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Women's Legal Service Victoria and Redfern Legal Centre commissioned an evaluation of the
work undertaken by the funded Economic Abuse Reference Group (EARG) coordination roles
from 1 September 2019 — 30 April 2023. The evaluation was conducted between April and June
2023, and focused on guestions about the effectiveness of the project and lessons learned that
can inform future operations of the EARC.

The evaluation primarily used qualitative data collection methods. Sixteen stakeholders were
interviewed (including EARG staff, members and contributors, and representatives from
industry) and an online survey was completed by 24 EARG members/contributors. The
evaluation was also informed by a review of key project documents and tools.

Improved responses to the economic impacts of family violence on victim-survivors

The evaluation found that the EARG provided highly valued advice and feedback to industry,
regulators and government and had contributed to improved responses. The group’s work
included submissions to governments and industry, sharing case studies frommn members with
industry and regulators to highlight problems that need to be addressed, reviewing
products/policies/processes and advising of potential shortcomings and safety risks, and
helping organisations develop resources (e.g. policies, fact sheets). Evaluation participants
identified the following as some of the most important changes the EARG has influenced.

Australian Financial Complaints Authority (AFCA). The EARG identified that AFCA had an
inconsistent approach to complaints against financial institutions where the complainant's
partner had contributed to their financial loss, with some victim-survivors' claims being rejected
by AFCA on the assumption they would be compensated through the Family Court. The EARG
worked with AFCA over several years, helping develop a revised approach that guarantees
access to AFCA dispute resolution unless it is clear the victim-survivor has been compensated
through Family Court proceedings. A fact sheet outlining the approach was also produced.

Banking and credit. The EARG worked with the Commonwealth Bank of Australia to raise
awareness that perpetrators of domestic and family violence were including abusive or
threatening messages in transaction descriptions when transferring money, and helped the
bank develop appropriate ways to interact with customers who have received abusive
transactions.

/nsurance. Several major insurance companies adopted clauses in early 2021 stating that
compensation payments will be considered in family violence circumstances where the co-
insured has caused the loss or damage. This was one of the challenges identified by the EARG in
its 2017 paper on insurance issues impacting victim-survivors of domestic and family violence
and in subsequent engagement with the Insurance Council of Australia (ICA).

Responsible lending laws (Federal). Proposed legislative changes in 2020 would have removed
lending requirements that can protect victim-survivors of economic abuse. The EARG
participated in the Save Safe Lending campaign with a coalition of consumer groups across
Australia. Amongst other things, the EARG made a submission to Government, and EARG staff
and members were invited to give evidence at the Senate inquiry in 2021.
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Benefits of the EARG for industry, regulators and government

The evaluation found that key industry and regulator representatives value the EARG'’s depth of
expertise, cooperative and constructive approach to developing solutions, and the case studies
it shares of customer experiences. Industry and regulator representatives reported that they
trust the quality of the information and advice provided by the EARG and additionally, it is
provided in a timely manner that supports them with their work. Industry representatives also
reported that the EARG has enabled them to engage with a range of organisations more
efficiently.

Benefits of the EARG for members

Collaboration and knowledge sharing. The evaluation found that the EARG helped members
and contributors better collaborate and share knowledge and experiences with people from
other organisations. The group was considered by members and contributors to be a helpful
forum for learning, sharing challenges, and effectively and efficiently developing best possible
solutions with a range of experts.

ldentifying issues and trends. Members and contributors reported that the EARG had helped
them (or their organisation) become more aware of issues where policy reform is needed.
Member meetings were found to provide important regular opportunities for members from
different sectors and states to identify emerging trends and/or new shared issues.

Decision-making. The evaluation received positive feedback regarding the ways the EARG
coordinators make decisions about how to respond to issues identified as needing reform.
Members felt they were given ample and regular opportunity to participate, that decision-
making processes were fair and that the coordinators made good decisions and communicated
them effectively.

