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Sexual Assault and Homelessness with Young Women in Australia

Homelessness

In 2006, it was estimated that approximately 26,790 people in Queensland were homeless, an increase of 17 per cent compared to figures from 2001 (Australian Bureau of Statistics). This population included 16,182 children, 86 per cent of whom lived with their mother, or another woman (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006; Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2008).  Furthermore, 33 per cent of this homeless population were young women, aged 15-24 years old (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008). In Queensland, it was reported that over half of the homeless women required assistance as a direct result of intimate-partner and other forms of violence, with the remaining comprising of women seeking help due to housing and financial difficulties (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2008).

Of importance to this paper is a clarification of the definition of homelessness, whereby the common assumption is that it only applies to those who are “sleeping rough”, on park benches, in squats, in the streets, in their car. This is more accurately referred to as ‘primary homelessness’ (Chamberlain & Mackenzie, 2008; McRae & Nicholson, 2003). The term ‘secondary homelessness’, encompasses the vast array of homeless experiences of those sleeping rough and those living in transitional housing, unsafe housing and/or housing which is below community standards that may be risky to an individual’s wellbeing (Chamberlain & Mackenzie, 2008; Evans & Forsyth, 2004, see Appendix 1). 
Sexual Violence


For the purposes of this paper, sexual violence, or assault, as it is referred to throughout, is any unwanted sexual act, including sexual harassment, rape, child sexual assault, or incest (Centre Against Sexual Violence, 2009). Restricting the definition of sexual violence to being an extreme force or rape eliminates the reality of social disadvantage and the “experience of abuse” for women in circumstances where power is used to manipulate and control any sexually based activity (Muehlenhard & Kimes, 1999, p. 239). Importantly, although there is considerable research around physical intimate-partner violence (ipv), the socialisation of women around sexual activity and the even greater shame attached to sexual violence means it is often subsumed by other forms of violence (Muehlenhard & Kimes, 1999). Typically, research around intimate-partner physical violence includes sexual violence data as though it were accepted that where there is the former, there will usually be some type of the latter. 

Although there are no reliable statistics on how many cases of sexual assault occur each year in Australia, according to the 2005 Personal Safety Survey, women were more likely to have been assaulted than men and congruously, more mothers than fathers (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006; Cowan & Hodgson, 2007; Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, p. 12). Specifically, before 15 years of age, 12 per cent of young women will be sexually abused (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). It is estimated that merely 19 per cent of women who experience sexual assault will report it to the police (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006).  As most acts of sexual assault remain unreported, Police Reports and Victimisation Surveys suggest that the data can only be an estimate of the prevalence and incidence of sexual assault. In a 2008 a National Survey of young Australians revealed that 22.5 per cent of Queenslanders, aged 11-24, rated physical and/or sexual abuse as an issue of concern, noting the potential harm and risk problematic for youth (Mission Australia, 2008). Additionally, perpetrators of sexual assault against women are, in most instances, a family member or close friend (39 per cent), followed by a previous partner (21 per cent) (Carrington & Phillips, 2006). 

The Relationship between Homelessness and Sexual Assault

The relationship between sexual assault and homelessness is multifaceted and intertwined, with either event contributing in some way to the other. Unfortunately, there is little research in Australia that specifically considers the links between sexual violence with homelessness. There is also limited research in the United States of America; and due to the complex nature of sexual assault, available research is often overly general or is too small in cohort size to be accurately reflective of the broader community (Nyamathi, Wenzel, Lesser, Flaskerud & Leake, 2001; Wenzel, Leake & Gelburg, 2000). There are a number of researchers who have explored the multitude of repercussions of violence in physical, emotional and sexual contexts. The harm suffered by women as a result of sexual assault, in most cases, goes far beyond physical wounds (Campbull, Kub, Belknap & Templin, 1997; Campbell, Sullivan & Davidson, 1995; Kemp, Green, Hovanitz & Rawlings, 1995; Koss, Koss & Woodruff, 1991). The following research describes the impact of early childhood sexual abuse on future homelessness, the implications of living with a partner who is violent and the implications of being a homeless woman.

