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Introduction

As part of the Government’s commitment to ongoing consultation with women, on 30 August 2006 the Ministerial Advisory Council on Women (MACW) hosted the inaugural ACT Women’s Summit.  The Summit was held from 9am to 12.30pm in the ACT Legislative Assembly Reception Room.  The Summit was a roundtable meeting of twenty-five representatives from ACT community organisations and ACT Government agencies aimed at providing input into the Government's agenda and future policy directions for women in the ACT.  The Summit was convened on behalf of the government by Hilary Russell, Chair of the Ministerial Advisory Council on Women and Amy Haddad, Deputy Chair of the Ministerial Advisory Council on Women.

This paper summarises the main issues highlighted by the ACT Women’s Summit Survey and the roundtable discussion at the ACT Women’s Summit.  The outcomes of the Summit are presented first, followed by the response to the surveys.  Both the Summit and the responses to the survey identified common topics and issues, however each also raised different issues. 
Acronyms

Canberra Rape Crisis Centre (CRCC)

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse women (CALD)

Domestic Violence Crisis Services (DVCS)

Family Violence Intervention Program (FVIP)

Restorative Justice (RJ)

Sexual Abuse Community Action Team (SACAT)

Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP)

Women’s Centre for Health Matters (WCHM)
Summit Attendees

	Name
	Organisation

	Katy Gallagher MLA, Minister for Women
	ACT Government

	Hilary Russell, Chair
	MACW

	Amy Haddad, Deputy Chair
	MACW

	Sabrina Caldwell
	MACW

	Louise Bannister
	MACW

	Margaret Ryan
	MACW

	Sue Tucker
	MACW

	Jessie Mitchell
	ACT Shelter

	Dr Ann Villiers
	ACT Chamber for Women in Business

	Sally D’Souza
	Multicultural Women’s Advocacy

	Manja Visschedijk
	Young Women’s Christian Association

	Veronica Wensing
	Rape Crisis Centre

	Corrie McKenzie
	Unions ACT

	Upeksha Edirisuriya
	Ministerial Youth Council

	Margie Rowe
	Domestic Violence Prevention Council

	Dennise Simpson
	Domestic Violence Crisis Service

	Debra Evans, Indigenous representative
	Catholic Education Office

	Mike Zissler and Mary Busby
	Dept of Territory & Municipal Services

	Renee Leon
	Dept of Justice & Community Safety

	Janelle Reading
	ACT Health

	Sandra Lambert, Bronwen Overton-Clarke

and Bronwyn Webster
	Dept of Disability, Housing & Community Services

	Dr Michele Bruniges
	Dept of Education and Training

	Jenny Earle
	ACT Human Rights Office


Summit pre-planning 

Prior to the Summit, invitees were invited to complete a survey in consultation with their constituents, the survey asked invitees to identify issues of concern and any changes or issues that had emerged over since the release of the ACT Women’s Plan.

Twelve surveys (50%) were returned, and Hilary Russell presented a summary of the findings of the Survey to the Summit.   (See Attachment A – Summit Survey Summary).  This summary served to direct further discussion.

Areas for attention arising from the Summit proceedings

1. Safety for Indigenous Children

Debra Evans described the difficulties she had encountered in accessing appropriate resources in the case of abuse of Indigenous children in the ACT.  Debra noted that schools were unable to deal with the increasing, extreme instances of child abuse that are occurring.  The Department recognised that it is no longer culturally appropriate to take Indigenous children away from families; however the concerns of family members and the community were often unheard.  Obtaining support and intervention is also made difficult because of a lack of specifically trained Indigenous case workers and current case workers who do not have sufficient understanding of Indigenous issues relevant to the ACT and surrounding areas.  Debra particularly noted the differences between remote, rural and urban Indigenous communities and the need for training programs to recognise such differences.  The situation for Indigenous children at risk is made worse by the constant change of Case Managers, Counsellors.

Response of DHCS Chief Executive.  Sandra Lambert reported to the meeting that DHCS has recently set up a unit to address the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.  This unit will train staff on the specific issues relevant to Indigenous children and their families in the context of the ACT and surrounding areas.  It was also noted that there remains difficulty in retaining workers in this area due to the challenging nature of the work.

Outcome of discussion. It was agreed that greater effort be taken by government to provide information to caseworkers on Indigenous cultural issues as they affect ACT and the immediate surrounding areas and to promote the work of the new unit.
2.
Safety for children in domestic violence situations

Following on from the discussion of domestic violence, there was discussion of the status of children who are listed on a Domestic Violence Order.  Concerns were raised that the children were not independently represented and that they could be removed from an order without due regard to their safety.

