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Indigenous Family Violence Program (IFVP) 
-The Cross Borders experience- 

 
IFVP in the cross borders (SA, NT & WA) region 
 
Introduction 
This project focuses upon the Pitjantjatjara-, Yankunytjatjara-, and Ngaanyatjarra-speaking 
communities in Central Australia, located in the region known as the NPY Lands. This 
target group forms a large part of the cross border region of South Australia, Northern 
Territory and Western Australia as defined by the Justice Departments in the three 
contributing jurisdictions in the context of the Cross-Border Justice Project. The lead 
agency is the South Australian Department of Correctional Services. 
 
 

 
 



 2

 

 
 
 
Project Objectives 

The project aims to reduce the incidence of physical and psychological harm in Aboriginal 
communities of Central Australia by developing and delivering culturally and linguistically 
appropriate programs to address issues of family violence, anger management and 
substance misuse.   

The project is targeted to perpetrators of family violence and will play an important role in 
early intervention.  There is evidence that children who witness or experience family 
violence are more likely to repeat this behaviour themselves; this project will help break the 
cycle of violence between generations. 

Description of Project 

The project has two components.  The first entailed the appointment of a team of 
appropriately-skilled practitioners with experience of working with traditional Aboriginal 
people to develop and pilot group programs to address issues of family violence, anger 
management and substance misuse. All programs incorporate a victim awareness element.  
Working with local Cultural Brokers, the team comprises of 2 x 2 Program Officers 
supervised by a Clinical Manager and a project Manager.   

Where possible, the project builds upon existing program expertise, and on family violence 
and other programs already developed and successfully piloted in traditional communities 
in the Northern Territory.  In addition, the project aims to be co-ordinated with programs 
offered by other government or non-government agencies (eg Corrections and Health 
Departments; the NPY Women’s Council).  In some fields (eg victim awareness), it is likely 
that new program content will need to be written and tested. 

The project recognises that the cultural constructs of ‘anger’, ‘violence’, and other such 
concepts in traditional society differs from that of many non-Aboriginal groups, but that their 
management generally needs to be compatible with Australian legal systems.  The primary 
goal of the project is to stop the violence, have men take responsibility for their actions, 
develop alternatives to violence and consequently reduce the number of Indigenous men 
being imprisoned for violence related offences. 
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Programs are targeted at adult Aboriginal offenders, particularly those under community 
supervision by State/Territory Correctional agencies, and those referred on a voluntary or 
non-mandated basis by other agencies (eg Police, Health).  Some programs may also be 
appropriate for use with older juveniles. 

 
In order to maximise the use of available resources expertise the delivery teams operate 
across State/Territory borders as necessary; and collaborate with jurisdictions’ existing 
program design and delivery personnel where they are already in operation (eg in Western 
Australia and the Northern Territory).  

The project recognises that programs need to be responsive to the cultural and family 
relationships, and economic and living circumstances of prospective participants.  The 
delivery cycle (ie the types of program, the locations for delivery, and their scheduling) is 
therefore determined through consultation with communities, the Courts, and other key 
stakeholder groups including justice, health and non-government agencies working in the 
NPY Lands.   

Both the content of programs and systems for their regular delivery will be tested during the 
funded phase of the project (the project is funded until December 2008) with a view to State 
and Territory Governments funding their on-going maintenance from 2009.   

Project Outputs 

The project’s content, implementation and evaluation process will be overseen by a 
Management Committee derived from Correctional agencies of the three contributing 
jurisdictions.   

Data is being collected on the following: 

 
·  # program referrals (ie how many people are ordered by Courts, Parole Boards or 

releasing authorities to participate in one or more programs, or are referred to 
programs on a voluntary, or non-mandated basis by relevant agencies); 

·  # program commencements (ie how many referred participants actually start their 
program(s)); 

·  # program completions (ie how many referred participants complete their program(s)). 
·  Successful completion rate x program. 
·  Offending rates of program participants 
·  Pre- and post program measures of attitudinal change 

An independent evaluation of the project is being undertaken by professional consultants 
who successfully tendered for the contract. The first phase of the evaluation commences in 
November 2007.  
 