Childhood sexual abuse and homelessness:

Numerous international researchers have focussed on the link between childhood sexual abuse and homelessness for young women (Bassuk & Rossenberg, 1988; Davis-Netzley & Hurlburt & Hough, 1996; Simons & Whitbeck, 1991; Stermac & Paradis, 2001; Wenzel et al., 2004; Zugazaga, 2004). One Canadian study found that 43 per cent of homeless women who sought help at a rape/sexual assault crisis centre reported disproportionate childhood sexual assault, as opposed to women who were housed (Stermac & Paradis, 2001). Similarly, a more qualitative analysis in America, showed that women identified childhood sexual abuse as the primary cause of their homelessness (Evans & Forsyth, 2004). Research has also been conducted explicitly examining the effects of early sexual abuse on later sexual victimisation among female homeless, showing twice the likelihood of victimisation when early childhood sexual abuse had occurred (Evans & Forsyth, 2004; Nyamathi et al., 2001; Tyler, Hoyt & Whitbeck, 2000). 

It is not surprising that childhood physical and sexual abuse also occurs in a household where the mother is being violated (Kym, Kilpatrick, Litt & Williams, 1997). The impact on the child who is often not only being abused, but also witnessing the abuse of the mother, is thought to be significant (Alessi & Hearn, 1984; Hughes & Barad, 1983; Wolfe, Zak, Wilson & Jaffe, 1986).  Despite this, few studies examine both the mother and child in the same research.

Escaping intimate-partner violence:

Experiences related to female homelessness as a result of escaping from intimate-partner violence is also evident (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003; Toro et al., 1995). As mentioned previously, sexual assault is more often than not, accompanied by physical (ipv) violence. Yet, terms such as “wife beating” or “wife rape” are only fairly recent concepts that have been socially acknowledged as an acute problem between intimate partners (Bergen, 1998; Loseke, 1989; Muehlenhard & Kimes, 1999).Often, partner victimisation is a continuation of the violence the woman suffered as a result of early sexual abuse, poor parenting and lack of emotional support or education, followed by a sense of “normalising”, whereby the woman may feel that this is what she deserves now by her current partner (Jacobs, 2004). According to the 2002 Crime and Safety survey, 49 per cent of women who were sexually assaulted by a partner, were also physically injured (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002). In research conducted by Australian general practioners in 1996, over a quarter of women in relationships (n 379) had been victims of partner assault in the previous year, with 13 per cent of these women having experienced rape, or attempted rape (Mazza, Dennerstein & Ryan, 1996). These figures are conservative when considering the fragmented samples of women, with many of the disadvantaged, marginalised, culturally diverse and women from remote communities being left undetected.

In an American study, 110 women were interviewed having experienced various housing difficulties, who currently resided in either welfares, shelters or women’s prison (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003). Different experiences of assault were documented, including reports that 64 per cent had experienced sexual assault from their prior partners (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003). Often these women did not report seeking help from either law enforcement agencies or the court system due to fear of what their partner’s response may be, their partner’s arrest, lack of support from the police or in case they were arrested themselves (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003). Furthermore, most of the women who were surveyed (n = 85) specified that the resources they found to be most beneficial, and what resources they needed more of, included housing assistance, more shelters, child support, child care and counselling (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003). These women felt that it was critical that workers in such services ought to be highly trained and skilled in the area of intimate-partner violence (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003).  

Victimisation following homelessness:

The impact of being a vulnerable young woman in a situation where there is a lack of supported accommodation is immeasurable. Reports documented from the homeless population discovered that further violence is rampant with a continuation of early victimisation, whereby 52 per cent of homeless women had reported sexual assault in a 12 month period following their homelessness (Living Rough Report: Preventing Crime and Victimisation Among Homeless Young People, 1999).  The financial difficulties that accompany homelessness also contribute to the sexual violence that occurs when women are compelled to live in unsafe environments (Nicholson, 2009). This impact can manifest itself through women obtaining money illegally through prostitution or illicit drug use and/or dealing in order to survive (Tully, 2003). It is increasingly evident that underlying issues, such as substance abuse, prostitution or unsafe parenting practices, cannot possibly be addressed until basic needs, such as safe housing, food and stability is addressed within the woman’s life (Herman, 1992; Nicholson, 2009). Yet the lack of services that address these issues holistically, forces the individual to compartmentalise their needs, thereby adding to the already existing trauma (Goodman, 2006). Such deficits are highlighted further when other confounding elements, such as mental illness, are introduced (Conrad, Matters & Hanrahan, 1999).
Are there SAAP services to cater for the needs?