Better policy reform work. The evaluation found that the EARG had helped enhance policy
reform work undertaken by member organisations, contributing to both effectiveness and
efficiency. The network was described as providing easy access to a range of organisations from
which information/data (e.g. case studies) and endorsements can readily be sought. Members
also reported the value of the group in facilitating access to the learnings, experiences and
resources of members from other states who had already addressed similar issues. The EARG
was found to have enabled member organisations to contribute to reform issues that alone
they would not have had the resources to meaningfully contribute to or be as effective on. Many
members referred to the collective voice that the EARG provides as being one of its key
strengths.

Better assistance to clients. The evaluation found that the EARG had both directly and indirectly
helped many members strengthen the work they do with clients. Through a range of activities
and resources (e.g. monthly update emails), the EARG had helped build knowledge among
member organisations, helping them understand the full range of options available to their
clients and equipping them to better help clients with issues including property settlements,
credit reports, company directorships and fines. Members also reported that the EARG
indirectly helped their client work through the industry, regulatory and governmental policy
and practice improvements that the group had successfully advocated for. These
improvements have led to better outcomes for clients, and also had the benefit of creating
changes that prevent issues arising so that people do not become clients.
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Developing a national network and coordinated policy approach

EARG staff reported that group membership grew from 22 in 2019 to 53 organisations in 2023,
with approximately one quarter of current members from states other than Victoria and NSW.

Working as a partnership and sharing coordination of the network across staff in Victoria and
NSW provided numerous benefits to the EARGC. These included a broader network of
connections from different states and sectors, diversity of expertise across the coordinators
which enabled work across different areas of law and policy, a reduced risk of the national
network being seen as Victoria- or NSW-centric, and an increased number of issues that could
be addressed because responsibilities were shared. Challenges to working in partnership
included some duplication, however the use of asynchronous collaboration tools and a shared
collaborative approach meant that sharing the coordination role was more effective than
challenging.

Recommendations

Evaluation participants made a range of suggestions regarding the future of the EARG. The
main recommendations were:

e Build the membership of the national EARG to include multiple people and
organisations from every state and territory.

e Develop issues-based working groups or special interest groups for
members/contributors to join as per their interests. The EARG coordinators could then
liaise in a more timely and efficient manner with relevant and interested
members/contributors when opportunities in a particular area arise.

e Increase opportunities for EARG members/contributors to connect with each other, such
as through an annual in-person forum or conference, and an online directory (with
contact details and information about areas of expertise and interest) with member-only
access.

e Continue to refine the EARG's information sharing approach. Members seek a platform
that is easier to access and navigate.
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The Economic Abuse Reference Group (EARQG) is an informal group of Australian community
organisations that influence government and industry responses to the financial impact of
domestic and family violence (DFV). Members include DFV services, community legal services
and financial counselling services. The EARG also includes ‘contributors’ whose staff have
expressed an interest in being involved but have not requested membership on behalf of their
organisation, or there are other reasons why their organisations don't want to be identified as
members. (See Appendix A for a list of contributing organisations.)

The EARG was initially established in 2016 by five Victorian commmunity organisations which
sought to work together to influence the implementation of the financial security
recommendations (Chapter 21) of the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence. With
funding from the Victorian Government to co-ordinate this work, and auspiced by Women's
Legal Service Victoria (WLSV), the EARG provided input into reforms in areas including banking,
utilities, telecommmunications, infringements and tenancy laws. The EARG continued to identify
and engage with other state and national issues which affected victim-survivors, such as
insurance and car registration.

Evaluation of the EARG in September 2019 identified the importance of the funded role in
facilitating systemic change work and found support from both industry and EARG members
for a national EARG. Evaluation participants reported that a national EARG would be a helpful
forum for sharing experiences, resources and learnings, and would be an effective and efficient
way to engage government and industry, influence change and avoid duplication.

In Mid-2019, funding was obtained by Redfern Legal Centre (RLC) in NSW from Ecstra
Foundation for policy, law reform and capacity building regarding economic abuse. It was
decided that both funded projects work closely together to increase their impact, and that they
both operate under the ‘Economic Abuse Reference Group’ name. In 2020, the Victorian-based
role received funding from Ecstra Foundation to continue its work, to collaborate with the NSW
EARG and increase engagement with organisations outside Victoria.

Since late 2019, coordination of the EARG has been shared between three part-time coordinator
roles (one in Victoria and two in NSW).