3.
Restorative Justice in the context of domestic violence and sexual assault.

Dennise Simpson questioned the appropriateness of Phase II of the Restorative Justice (RJ) Program.  The program’s underpinning assumptions that two parties can reconcile differences through mediation is not seen as relevant, workable or appropriate in the case of domestic violence or sexual assault where the power inequality between the perpetrator of violence and the victim is so evident.  Dennise noted there is no supporting research to suggest the RJ model is appropriate in this context and suggested that the level of support needed to ensure the safety of the victim would have to be very high and thus quite resource intensive. 

Outcome of discussion.  It was noted that Phase 2 of the Restorative Justice Program will include domestic violence, sexual assault and other serious offences.  The program is due to be implemented in July 2007.  It was agreed that discussion was required between the Department of Justice and Community Safety and the Domestic Violence and Safety sectors.  The Government will review the application of RJ to women experiencing domestic violence and to other situations where the victim is particularly vulnerable and will not proceed with RJ in these cases if the safety and wellbeing of the victim cannot be assured.

4.
Industrial Relations

Corri McKenzie raised concern over the introduction of the new Industrial Relations Legislation - Work Choices.  It was noted that this legislation has particular impact on women of low socio-economic status and women with little or no English.  There is an increased expectation that low paid female employees working in feminised industries will work irregular hours raising further issues with regard to childcare, transport and safety.  Ms Mckenzie also noted that the focus on women in work often concentrated on the needs of professional women (eg. Childcare issues), and not on the needs of women in unskilled, low paying or shift work.  

Outcome of discussion.  MACW will continue to focus on the impact of the Industrial Relations legislation.

5. Data and research

Jenny Earle noted the National Federation of Australian Women and the Women’s Electoral Lobby, together with some State and Territory Governments, is funding research that complements research undertaken by the Human Rights and Equal Employment Commission on the current position of women in the workforce. This research project on The Impact of Changes in National Work Regulation on Vulnerable Workers, would greatly assist in policy development.  The Coalition of Women has approached the ACT Government for financial assistance to enable an ACT focus for this research.

Outcome of discussion.  Office for Women and MACW will follow up on The Impact of Changes in National Work Regulation on Vulnerable Workers research project and associated database and will give consideration as to how funding may be achieved.

6.
Housing

Jessie Mitchell raised issues as to housing affordability and the availability of affordable housing stock.  Concern was raised with regard to the disproportionate impact on women of high cost housing, given women's social economic status, carer status and issues of safety.  This is likely to be exacerbated by the federal government's “welfare to work”. There was also discussion around issues of discrimination in the private rental market on the grounds of socio-economic status.  The ACT Human Rights Office is investigating socio-economic status as a new ground of discrimination.

It was noted the focus of housing affordability is on middle to high income women (eg. buyers) rather than low income or marginalised women. 

Anecdotal reports of discrimination against women of low socio-economic status by real estate agents was raised as an issue for concern.  It was noted the private rental market is inaccessible for many young people.  

Outcome.  MACW to further examine the experience of young women in the rental market and to support dialogue across the housing sector on the housing needs of women.  
The ACT Human Rights Office will look into discrimination for people of low-income status in the rental market.  It was agreed that it would be productive for there to be discussions between government and the real estate sector.  This could be facilitated by MACW.  The ACT Government is currently leading negotiations with the Commonwealth to seek further funding for housing.  Four million dollars has been set aside by ACT Government to ensure transitional housing continues however this remains a matter for continuing pressure on the federal government for increased funding.

7.
Flexible Education and Training

Discussion focused on the need for greater attention on the learning needs of young carers.  The Summit agreed there needs to be greater links between child care services, education services in the early years and attention given to the role of Koori pre-schools in helping young Indigenous children make a smooth transition to primary education.  There also needs to be funding for ATSI tutorial support in VET.  A youth and community learning centre for ATSI youth, with appropriate links to allied services would also be helpful in assisting Indigenous young people to remain in school/VET. 

Canberra Rape Crisis Centre is well positioned to provide education in all ACT schools including education to students about healthy and respectful relationships and to teachers about how to respond to disclosures using an early intervention prevention approach.

Career guidance for girls and the promotion of equity through DET policy action plans and education requires attention.

8.
Women’s Safety

Margie Rowe noted the Domestic Violence Prevention Council has written to the Chief Minister highlighting housing as the most critical issue for women’s safety.  Refuges are full and are unable to accommodate new arrivals. This means many women in violent situations cannot escape.  