Despite sexual assault and other forms of violence being a major contributing factor for young homelessness women, few services are resourced to cater for the complex array of emotional and physical scars which homeless women have to deal with (Goodman, 2006). Due to the stretched nature of resources in the area of sexual assault support within Australia and the subsequent deficiency of media and public health attention relating to the experience and impacts of sexual assault, young women are left with little or no assistance, finding themselves in dire situations, which only epitomise their early violence and trauma (Tully, 2003). Emergency, medium and long-term accommodation (crisis intervention) services in Australia have predominately relied on Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) funding, evaluation, planning and service delivery (Hulse & Kolar, 2009).  These services are however simply not funded to cater for the specialist therapeutic support needs of women who have suffered sexual violence. Recent data alludes to the urgent need for specialist homeless services that incorporate a range of support in addition to housing (Homelessness Australia, 2009). And this demand increases with mothers, as the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare determined, with 2 in 3 children accompanied by a parent being turned away from homeless services (Homelessness Australia, 2009). 
Not only are tangible resources necessary for survivors of sexual assault, but, as suggested earlier, counselling services are also needed as it is shown that indirect and direct social, emotional  and psychological consequences are evident in survivors of sexual abuse. Impacts include a wide range of negative developmental outcomes attributed to childhood and young adulthood sexual abuse, including drug and alcohol abuse, mental illness (depression, post-traumatic stress, anxiety), emotional difficulties, self-harm, anger, family conflict, suicide ideation, poor self-esteem, self harm, running away, prostitution, social isolation, sleep disturbances, adjustment problems, inappropriate sexual behaviour, feelings of disconnection with others, hyper vigilance, poor work or school performance and living in fear, just to name a few (Bassuk, 1993; Beitchman, Zucker, Hood, da Costa & Akman, 1991; Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; Herman, 1992; Kilpatrick, Litt & Williams, 1997; Laing & Bobic, 2002; Salomon, Bassuk & Huntington, 2002; Silbert & Pines, 1981; Tully, 2003; Tyler, Hoyt & Whitbeck, 1991, 2002).


Whilst there may be significant emotional and psychological outcomes for women who have been sexually assaulted, there is research to suggest that there are also a wide range of positive resiliency skills, determining that women are in fact “survivors” rather than “victims” of a crime (Liem, James, O’Toole & Boudewyn, 1997). This does not mean that those who have been abused as children are not adversely affected by the violence, and are able to “get over it”; rather, it recognises the capacity of women to form protective internal mechanisms, harness their internal resilience and seek to make informed decisions that will enhance their particular circumstances (Liem, James, O’Toole & Boudewyn, 1997). This process can be best supported through the provision of specialist therapeutic support services which are available to women when they require assistance. Findings taken from 2003-2004 reports of female SAAP clients and children who escaped from intimate-partner violence (ipv), showed that women who were escaping ipv were more likely to request sexual assault counselling and support than any other issue, yet were least likely to be provided with this service (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2005). 
Organisations who work cooperatively and holistically to combat the issues surrounding sexual violence assist young women in moving forward and having the opportunity to explore their fears and shame related to the assault (Tully, 2003).  As it stands, Brisbane Rape and Incest Survivors Support Centre (BRISSC) and Zig Zag Young Women’s Resource Centre are the only two specialist services in Queensland which examine the critical issues of sexual violence, in addition to providing accommodation (Queensland Youth Housing Coalition, 2008). This creates quite a conundrum when considering that women who are homeless are often experiencing a myriad of concerns which impact on their current living situation, including drug and alcohol dependency, eating disorders, mental illness and disenfranchised grief (Doka, 2002; Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, p. 37). Disenfranchised grief impacts significantly on the young women, as there are losses that are unable to be socially validated, supported or acknowledged (Doka, 1993, p.129), bringing a sense of social detachment, isolation, fear, depression and an inability to effectively integrate the consequences of these losses (Doka, 2002). 
“Why won’t these women just leave?”