Service Delivery 

The Cross Borders Program team is located in Alice Springs, Northern Territory in the 
Department of Justice Office. The 2 x 4 wheel drive vehicles are supplied through NT Fleet. 
The vehicles have all the necessary equipment for long distance (up to 1,000+ kms) 4 
wheel drive travel. Eg: spotlights, bullbar, satellite telephone, Epirb, large fridges, water 
tank, recovery gear, 1st Aid kit, gas bottle and cooking utensils etc. Each person travelling is 
required to take a swag and tucker box.  

The Program Officers will travel to the designated community and will stay at 
accommodation in the community (if available) or at a nearby roadhouse.  
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The duties of a Program’s Officer are: 

·  deliver programs, with local Aboriginal Cultural Brokers, to improve the safety of 
women and children and to address the criminogenic needs of offenders and assist 
in the development, implementation and evaluation of these programs 

·  work in partnership with Aboriginal people in remote communities and relevant 
government and non-government organizations to promote the effectiveness of 
program delivery and safer communities 

·  deliver of a range of programs to perpetrators of family violence in the NPY 
communities targeting violent behaviour and other identified needs 

·  take account of the safety of partners, ex-partners, children and relevant others in 
working with perpetrators of family violence  

·  provide guidance and support to local Aboriginal Cultural Brokers as required 

·  assist in the development of programs using the most recent research to inform this 
development  

·  liaise with relevant Aboriginal communities and community organisations, and with 
relevant government and non government organisations in the NPY region to promote 
the effectiveness of the programs  

·  contribute to good practice through ongoing professional development  

·  collect data to assist in the evaluation process 

·  maintain good records of client attendance, involvement and progress in programs and  
provide this information, where required, to officers within correctional and justice 
agencies 

·  provide information about the programs as required to clients, their families and 
communities, the courts, prosecutions, legal services and counsel, correctional and 
justice staff and other stakeholders and agencies as required 

 

The programs are conducted within a suitable venue in the community and run at times to 
suit community activities; eg work, training, CDEP etc. The Program Officers work with 
community Cultural Brokers who will assist them to run the program.  

The duties of the Cultural Broker are: 

 
·  Work and liaise with Program Officers, community councils and elders to assist in the 

promotion and delivery of programs. 
 
·  Encourage and support offenders attending programs. 
 
·  Encourage and support victim’s of offenders to voluntarily to attend appropriate 

programs. 
 
·  assist to deliver a range of programs to perpetrators of family violence in the 

community targeting violent behaviour and other identified needs 
 
·  take account of the safety of partners, ex-partners, children and relevant others in 

working with perpetrators of family violence 
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·  assist the Program Officers in the development and delivery of the programs using 
local knowledge and provide cultural and community based feedback to Program 
Officers in relation to content and delivery style of the program 

 
·  ensure the offenders understand the content of the program by assisting them in 

their own language. 
 
·  encourage and assist the offenders (who may be family members) to attend the 

programs and supporting them during the program. 
 
·  promote the programs in the community 
 
·  assist the program evaluators to collect data and relevant information. 

 
The Cultural Broker must have the following knowledge and skills: 

·  Demonstrated functional literacy in English language and possess good oral 
 communication skills. 
 
·  Fluently speak and understand the local community language i.e. Ngaanyatjarra, 
 Pitjantjatjarra or Yankunyjatjara. 
 
·  A respected person in the community and within the extended family. 
 
·  Ability to function in a bi-cultural setting, including the ability to provide feedback to 
 Program officers about the program content and delivery.  
 
·  Awareness of local culture and customs. 
 
·  Willingness to take a stand against family violence. 
 