This evaluation was commissioned by WLSV and RLC to assess the work of the funded EARG
coordination roles from 1 September 2019 — 30 April 2023. It focused on questions about the
effectiveness of the project and lessons learned that can inform future operations of the EARG.
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The evaluation was designed to answer the following key questions:!

1. To what extent did the EARG network contribute to improved responses (state and
national) to the economic impacts of family violence on victim-survivors?

2. Towhat extent did the funded EARG coordination roles bring about the benefits and
outcomes intended?

3. What was the impact of the Victorian project sharing expertise/support on the
development of a national network and coordinated policy approach?

4. How would members like to see the EARG develop in the future?

The evaluation primarily used qualitative data collection methods, supplemented by some
guantitative survey data, to answer the evaluation questions. Sixteen stakeholders were
interviewed (including EARG staff, members and contributors, and representatives from
industry) and an online survey was completed by 24 EARG members/contributors.

Full details of the methodology are described in section 3.

TSee methodology in section 3 for sub-questions.
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Members and contributors can engage with the EARG in a range of ways, and most commonly
do so by attending the bi-monthly online EARG meeting (average attendance: 25 - 30 people) or
reading monthly update emails from the EARG (sent to approximately 120 people per month). A
deeper way of engaging is by contributing to the EARG'’s input into industry, regulator and
government laws, policies and practices. The 2023 EARG Member Survey shows these as the
three most common ways members/contributors had engaged with the EARG in the last 12
months (see Table 1).

Table 1: Main ways members/contributors engaged with the Economic Abuse Reference Group in the last
12 months

Read one or more of the monthly update emails 91.7 22
Attended a bi-monthly member meeting 83.3 20
Contributed to the EARG's input into 583 14
industry/regulator/government laws, policies or

practices

Accessed resources on the EARG website 50.0 12
(e.g. guides, resources for clients, research papers, reports)

Participated in the EARG strategic planning session 292 7
(November 2022)

N=243

Good communication by EARG staff was noted as further helping members/contributors
engage with the EARG and its work.

“l didn't even know the EARG existed. [The coordinator] took the initiative to contact us and she’s
really been such a strong supporter. You know, we're all completely slammed for resources and time,
but somehow she makes the time to keep in contact ... | think it's actually a really strong model for
other networks trying to do this collaborative work, to have that level of communication and really

collaborative spirit.” — EARG member/contributor

2 Note: It is expected that many more members engaged with the EARG in this way in the last 12 months.
This data reflects only the members who responded to the 2023 Annual EARG Member Survey.

324 members/contributors completed this part of the survey.
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All members and contributors who completed the 2023 EARG Member Survey reported that the
EARG had helped them (or their organisation) better collaborate and share knowledge and
experiences with people from other organisations (11, 50% agreed; 11, 50% strongly agreed?).

Through the EARG, members sometimes learned of client issues that other member
organisations were seeing, which alerted them to things to look out and prepare for. The group
was also considered a helpful forum for learning and for sharing challenges, and effectively and
efficiently developing best possible solutions with a range of experts.

“One [benefit] is the shared knowledge element. Invariably what somebody sees — and brings to the
group that they're seeing — pops up on our radar, whether it be a few weeks later or a few months

later. And having that early knowledge helps you to prepare for it.” — EARG member/contributor

“The hive mind is always a bit stronger than individual people attacking a problem. People will often
bring issues to the group and ask for advice... and | find that's very helpful because it means
somebody's not spending a couple of days by themselves trying to come to a decision or come to a
solution. When the experience in the group is so large, if they haven't seen it before... they can still
come up with a helpful answer pretty quick [sic]. And in that way, you're skilling the sector up as well,

which | think is a beneficial thing.” — EARG member/contributor

“Sometimes in the breakout groups there are people with expertise that | will ask questions of. That’s
been useful. There was a credit lawyer in my breakout group one day, and | took the opportunity to
ask her a few questions. She was happy to answer. It's helped build on my knowledge which would

hopefully mean that | do get better outcomes for my clients.” — EARG member/contributor

The evaluation looked at the ways the EARG identifies issues needing reform and makes
decisions about how to respond. Staff and members described a combination of proactive and
responsive approaches to issue identification.