The meeting noted the considerable social isolation for culturally and linguistically diverse women.  Women escaping domestic violence were reported as experiencing depression due to the dislocation from their community and this is pronounced in the case of women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. The absence of community support and resources makes it difficult to deal with these issues.   

Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services response. Staff from the Department of Housing and Community Services have held round table discussions with refuges.   A Pilot Program has been successful in providing 1000 extra bed nights into the system over the Christmas 2005 period.  The meeting noted that exit points from crisis accommodation include exit to the private housing market requiring dialogue between government and the private housing sector. 

Sexual assault.  It was also noted that family members of victims of sexual assault also require support. Under-reporting and inadequate responses to sexual assault continue to be a problem, with more still to be done with policing and with the court system.  In particular, training for lawyers and judges involved in hearing, prosecuting and defending sexual assault cases would make the legal process more responsive and accessible to victims.

Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services response. Housing ACT is making 20 properties available for short-term transitional housing for people who have been in homelessness services.  The Transitional Housing Program is due to commence on 1 October 2006. 

9.
Health and Wellbeing

Women in correctional facilities.  Women in correctional services experience chronic disease; substance abuse; mental health issues; ante- and postnatal health issues and service access obstacles eg childcare and dental health services.  There is a need to work more collaboratively across agencies to deal with issues that cross jurisdictions.  Sexual assault is noted as a frequent precursor to mental illness and in many instances, criminal activity and/or incarceration.  It was noted 90% of women incarcerated have been victims of sexual assault.

Young women with children and young women as carers.  Young mothers in prison and young women carers (if parents are in prison) are often left out of policy considerations.  A Working Group has been formed to look at issues of incarceration and to assist correctional services to address issues such as these. 

Post prison housing.  There is a need for access to housing and care post prison.  A through-care model is being developed for the new prison that provides transitional services for women working toward release at the end of prison sentence.  

Department of Justice and Community Safety response.  The Department continues to work toward a best practice model in recognition of the above issues and are prepared to give consideration to issues/programs that agencies wish to raise.  

Bulk Billing.  ACT has the lowest number of GP’s per capita in Australia and also the lowest number of Bulk Billing surgeries in Australia.  The Minister has written to Commonwealth Minister for Health and Ageing in relation to this matter and has so far received no response.  She has also met with the AMA to discuss these issues.  

Access.  GP’s are often not open on weekends requiring women to attend high cost hospital emergency services.  ACT Department of Health has worked to improve access to services however acknowledges issues remain in regard to allied health areas.  This particularly relates to access to services relating to women who are victims of violence, breast screening, child health and dental health.  

Dental services.  Priority is based on need for dental care and there is a twelve-month waiting list.  Dental emergency services provide services to women refugees, victims of domestic violence and women with mental issues and are dealt with within a 24 hour turnaround in the majority of cases.  For women from mainstream areas however, the waiting lists remain long.  

Domestic Violence Policy.  It was noted there was a need for a domestic violence policy for ACT Health.

Indigenous Health.  Health strategies for Indigenous women need to be addressed given the high mortality and morbidity risks for Indigenous women.  The Minister has launched an ATSI Health Plan in conjunction with Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Clinic.  It was agreed that the Winnunga Nimmityjah Health Clinic is working well as a holistic health model - having grown in size to now accommodate 6-7 GPs.  

It was noted that continual improvements will be seen in the area of health care for Indigenous Women given the best practice model of Winnunga Nimmityjah.

Education.  Programs are required to inform young girls about running a business.  This would promote business growth and employment levels.  

Utilities.  It was noted that for women with disabilities, transport in the ACT remains a major issue.  Bus services may be improving however there needs to be more anchorage points for large motorised wheel chairs, and out of hours services continue to be a problem.  It was also noted that the Wheelchair Access Taxi (WAT) system was not working well.   

Response. Mike Zissler CEO of DTMS noted the comment of disability representatives that large motorised wheelchairs required an anchorage point, and agreed to look into the matter. He also announced that there would be more disabled access buses.  He acknowledged that the WAT system was problematic and said that there would be a second WAT system.  It has not yet been decided whether this would be a salaried system or a combination of salary and fare.

Outcome. It was agreed that there would be benefit in further discussions between the department and disability representatives on transport and access issues for women with disabilities. 

Sport and Recreation programs.  Sport and Recreation programs that have been funded in the past are no longer receiving funding – this means programs for women with disabilities are not able to continue, leading to further social isolation. 