·  Ability to work as a part of small team, be reliable and able to work flexible hours. 
 
·  Not have any significant recent criminal history relating to family violence.  

 

The duties of the Clinical Manager are: 

·   provide high clinical advice and program expertise to support the development, 
implementation, delivery and evaluation of a range of programs to improve the safety 
of women and children and to address the criminogenic needs of offenders 

·   provide practice guidance, supervision and professional development to a team of 
skilled practitioners and local Aboriginal facilitators  

·   support and foster a collaborative approach amongst stakeholders that contributes to 
the overall safety, security and well being of the target Aboriginal communities in the 
NPY Lands. 

·   have professional responsibility for the oversight of staff and local Aboriginal facilitators 
in the Remote Areas Programs team 

·   liaise with relevant Aboriginal communities and relevant community organisations in 
the NPY region in the planning, development and delivery of programs 
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·   establish close links with Correctional Services and other Justice agencies in the 
participating jurisdictions  

·   build upon, and collaborate with, existing expertise wherever possible in the design and 
delivery of the programs 

·   assist the evaluation of the programs including the collection of data that enables the 
evaluation and refinement of program provision. 

 

The Clinical Manager must have the following skills and knowledge: 

·   bring high level clinical skills and program expertise to the design of the appropriate 
content and delivery style of a range of programs to improve the safety of women 
and children and to address the criminogenic needs of offenders in the NPY 
communities, including  the Northern Territory’s Family Violence Offender Program, 
to reflect diverse and changing circumstances in these communities and feedback 
from stakeholders in the criminal justice systems operating in the participating 
jurisdictions 

·   foster good practice in the Remote Areas Programs team by: 

·   providing practice guidance, training and supervision opportunities for staff and local 
Aboriginal facilitators 

·   participating in and promoting opportunities for professional development 

·   engaging in quality assessment activities to ensure that individual and peer 
competencies are developed and maintained. 

 

Each Family Violence Program is delivered by 2 Program Officers and local community 
Cultural Brokers. The programs comprise a total of 54 hours of activity for the men’s 
program and 20 hours women’s program.  This time commitment is divided into 3 to 3.5 
hours’ activity each day. The 15 modules are delivered over a period of 4 or 5 weeks.  
 
Program Content 
 
The safety of women and children is paramount. The program participants learn that Family 
Violence is not acceptable, and it is a crime. Their beliefs, attitudes and behaviour are 
challenged in a non threatening manner. They are taught to take responsibility for their 
thoughts, feelings and behaviour. As the program is available in the community they reside 
in, they are then provided with the opportunity to practice strategies learned whilst 
supported by peer facilitators and the community. 
 
The program addresses: Indigenous family violence; recognising and responding to anger; 
violence: traditional ways and now; motivation; dynamics of family violence and change; 
how violence affects families; violence and substance abuse (x 2 sessions); racism; 
jealousy and how to change it; controlling behaviours; food / eating and ways of speaking 
and listening; trust / fear; fathers and fathering. 
 
A partner group is available and attendance is voluntary. In this program the safety of the 
women and children is paramount. They are interviewed and their version of events is 
deemed to be true and accurate, treated with respect and not disclosed to the men.   The 
partners participate in a 6 session program in which they learn a portion of the content the 
offender is learning and are also given strategies to address anger and conflict encouraging 
good communication. Women are provided with a list of safe places they can go if required. 
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The Program Officers and Cultural Brokers are supported and supervised by a Clinical 
Manager. The Family Violence Program was developed by Gary Wright (Clinical Manager) 
from his experience in delivering Indigenous men’s programs and researching other 
programs such as the Indigenous Family Violence Program implemented in the Northern 
Territory. The Anangu Family Violence Program has been updated though lessons learnt 
by the delivery of programs in NPY communities. The Clinical Manager travels to the 
communities providing guidance and assistance to the Program Officers and Cultural 
Brokers.  

