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When does change come? 
US - Joseph Charan
• 15 January 1990, shot dead his wife, then himself
• had history of violence
• prior to murder, was convicted of assault, given probation and 

four days’ jail

Became a watershed case in the US

A detailed investigation:
establishment of Domestic Violence Fatality Review Teams 

across USA
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When does change come?
New Zealand - Alan Bristol
• 4 February 1994, killed his three children, then himself 
• deaths followed a bitter custody battle
• despite violence to his ex partner, was awarded contact with 

his three children

Questioned view that a violent partner could be a good parent

Independent enquiry into NZ Family Court proceedings
rebuttable presumption against contact or unsupervised 

contact for violent partners
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When does change come?
Northern Territory - Trenton Cunningham
• May 2005, Trenton Cunningham beat his wife to death  

- was on parole for an earlier assault

Case exposed serious failings in supervision and enforcement of 
parole

Coroner investigation:
enforcement of greater supervision of parolees 
draft of new bill:
- obligation for all adults in the NT to report to police, certain 
incidents of domestic and family violence



6

We need to take action  
now



7

DV related homicides not declining
AIC National Homicide Monitoring Program – total homicides, →  decline 

of one third in last 6 years
• 2006 – 2007:  266
• 2005 - 2006:   283
• 2004 - 2005:   249
• 2003 - 2004:   288
• 2002 - 2003:   381
• 2001 - 2002:   317

AIC NHMP - intimate partner related homicide, →  stable, not declining
• 2006 – 2007:   65
• 2005 – 2006:   74
• 2004 – 2005:   66
• 2003 – 2004:   71
• 2002 – 2003:   57
• 2001 – 2002:   92
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DV related homicides not declining

NSW BOCSAR, Domestic violence related homicides in NSW
• 2007 – 2008:   29 
• 2006 – 2007:   16
• 2005 – 2006:   22
• 2004 – 2005:   21
• 2003 – 2004:   20
• 2002 – 2003:   23
• 2001 – 2002:   27
• 2000 – 2001:   26

- strong linear downward trend for all homicides in NSW 
(from 100 in 2000 – 01 to 86 in 2007 – 08)

- trend is stable for domestic violence related homicides
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Not getting the full picture
NHMP – intimate partner homicides
• Excludes DV related suicide
• Excludes other deaths outside the intimate relationship 
• Includes child homicide separately, doesn’t indicate if DV was a 

factor*

* DV is important in child homicide
NSW cases from 1996 – 2005:
– 96 children and young people died from assault  - almost all by family 

members, DV definitely present in 50% of families

BOCSAR data
• Includes male, female and child DV related homicide, not suicides
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Not getting the full picture
DV homicide statistics don't include:
• abuse-related miscarriage
• foetuses of murdered pregnant women 
• victims who suicide to exit the relationship 
• suicide of perpetrator
• deaths from by-products of DV 

e.g. drug or alcohol use, HIV/AIDS, deaths occurring on the 
streets for homeless women, violent deaths of sex workers

• attempted homicides or suicides
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Relatively low domestic 
violence homicide statistics 

are deceptive
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Terrible toll of DV deaths
Statistics do not capture pain and suffering of families, 

communities or workers; e.g. feelings of:
• betrayal
• guilt
• anger
• depression
• helplessness
• terror

- Or trauma for victims of witnessing murders, hearing murders 
being carried out or discovering the bodies
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In their own words

• Ingrid Poulson
(photo, Kate Geraghty, SMH, 9 August 2009)
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In their own words

• Karen Bell 
• (60 Minutes, Channel 9, 6 July 2008)
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Are these deaths preventable?

Wholly preventable deaths
• Deaths not isolated events
• Families often known to agencies  
• Low conviction rates for DV, dangerous offenders 

often receive bail
• Many murders result over disputes re separation or 

child contact 
• Despite DV allegations, violent parent often 

awarded contact, unsupervised
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When families are not known to 
agencies – UK review

What the informal networks (family & friends) knew
• knew far more than agencies 
• did not consider the risk of serious violence
• victim blaming and excusing perpetrators
• limited understanding of the dynamics of DV
• did not view coercive control as DV or dangerous
• lacked knowledge and resources to interpret what they knew 

Informal networks:
- where women are most likely to seek help
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When families are not known to 
agencies – UK review

What agencies knew:
• Few cases had any contact with agencies or GPs

• GPs had the least knowledge about DV and risk 
– concerning, as only agency having any contact with either 
party

• Limited knowledge of RA

• Different agencies used different assessments & risk factors

• Problems with information sharing, coordinated RA or risk 
management 

• Little confidence in RA tools or ability to predict lethality 
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What can we do, based on the 
information and experience 

that we have right now?
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Clearinghouse recommends
• Establish a death reduction target 

• National Homicide Monitoring Program to count all DV 
related deaths 

• Utilise information from different agencies; have 
coordinated, multi-agency responses

• Develop standardised, multi-agency risk assessment 
processes, training, evaluation and review of tools

• Integrated responses to DV, minimum service 
standards & annual review process 
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Clearinghouse recommends
• Develop targeted information about DV and lethal risk to doctors, 

families and friends of victims

• Consider DV perpetrator’s lethal risk when policing breaches, 

considering bail applications, monitoring parole

• Introduce a presumption in family law that men who are violent to 

their partners or children are not awarded child contact, or must 

have supervised contact

• Introduce DV death review processes to identify system failures & 

points of intervention 
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Final thought
Ingrid Poulson:

We have the facts, the infrastructure, the support and the 
models to put this into place.  

Lives are at stake.  

The question is no longer “what if?” but, 

“What are we waiting for?” 
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