“The approach we take is driven proactively by what members identify as being priority policy issues.
So drawing on members who engage in casework... looking at what the evidence base is, what's
coming through the doors, what the needs are of clients of those services... So it might be members
who are seeing particular issues with creditors or with government policies that they're butting up
against. That’s the proactive approach. And then there's the reactive approach of canvasing
opportunities where we can provide value and add input. So if there's something being driven by
industry, for example, like a new industry code or a government led review into a particular piece of

legislation.” — EARG staff

4 This question was skipped by two respondents.
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The (approximately) bi-monthly EARG member meetings were described as the main fora for
members to raise and discuss issues in their practice and their organisation. This was also the
primary way for the coordinators to share information about issues and opportunities they have
become aware of through their connections with stakeholders in industry, governments, and
regulators. Member meetings were reported to provide important regular opportunities for
members from different sectors and states to identify emerging trends and/or new shared
issues. Members reported that breakout sessions during the meetings were valuable for
discussing issues of particular interest to them. Similarly, the EARG annual strategic planning
meeting was described as a space for members to reflect on all the issues raised throughout

the year.

“The company director issue is one that a few people had mentioned. One financial counsellor had a
really big multimillion dollar matter. Often lawyers can't help with it, and the financial counsellors end
up stuck with it. We had a feeling this may be a growing issue, so [one of the coordinators] did a
presentation to the meeting. We wondered whether this is a marginal issue, but then we got a lot of

people [saying] yes, we see it.” — EARG staff

Members also have opportunities to share their observations and insights about inappropriate
or inadequate responses to victim-survivors, through ad hoc surveys and polls, input at
meetings and by contacting coordinators directly at any time. This information is then shared
by coordinators with the group in a range of ways, including at bi-monthly meetings and
through monthly Member Update emails.

Surveys and polls (either within or outside of meetings) were described as helpful for identifying
how common the issues are that have been identified.

“| think the group tries hard to use different ways to encourage participation. We do instant real-time
polls and surveys outside of meetings and breakouts. | think that helps it become clear what issues

are systemic and countrywide and what issues are just one person.” — EARG member/contributor

“When we established the New South Wales chapter, we did do some proactive work in identifying
issues. We set up a survey and sent it to the members and that gave us more ideas about what
people were really concerned about or what wasn't as much of a priority or not coming up in their

work.” — EARG staff

All the members who completed the 2023 EARG Member Survey reported that the EARG had
helped them (or their organisation) become more aware of issues where policy reform is
needed (15, 62.5% agreed; 9, 37.5% strongly agreed).

How the EARG identifies issues for reform:

Member meetings (every 6 — 8 weeks)
Annual strategic planning meeting

Member surveys
Ad hoc communications from members
Coordinators’ connections with government, industry and regulators
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EARG staff described how decisions are made about what action to take (if any) once reform
issues have been identified.

The EARG annual strategic planning meeting was considered vital in the process of prioritising
issues. There, members discuss the array of reform issues and together make decisions about
their importance to the group, and what actions to take. This strategic planning process then
informs decisions taken by the EARG coordinators throughout the year about ongoing,
proactive work and how to respond to new issues and opportunities that arise (responsive
work).

Coordinators reported that when reform issues arise, they consider the following to make
decisions about if and how the EARG will respond:

e Hastheissue been identified by EARG members? (E.g. during annual strategic planning
or at meetings throughout the year)

e |stheissue contained (i.e. not too broad)?

e |sa practical outcome likely?

e Isthere an opportunity (e.g. review/inquiry)?

e Are other organisations working on this issue? If so, does the EARG have a unique
perspective and expertise it can offer through collaborating with or supporting those
others?

Coordinators noted that analysis of these factors is ongoing and involves their combined expert
judgement in weighing up whether and how to respond. Both the fluid nature of the
environment and the need to balance short- and long-term achievements for the group can
affect decisions at any time.