 
What is the group about? 
 
We are giving people the opportunity of making change in their life.  How are we doing 
this? 
 

·  Increasing motivation by focusing on violence and the effects on them and family 
members and always encouraging the participants to evaluate for themselves what 
actions are helpful and unhelpful in their lives.  We are not telling them, we are 
helping them be clear about and develop their own position in relation to violence 
and in relation to their participation in family life. 

·  Teaching skills and helping participants get clearer about what skills they already 
have in relation to reading themselves and taking control of their behaviour 

·  Helping participants make sense of their personal history and the history of Anangu 
in a way that increases the possibilities for action for the future.  Issues of trauma, 
grief and male role are likely to be major themes which we will need to attend to and 
to assist participants to make sense of.  Themes of resilience and maintenance of 
culture and being bi-cultural are likely to be major themes, without in any way 
minimising the very real effects of trauma, grief and loss of male role may have 
played. 

·  Attending to developments in thoughts and actions which indicate a different 
relationship with violence which come up over the course of the group 

·  Helping participants connect these developments into their life story in a way that 
makes sense for them 

·  Encouraging participants to find ways of getting support from others for this life story 
and what it implies for their actions in the future 

 
 
Methodology 
 
It is the responsibility of the group leaders to employ the methodology which suits the group 
at that point in time.  The preferred methodology is discussion and reflection using a group 
counselling process, however there are a number of other methodologies, which can be 
used and which don’t rely upon verbal processes or written skills.  These are song writing 
and performance, artwork and the making of ‘books’ by drawing pictures with the possible 
addition of a storyline.  Note that a number of Anangu in the group will have poor literacy 
levels and will not be able to manage any written work or forms. 
 
Another option to consider is to help discussion by after showing a video/DVD is to get 
group members to do artwork in relation to their response to film.  Get each group member 
to talk about their picture and what it means. 
 
Experience has shown that the small size of communities is one of the factors in making it 
very difficult for men to talk openly about personal matters in the group.  Therefore as a 
part of the group programme we hope to meet with both the men and the women 
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individually once each week outside of group time.  However, it needs to be made clear to 
men that as part of their mandated requirements for successful completion of the course, 
they need to meet individually three times with group leaders outside of group times.  
These meetings need to be before the group starts, during the course of the group, at least 
once and at completion of the group.  These meetings provide our main and sometimes our 
only opportunity for discussing things personally with the men in the group and they are 
therefore of extreme importance.  Without these meetings we cannot have a clear picture of 
where each man is up to, in the change process and we are not providing each man with 
the maximum opportunity to make the changes he needs to make, to reduce or cease his 
violent behaviour. 
 
These individual counselling sessions enable us to better assess fear and safety issues for 
the woman, understand more of the issues for the couple and the family and speak with the 
man at a personal level about how he is addressing his violence. 
 
We have introduced role plays of externalised interviews with problematic issues, such as 
the belief that the man is the boss of his wife and jealousy.  This is an area that we are 
developing further and we are experimenting with involving the men in the group as active 
participants in this process.  
 
The structure of externalised interviews is as follows: 
 

·  during intake and individual interviews engage the men in relation to possible issues 
that either are or may be problematic, such as violence, jealousy, alcohol, 
marihuana or the belief that the man is the boss of the woman. 

·  in the group meeting introduce the idea of externalising the problem:  that is the 
problem taking on a life and an identity of its own(refer to Narrative Therapy and 
articles listed in appendix) 

·  get group members to brainstorm questions in relation to the power and influence of 
the problem, how the problem works, what tactics and strategies it has, what friends 
it has, what attitudes, behaviours and thinking are most helpful to it 

·  role play interview with the problem, with group members asking the questions that 
have been brainstormed and coming up with any others on the spot and a group 
leader playing the role of the problem 

·  this interview could be videotaped, with the opportunity of being replayed, so that 
there is a visual and immediate presentation.  Videotaping also enables further 
review of the information that comes out in the interview 

·  the group members then brainstorm questions to ask the problem which uncover 
how the problem can be defeated:  what its weak spots are, what scares it the most, 
what it least likes to see people doing and so on 

·  the interview is then done again with group leader playing the problem and group 
members asking the questions and videotaped as above. 