As with many mythologies surrounding intimate-partner violence and/or sexual violence, the above stated paradigm emerges from a lack of education and understanding and can easily be comprehended with the knowledge that a woman cannot leave if there is nowhere to go. In addition to this basic dilemma of shelter, are a wide range of other concerns which are apparent, including, but not limited to, feelings of fear, shame or guilt, dependence on the partner’s finances or cultural barriers (Amnesty International Australia, 2009). Unfortunately, there is a lack of appropriate information regarding a woman’s rights when they are seeking support for sexual violence and this often translates to women staying in the abusive relationship (Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, pp. 15-21). Additionally, there are various risks associated with leaving an abusive relationship that may contribute to women feeling obligated to staying with her partner, not the least of which is an overwhelming concern that her situation could become even worse. The prospect of dealing with poverty, limited community resources, homelessness and further violence on the streets, is clearly not a viable option for women whose emotional resources are all ready severely compromised (Goodman, 2006). With this in mind, the decision for a woman to leave a violent partner is more difficult than some might imagine and, regrettably, in many situations it is “safer” for the woman to stay than leave (Davis & Krane, 2006; Schneider, 2000). Furthermore there are specific issues which are present for mothers with children that involve an overarching negative stigma attributed from society that makes the transition even more difficult (Zufferey & Kerr, 2004). 
Access to services who cater for women and children:

A crucial component when examining services that work alongside women who have suffered sexual violence and homelessness is the high number of single mothers who are attempting to access services that are for single women only, the waitlists are extraordinarily long or the services are time-limited in those programs that will house accompanying children (Moe, 2007; Terrance, Plumm & Little, 2008; see Appendix 1).    Indeed the shortfall of crisis accommodation in Brisbane, Queensland, impacts the most on young pregnant and parenting women under the age of 18 years  - for whom there are currently no emergency accommodation beds at all (see Appendix 1). Prior research state that 66 per cent of women who presented for housing and sexual assault services had accompanying children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2005). Even when emergency accommodation is obtainable, women seldom believe that it is safe for their children, as the “hostel” environment is shared with multiple others and can lack privacy or a sense of security (Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, p. 61). The barriers faced by women and children far exceed other population samples primarily as a result of direct discrimination encountered by private rental authorities due to the financial difficulties and limited resources accessible to the women (Chung, Kennedy, O’Brien & Wendt, 2000).  It is the experience of workers at Zig Zag Young Women’s Resource Centre that that barriers and discrimination are compounded by additional factors including age and cultural background. 
What other risks are these women faced with?

Not only are women facing discrimination within the private rental system, impairing their ability to maintain dignity and power, the economic insecurity and financial burden related to secondary homelessness infiltrates through many facets of their lives, often resulting in rental arrears and additional legal and medical costs (Baker, Cook & Norris, 2003; Wilcox, 2000). These extra legal and medical costs are often related to their experiences with an abusive partner, who often does not contribute financially, but maintains an abusive and unsafe relationship despite any legal orders that may be active at the time, such as a protection order (Douglas, 2008; Connelley & Cavanagh, 2007; Moe, 2007). Research has continually exposed the tenuous nature of living in the following months after a woman has separated from an abusive partner (Humphreys, 2007; Mahoney, 1991). Regrettably, the control-based aetiology of intimate-partner violence means that instigating protective orders and police involvement can often result in an exacerbation of the violence that was experienced previously and further pressure a woman into remaining in the abusive situation so as not to disrupt the status quo (Connelly & Cavanagh, 2007). Further complications arise when children are excluded from the protection order by the Courts, deterring a mother from possibly obtaining greater safety for herself, whilst her children remain at risk (Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, pp.62-63). Other reasons for women not wishing to seek solitude from the volatile situation, may include separation from her children or concern that the children may not wish to be separated from their father and the guilt associated with removing children unwillingly (Motz, 2001, p. 225)
How does “the System” contribute?