“The environment changes and the opportunities change. So, are telcos high priority or low priority?
Well, it's high priority if we think something can be done. It's very low priority if we are just having input

to a code that's hard to enforce.” — EARG staff

“...I think that the key for the coordination role is to not spread the group too thin and be ineffective.
So really being able to determine what are the issues that are unique to this group's expertise, that
are within our resources to lead and that we actually think we can have true change with. Because
we have always tried to have a good balance of easy wins and longer-term projects to keep people
engaged and to make incremental impact as we move forward on some of our bigger issues.” —

EARG staff

At the EARG strategic planning meeting in November 2022, the coordinators shared with
members the factors they consider in making decisions about the reform work the EARG will
and won't do. The EARG staff reported that this information was well received, and members
interviewed for this evaluation expressed satisfaction with how decisions are made about
reform activities. Members felt they were given ample and regular opportunity to participate,
that decision-making processes were fair and that the coordinators made good decisions and
communicated them effectively.

“The issues are always discussed at the EARG meetings, and then also the newsletters are sent out
and the coordinators are always asking for member input. If they're looking at working on an issue,
they will put it out for comment by all the EARG members, so everyone has an opportunity to respond

to that... And as well, a lot of time has been spent in meetings voting on issues of importance, so
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people also have an opportunity to tell the EARG what they think their priorities are. | think that's all

taken into consideration pretty well when making decisions.” — EARG member/contributor

Members have access to the EARG Issues Tracker® which shows the status® of issues the EARG is
working on or has completed, and includes requests for action from members.

Priority issues identified for 2023 include:

Unregulated credit - Buy Now, Pay Later
Centrelink

Child support (used to perpetrate economic abuse)

Car registration/licensing (all states)

Educating family lawyers (re: financial abuse, the role of financial
counsellors etc.)

Company directorships / business guarantees / tax debts
Coercive control laws
Energy poverty and DFV

Local government (all states)

The evaluation received some suggestions for how the EARG staff might improve the processes
for identifying reform issues. This included a suggestion about strengthening the process for
members to contribute issues in between bi-monthly EARG member meetings. At present
members can contact the coordinators directly to share new insights and concerns, however it
was suggested that an efficient and accessible IT solution might enable more and richer data to
be shared with the group in real time, particularly as the network grows.

“| think that there's so much rich information that everybody's getting on a daily basis and it's about ...
giving them opportunity to be able to, | guess, in real time capture that and pass that on. Because our
meetings [are] only every six to eight weeks, so they might not remember, or they might not bring it or
they might not be able to attend the meeting. So | think, you know, we just maybe need to think of
new ways in which we can capture and record that information and share that information... the
meetings are such a critical place for sharing and ideas but that requires people to be there at a

particular time and they can't always do that.” — EARG staff

5 Currently on Padlet, an online visual board for organising and sharing content.

6 Status includes Active, Awaiting Member response, Ongoing (EARG responds when required), Parked,
Completed and New emerging.
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Almost all members (21 out of 24) who completed the 2023 EARG Member Survey reported that
the EARG had helped improve both the effectiveness and the efficiency of their (or their
organisation’s) policy input on systemic economic abuse issues over the last 12 months.

=  87.5% (21) agreed that “engaging with the EARG has increased the effectiveness of my (or
my organisation’s) policy input on systemic economic abuse issues.””

= 958% (23) agreed that “engaging with the EARG has enabled me (or my organisation) to
contribute policy input on systemic economic abuse issues more efficiently.”®

Several members interviewed for the evaluation reported that the EARG had helped enhance
policy reform work undertaken by their organisation. Through the EARG, members were able to
connect with other organisations, informn them of a policy initiative they were working on,
garner support and get those organisations involved (e.g. writing/signing letters, providing case
studies etc). Being members of the EARG gave them standing and connection with other
(member) organisations that they may not have otherwise had.

“It has certainly helped us achieve better outcomes in the policy law reform space because of having
access to not just the EARG, but to a broader network of domestic violence services and having them
sign on to things and endorse things and join us. We had a big campaign three years ago ... and the
EARG and various domestic violence organisations involved through that had a huge impact on that
campaign, really changed the tone of the whole campaign, really focused in on the domestic violence
related issues and got us a lot of media attention and | think played a big role in our success in that
campaign ... | was able to coordinate all that activity [open letters, social media, evidence before the
Senate] through the EARG. | don't know that they would've known who | was if it wasn't through [the
EARG coordinators explaining we are] a member and this is why we’re doing it.” — EARG

member/contributor

“... [EARG] support the legislative reforms that we’ve been pushing for. They've helped with the
advocacy by writing letters to ministers, by raising the profile of the public advocacy that we do
through their network of organisations ... It's definitely strengthened our voice because we have a
broader network of organisations that are singing from the same song sheet as far as speaking

directly to government, but also in public advocacy...” - EARG member/contributor