 
A related strategy to this is during group discussions to use the idea of an Anangu man or 
an unknown man from the community, as a figure drawn up on the whiteboard.  To assist, 
with making this discussion more real, getting the group to give the man a name which can 
be referred back to over the course of the group is helpful.  In the manual, this man is 
referred to as Ummi. 
 
A key theme to keep in mind over the course of the group is the question of whether this 
violence that is being discussed is cultural or represents a breakdown in culture.  Our 
assumption is that the violence that we are discussing in the group represents a breakdown 
in culture and is a result of colonisation.  Some group members and those outside of the 
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group will argue that this violence is cultural.  This is where discussion and feedback from 
the cultural broker will be important in pulling back the layers to see where this violence is 
coming from.   
 
A good way to start the group each day has been found to be by beginning with a 
Dreaming story (Footprints across our land  resource), a poem (Neil Murray collection) or a 
giving up the grog story collected by Maggie Brady.  This seems to be a good light way to 
start the group and get some discussion going. 
 
Key concepts for group program 
 

1) Violence is a choice 
2) If you believe that violence is ok, then at some point you will hit your woman. 
3) The aim of the group is to help men be the boss of themselves.  Many men who 

hit their woman experience other things or people as being the boss of them:  for 
example they blame grog or their woman for their violence.  It is not possible for 
men to change their violence if they don’t see it as being under their control 

4) A common key idea that many men who are violent have and which comes to the 
fore when they drink alcohol is that their woman, should do what they say.   This 
is a vicious circle, which contributes to the man feeling out of control, or 
experiencing situations as getting out of control.  That is his destiny in relation to 
feeling like things are out of his control is in his partner’s hands: if she does what 
he wants or says, then he feels good and in control, if she doesn’t do what he 
wants or says, then he feels out of control.  Paradoxically, by wanting to be the 
boss of her, he is making her the boss of him!  This is an important issue for 
group leaders to be clear about, as it is central to the goal of assisting the men to 
be the boss of themselves.  

5) An important skill in being the boss of yourself is to act calm on the outside even 
though you are extremely angry on the inside:  that is being strong on the inside 
is more important than being strong on the outside in terms of being the boss of 
yourself. 

6) As most men in our groups are not going to stop drinking altogether it is 
important for them to find a way of drinking safely.  Discussions about giving up 
or drinking safely are important discussion points in the group and the men need 
to be clear that if they don’t change their relationship with alcohol then, they will 
continue to hit their woman and continue to go to jail. 

7) Even if the men in the group are not fathers yet, they will be and they have an 
important job.  As the majority of men (if not all) in the community go to jail and 
the majority of men hit their women, what they do as fathers is very important in 
what happens for their sons and daughters:  whether their daughters face a 
future of being hit by their man and their sons face a future of jail.  What these 
men want for their children and how they are contributing to that, are important 
points to discuss within the group. 

8) Developing an understanding of their partner’s experience and finding ways to 
put that understanding into practice in relation to their actions towards their 
partner is very important.  The man’s success or otherwise at doing this will 
determine how successful he is at recovering his relationship with his woman 
from the effects of violence. 
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The Manager Cross Borders Programs and Clinical Manager commenced duties in January 
2008. The recruitment of the 4 Programs Officers was completed in June 2008. Programs 
have been conducted at Amata in South Australia (450kms from Alice Springs), Warburton in 
Western Australia (1,020kms from Alice Springs) and Indulkana (440kms from Alice Springs), 
Warakurna in Western Australia (760kms from Alice Springs) and Ernabella (370kms from 
Alice Springs) in South Australia. A program will commence at Mutijulu (480kms from Alice 
Springs) in the Northern Territory and the program will return to Warburton during November 
2007.  
 