Research suggests that there is accuracy in fears that women express around reporting violence to authority figures, particularly regarding the fear of mothers losing their children or not adequately obtaining support (Davies & Krane, 2006; Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, p. 63). This is particularly evident within Australia’s Indigenous population, as indigenous children are seven times more likely to be placed on care and protection orders compared to other Australian children (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008, p. 225.). Whilst obvious issues of racism and discrimination are at least being discussed with regards to the experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations (Behrendt, Cunneen & Libesman, 2009), there is huge work yet to be attended with other refugee and migrant groups who may be unaware of their rights to leave a violent situation due to a lack of English comprehension (and need for appropriate translator services) and other cultural barriers (Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, p. 59).

It is highly probable that women who are seeking support will be involved in custodial disputes and child protection services may be notified in instances where the mother is struggling financially to maintain housing and other opportunities for herself, whilst being involved in often difficult legal proceedings (Hulse & Kolar, 2009; Walsh, 2005; Walsh & Douglas, 2008). Participants in the Douglas, Walsh and Bore (2009) research claimed that they were given unrealistic choices regarding their children - they could either choose to stay with the perpetrator and have their children removed or leave the perpetrator and be confronted with the possibility that they may not have appropriate housing options to consider (p. 58; Terrance, Plumm & Little, 2008). This ‘leave’ ultimatum appears only to be implemented with women who are suffering the violence, instead of ensuring that the violent partner is removed from the household (Douglas, Walsh & Blore, 2009, pp. 59-60). 

What are the implications for young women in Queensland?

In 2000, there was an influential article written about the prevention of sexual violence that discusses the implications of Government Policies that have encouraged services after the violence has occurred, rather than implementing prevention strategies (Carmody & Carrington). These writers suggest that ‘tertiary’ intervention strategies (refuges, health and accommodation services) are important, yet are simply not enough to respond to the issue of sexual violence in Australia (Carmody & Carrington, 2000). Instead, there needs to be more focus on the impacts of sexual violence, including education and community awareness. Public awareness with regards to the explicit nature of a very private traumatic issue allows for more early intervention and less future negative consequences to result for the young women, as it is only through a public acknowledgment of the pain and suffering, abuse of power and patriarchal systemic failures that one can move forward and begin healing (Tully, 2003) .
It is unfortunate that, in addition to a reflection of a stigmatised society, sexual violence is such an underreported criminal activity. There continues to be a need for services which also cater for women who have suffered and may still be suffering the consequences of sexual violence. Effective service delivery with access to counselling and supportive accommodation, can contribute immensely to a young woman’s recovery process and assist in the closure of the cycle of violence (Carrington & Phillips, 2006; Tully, 2003).


Furthermore, women in society who are homeless have often been labelled as inadequate citizens of society; yet they need to be heard, valued and respected as their story often holds darkness which pervades their lives. If we continue to blame, judge and demoralise women who are having difficulties with escaping violent situations, there is less of a chance that there will be any communal effort to assist in bringing about positive change (South Queensland Council for Homeless Persons and Homelessness Australia, 2009). Through reaching out and actively fighting for positive change, together with Government funding support for an increase in sexual assault and supported accommodation services, things can improve for women.  As it stands in Queensland, the SAAP Act no longer exists and has been replaced by the National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA), possibly meaning that there will be a re-structuring of homelessness services in Queensland (The Council of Australian Government, 2009). This provides an opportunity to increase crisis housing to young women and to improve resources so that services are able to provide more extensive and holistic support programs. Currently Queensland Health is undertaking a review of sexual assault service delivery and as of April 2010 has made no commitment to continuing services for young women.  The service agreement for those sexual assault programs that are co-located with housing services (Zig Zag Sexual Assault Program and Brisbane Rape and Incest Survivors Support Program) extends only until December 2010. Therefore, the future for sexual assault and specialist homelessness services for young women in Queensland who require a coordinated response to their needs is uncertain.
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Appendix 1

List of SAAP Services in Queensland

Can be found at: http://qyhc.org/accommodation/documents/QLDYouthSAAPServicesList110908.pdf
