Funding and accountability are essential for the success of the national violence plan 
The Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments’ endorsement of the National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and Children (2010-2022) on 15 February 2011 is an important and welcome step towards eliminating gender based violence. With one in three Australian women experiencing physical violence in their lifetime and one in five experiencing sexual violence, violence against women is one of the greatest human rights abuses that exists in Australia. 
Both the United Nations Human Rights Council and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women have expressed their concern about the unacceptably high rates of violence and have called on Australia to endorse and implement the National Plan. Significantly, these UN bodies also emphasised the need for adequate funding for the implementation of the National Plan, including for an independent monitoring mechanism. 

The twelve-year National Plan focuses on six broad outcomes: building safe communities; developing respectful relationships; strengthening Indigenous communities; meeting the needs of women and children experiencing violence; effective justice responses; and perpetrator accountability. There is also acknowledgment of diverse needs and the importance of a more co-ordinated approach. 
While the overarching framework is provided, there is scant detail on the long-term strategies. There will be four three-year Action Plans, with only the first three-year Action Plan having been released. Implementation plans are required under the scheme, with the first National Implementation Plan expected to be finalised within four months.  

There are welcome initiatives in the National Plan, including a commitment to progressing automatic national registration of domestic and family violence protection orders. Women and children often need to move to escape violence and their safety should not be limited or hindered by state borders. This and other strategies are broadly worded, with the details to come in the Implementation Plans. As always, the devil will be in the detail and we eagerly await the Implementation Plans to see this detail. 

It is disappointing that some strategies don’t go further. For example, initiatives to engage employers in ways to better support women experiencing domestic violence in the workplace are welcome. But this is also an opportune time, with the consolidation of federal anti-discrimination laws, to introduce status of being a victim of domestic violence as a ground of discrimination.
No new funding was announced at the recent launch of the National Plan. The Commonwealth has previously committed $86 million to the National Plan but greater financial commitment is required at both state and national levels. While the right to live free from violence should be sufficient justification for increasing financial commitments, there are also strong economic reasons to increase funding. Domestic violence and sexual assault perpetrated against women is estimated to cost the nation $13.6 billion each year. 

As with any plan, the National Plan will only be as good as its implementation. This means there needs to be more specific details about implementation strategies, adequate funding for new and existing initiatives, including specialist domestic and family violence services delivering counselling, health, legal and other relevant services, and the establishment of an independent and funded monitoring and evaluation body. 
Civil society should be consulted and involved at all stages, especially the new Australian Women Against Violence Alliance, which is funded by the Australian Government to bring together women’s organisations and inform it on policy issues relating to violence against women.

Transparency and accountability are important elements of good governance and will be essential to the success of the National Plan. While there will be a cross-sector panel to provide advice on implementation, a National Centre of Excellence to progress a research agenda and public annual reports from government, the National Plan does not include any mechanism for independent monitoring and evaluation. Such a mechanism is essential to ensure the long-term success of the National Plan. 

The National Plan is a long awaited and significant development in redressing the widespread human rights abuse of violence against women. The challenge now is in ensuring that the Plan is, and continues to be, implemented appropriately and with adequate funding. This is only the start of a very important process.
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