Program Difficulties 
 
There are a number of challenges to overcome to successfully implement a program in 
remote Aboriginal communities. Finding a suitable venue and consistent accommodation is 
often difficult. Recruiting an appropriate person as a Cultural Broker from the community is not 
easy. Even though the best person may be working for you there may be other demands on 
their time which conflicts with the timing of the program. When programs have commenced in 
a community there are a range of distractions and pressures put on participants to attend 
cultural business, funerals, football carnivals, community meetings as well as the temptation to 
travel elsewhere and the consumption of alcohol. The first program with volunteers at Amata 
was terminated for the above reasons just prior to the Amata Court day. Nearly all of the 
participants cannot read or write. English is their second language. However through the use 
of Cultural Brokers the language difficulty is lessened. Therefore the program necessitates the 
use of narrative therapy using role plays, art and other visual aid to ensure leaning outcomes. 
 
There is considerable family violence in NPY communities. The community leaders are keen 
to address this problem. However the level of violence is not reflected in the legal system. A 
lot of  family violence is not reported and often victims are not willing to make statements to 
police. The court system operates very slowly in remote areas and many charges do not 
result in convictions. Most charges that are contested and listed for hearing do not eventuate 
because the hearings are generally (except Warburton) not held on the NPY Lands and rarely 
the witnesses attend the court. However the offenders directed to attend the program by the 
court are more motivated to complete the program than volunteers. 
 
 
Expansion of the Program and Summary 
 
The program is available to all communities in the NPY Lands. The Cross Border Programs 
Manager travels to the communities and meets with elders, community councils and other 
interested parties. The program is fully explained to the community. Should the community 
decide to support the program they provide a suitable venue for the men’s program and a 
separate venue for the women’s program. Also the community nominate potential Cultural 
Brokers. The Manager and Clinical Manager generally travel to the community again on a 
couple of occasions prior to the commencement of the program to ensure arrangements are 
confirmed and to meet with the Cultural Brokers and prospective program participants. 
 
It is expected 7 programs will be completed this year and a further 14 programs conducted 
during 2008. The program is well supported by correctional service agencies of Western 
Australia, Northern Territory and South Australia. In particular support is provided by the staff 
from the Kalgoorlie Community Justice Services, Alice Springs Community Corrections and 
Marla Community Corrections. Also the program enjoys a valuable working relationship with 
the Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women’s Council who provide 
greatly appreciated assistance to the program.  
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In the short time this program has been operating there have been 32 men mandated to 
attend the program, 20 successfully completed the program, 2 did not start the program 
and 10 failed to complete all of the program sessions. Any men that miss 3 sessions of the 
program are discharged from the program. There have been 17 volunteers commence the 
program and only 2 successfully completed the program. Only 3 women have completed all 
sessions of the women’s program. 
 
 
Graeme Pearce 
Manager Cross Border Programs 
08 89515437 
graeme.pearce@nt.gov.au  
 
Gary Wright 
Clinical Manager 
08 8951544o 
gary.wright@nt.gov.au  
  
 

The Indigenous Family Violence Program thanks the f ollowing organisations for their 
support: 

 
·  The Australian Government Dept. Family and Community Services 
·  Northern Territory Correctional Services 
·  Western Australian Correctional Services 
·  South Australian Correctional Services 
·  NPY Women’s Council 
·  The Courts, Police, Legal Aid Services and numerous individuals, organisations and 

Aboriginal communities that have provided a variety of assistance to the success of this 
program. 

 
The Indigenous Family Violence Program is funded by  the Australian Governments 
‘Family Violence Partnership Program’ with support from the Northern Territory, South 
Australian and Western Australian Governments. 

 

 