10.
Blue Sky Issues

Participants were asked to identify three “blue-sky” issues they would address if Minister for the day.  These included the following:

· Provision of funding to the Multicultural Women’s Advocacy Centre to employ a researcher to conduct qualitative and quantitative research on issues for culturally and linguistically diverse women in the ACT;

· Provision of counselling services for women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds;

· Provision of employment pathways for women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; 

· Reduction of social isolation for vulnerable women and women with disabilities through education and community support programs to improve self-esteem and social mobility; 

· A broad education program for employers aimed at expanding employment options for women with disabilities;

· Creating school based education programs on gender issues and developing projects so that boys can learn about domestic skills;

· Government initiatives supporting medical trainees with a flexible return of service obligation;

· Housing planning policy that ensures public housing is supported by infrastructure such as child care centres and transport,  housing stock that can be readily converted to the needs of the elderly and those with disabilities and stock is available in all suburbs.  Policy should include schemes to ensure private market affordability;

· Promotion of women’s leadership at all decision making levels; 

· Ongoing funding for successful pilot programs such as Walking School Bus and Women’s Influencing Leading Deciding;

· Provision of training for women on workplace and employment entitlements aimed at increasing their individual and collective bargaining skills in the workplace;

· Ensuring pay equity and work value via procurement processes, particularly in cleaning and community services;

· Schools based employment rights education; 

· Continued government support of public awareness campaigns such as White Ribbon Day and funding support for research on the causes of domestic violence;

· Ensuring key government departments have in place gender impact policies;

· Develop a Legislative Framework for the Domestic Violence Prevention Council to ensure it continues to exist;

· Ensuring that each government department develops a stand alone policy on domestic violence;

· Examining revocation of protection orders to ensure children’s safety and provide separate representation of protection for children;

· Continuing government collaboration and cooperation in regard to children’s protection issues;

· Koori pre-schools, specifically aimed at the needs to young Indigenous children, to help them make a smooth transition to primary school;

· Funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tutorial support in Vocational Education and Training;

· A Youth and Community Learning Centre for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth, with appropriate links to allied services.

11.
 The conduct of the Summit

The Summit was planned as a medium-sized round table discussion to provide input into the Government’s agenda and future policy directions for women in the ACT.  Feedback from some agencies suggested that the range of representatives could have been broadened.  Both the Minister and MACW acknowledged the need for ongoing consultation with women’s and community groups.

The Summit highlighted the need for a broader range of communication and consultations strategies to ensure that women of all ages and backgrounds have the opportunity to contribute to future policy directions for women in the ACT.  It was noted during the course of discussion that the Government has in place a number of new initiatives but these have not been effectively communicated or promoted to the wider community or to key stakeholders. One example was the recently established Indigenous Unit in the Office for Children, Youth & Family Support.

12.
 Outcomes of the summit

ACT Government proposed actions

· Key issues from the Summit to inform future actions under the ACT Women’s Plan.

· Develop a new accessible publication providing ACT women with the Government's agenda and future policy directions for women in the ACT. It will support the commitment for transparency and accountability in reporting to the community on the ACT Government’s achievements and initiatives for women and girls against the objectives of the ACT Women’s Plan.

· Implement additional leadership and representation opportunities for ACT women particularly young women, Indigenous women, multicultural women and women with disabilities.

· Provide further summits and topic based forums to ensure that ACT women continue to have opportunities to shape the policy and direction of government.

· Contribute funding to a research project - The Impact of Changes in National Work Regulation on Vulnerable Workers, aimed at monitoring the on-going position of women and vulnerable workers in the Australian labour market resource database and research. 

· Continue dialogue with advocates working in the field of Domestic Violence on Phase 11 of the Restorative Justice Program and investigate the issue of children being independently represented in the case of an order.

· Installation of anchorage points in buses for large motorised wheelchairs.

· Conducting discussions with taxi industry to improve service provision to people with disabilities.

MACW proposed actions

· Compile and distribute a summary of the Summit to all those who attended. 

· Consider all outcomes of discussion and the Blue Sky issues with a view to integrating those issues it can as a Council address into its 2006/2007 work program.

· Regularly correspond with the representatives /groups who attended the Summit and other groups either unable to attend or who were not included in the participation list.

· Hold further consultative forums enabling input from a wider range of groups.

· Consider hosting a forum between public sector and private housing market focussed on the housing needs of women in the public and private housing sector. 
· Meet with the Minister for Women to examine the Government’s take up and response to the issues raised.
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