives 1,2,5). 
Welcome commitments under the new International Development Policy specify that 80 percent of development investments must further gender equality and that new investments of more than $3 million are required to include gender equality objectives. This will assist Australia in promoting women’s rights. Further, development of the new National Strategy to Achieve Gender Equality, and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) International Gender Equality Strategy, presents an opportunity to synthesise and coordinate alignment between Australia’s domestic and international approach to gender equality and prevention.
While these developments are welcome, to support the global goal for gender equality articulated in the 2030 Agenda, Our Watch suggests that it is important for Australia, to prioritise, and strengthen, efforts to prevent violence against women and promote gender equality throughout domestic and international policy.
Primary prevention as a framework to support international gender equality and women’s rights.
Our Watch’s evidence-based national framework Change the story, identifies that gender inequality sets the social context in which violence against women occurs and makes clear that the drivers of this violence are gendered. It provides evidence-based guidance on the primary prevention of violence against women – that is, to change the underlying social conditions that produce and drive this violence, and that excuse, justify or even promote it, to prevent it happening in the first place. 
The factors Change the story terms as the ‘gendered drivers’ of violence arise from gender-discriminatory institutional, social and economic structures, social and cultural norms, and organisational, community, family and relationship practices that together create environments in which women and men are not considered equal, and violence against women is both more likely, and more likely to be tolerated and even condoned. The gendered drivers of violence against women are:  
Driver 1: Condoning of violence against women.  
Driver 2: Men’s control of decision-making and limits to women’s independence in public and private life. 
Driver 3: Rigid gender stereotyping and dominant forms of masculinity.  
[bookmark: _Int_CaR6oVIx]Driver 4: Male peer relations and cultures of masculinity that emphasise aggression, dominance and control 
To make a practical and meaningful difference in the lives of women and children, addressing the broader social context - gender inequality and other forms of structural and systemic discrimination and oppression that gives rise to violence against women – is essential to preventing violence against women.
Importantly, Change the story makes clear the need to challenge and transform the underlying social conditions and gender inequalities that produce and drive violence against women, as also articulated in CEDAW General Recommendation 35. As a result, an effective approach to preventing violence against women goes beyond addressing individual behaviours to focus on addressing the broader social, political, and economic factors that drive gendered violence. The evidence also clearly outlines the importance of an intersectional approach, acknowledging the multiple and intersecting systems of sexism, racism, colonialism, classism, heteronormativity, cisnormativity, homo-, bi- and transphobia, ableism and ageism, and the need to challenge and shift the corresponding systems of power and privilege, which reinforce discrimination.
Change the story outlines eight essential actions required to address the gendered drivers of violence and change the social context in which it occurs. The essential actions to address the gendered drivers of violence against women are:
Essential Action 1: Challenging the condoning of violence against women.
Essential Action 2: Promote women’s independence and decision-making in public life and relationships.
Essential Action 3: Build new social norms that foster personal identities not constrained by rigid gender stereotypes.
Essential Action 4: Support men and boys to develop healthy masculinities and positive, supportive male peer relationships.
The essential actions to address the social contexts that give rise to violence against women are: 
Essential Action 5: Promote and normalise gender equality in public and private life.
Essential Action 6: Address intersections between gender inequality and other forms of systemic and structural oppression and discrimination and promote broader social justice.
[bookmark: _Int_AmeEfeV1]Essential Action 7: Build safe, fair and equitable organisations and institutions by focusing on policy and systems change.
[bookmark: _Int_zkfc1wdS][bookmark: _Int_wxu3bMnk]Essential Action 8: Strengthen positive, equal and respectful relations between and among women and men, girls and boys, in public and private spheres.
Changing the picture, Our Watch’s dedicated resource to preventing violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, also identifies the need to address the legacies of colonisation both for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and non-Indigenous people in Australia as key actions to preventing violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children. While the resource relates specifically to the experiences and context of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children in Australia, it provides an important reference guide for the Australian Government to consider when addressing the rights of women and girls in countries impacted by colonisation. Similarly, Our Watch’s Changing the landscape also provides an evidence-based reference guide for government’s when addressing the rights of women and girls with disabilities. 
[bookmark: _Int_4NKJkDpO]To be effective, the essential actions identified in Change the story, Changing the picture and Changing the landscape require policy, legislative, regulatory, and institutional support, as well as broad, practical, ‘on the ground’ implementation across societies, in all diverse settings where people live, work, learn socialise and play. 
While it is not the role or responsibility of the Australian Government to implement on the ground primary prevention initiatives internationally, each framework provides examples of initiatives that could be implemented through place-based and collaborative partnerships to advance each of the essential actions in practice, considering not only what needs to be done, but how this prevention work should be undertaken, and by whom. 
[bookmark: _Int_Lt8yx5q3]To achieve a meaningful impact on the rights of women and children globally, Our Watch recommends that prevention be included in Australia’s foreign policy, diplomacy and programming efforts, including peace and security, human rights, education, health, climate change, economic development, foreign trade and investment, cultural and public diplomacy, humanitarian assistance and technology. We acknowledge the size and scope of this work, however, note the centrality of addressing high levels of violence against women as a priority in international policy.
To systematically integrate prevention in all of Australia’s international engagement, Our Watch recommends that Australia’s foreign policy places gender equality as the central goal in all international engagements. A foreign policy that places gender equality at the centre of all international engagements, that is aligned with the SDGs and Change the story, and takes an intersectional approach, will build on the commitments made in the International Development Policy by ensuring that all of Australia’s foreign policy, diplomacy and programming reflect a commitment to gender equality and prevention.
Such an approach would be strengthened through a robust gender policy machinery. For example, establishing processes to undertake intersectional gender impact assessments of the Australian Government’s international policy and programs will identify ways to advance gender equality, and improve the health, safety, wellbeing, and economic independence of women in globally.

Recommendations

1. Prioritise primary prevention of violence against women, and establish gender equality as a goal in all international engagements. 
2. Embed an intersectional approach in the development and implementation of all government policies, programs, and services.
3. Continue to strengthen gender policy machinery, including by establishing processes to undertake intersectional gender impact assessments of all international policy and programs.
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