Several members reported that the EARG enabled them (or their organisation) to conduct
reform work more efficiently. The network was described as providing easy access to a range of
organisations from which information/data (e.g. case studies) and endorsements can readily be
sought. Members also reported the value of the group in facilitating access to the learnings,
experiences and resources of members from other states who had already addressed similar
issues. States working on the same issue, can progress more quickly.

722 members responded to this question; 9 strongly agreed, 12 agreed, and 1 disagreed.
823 members responded to this question; 8 strongly agreed and 15 agreed.
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“Any campaigns that I'm running that have a financial abuse domestic violence element, the EARG
makes it a lot easier for me to get feedback and endorsement from those stakeholders than | would

otherwise. It's like a hub, which is really easy to access.” — EARG member/contributor

“It does give you a good oversight of what other organisations are working on ... so it means that
people aren't necessarily having to reinvent the wheel or organisations aren't independently doing the

same advocacy 10 times over, so it can lead to efficiencies.” — EARG member/contributor

“What's really helpful, being part of it, is it informs potential work. So around [transfer of car]
registrations for example, that work’s already happened in [another] state. So when we get to a point
of taking it forward or we need something, we've got that support and resource already there, we're
not having to reinvent the wheel ... it is such a good resource. There is so, so much stuff that's been
collected and there's so many people there now that | know | could reach out to if | needed support in

an area.” — EARG member/contributor

Several stakeholders noted that — in addition to the practical benefit of learning how members
in other states have approached similar issues — it is also motivating. Knowing that change is
possible, inspires members to persist with difficult issues.

It can also be tactical for organisations to inform their advocacy targets about how other states
are ‘doing better’, potentially motivating those targets through some interstate and/or political
rivalry.

Members reported that through the EARG they have been able to contribute to reform issues
that alone they would not have had the resources to meaningfully contribute to or be as
effective on. Many members referred to the collective voice that the EARG provides as being
one of its key strengths (which was also noted by industry/regulators/government; see section
2.3Error! Reference source not found.).

“| think one of the major benefits of having a group is being able to offer a collective voice on issues.
Because otherwise organisations would be left independently to approach an issue on their own or to
figure out what other organisations have been seeing similar things or want to be involved. Whereas
when you've got the group as a central collective point and when you can offer up a shared voice on
something, particularly when it has the backing of a well-regarded group like the EARG, | think it can
lead to much stronger advocacy outcomes. | think that's been a really positive thing for organisations
who may not necessarily have the capacity themselves to embark on big advocacy pieces, but who
know there's an issue or they've noticed trends in their casework, or whatever it might be. They can
feed it up to this group and they can be involved to the extent that they have capacity to do so, but
there's also a larger group or body that can help with the advocacy piece.” — EARG

member/contributor

“Working only [part-time], being able to collaborate with the EARG on issues that impact victim-
survivors has been much more efficient and means we can provide important on-the-ground
information to inform issues and advocacy and have a bigger impact.” — EARG Member Survey

respondent
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“Coordination and collation of systemic impact issues allows us to engage in issues collectively,

therefore lending a stronger voice to shared issues.” — EARG Member Survey respondent

All members who completed the 2023 EARG Member Survey agreed that the EARG has helped
them (or their organisation) better engage in systemic advocacy on issues arising from
economic abuse or other DFV (16, 69.6% agreed; 7, 30.4% strongly agreed®). They reported that
participating in the bi-monthly member meetings and being provided opportunities to
participate in the EARG'’s reform work were the main ways their engagement in systemic
advocacy had been enhanced. Other resources that aided advocacy engagement are reported
in Table 2.

“[My engagement in systemic advocacy has improved through] direct input into EARG on client
issues we are seeing come through, [being able to] quickly see who else is having the same issues,

then work collaboratively for resolution.” — EARG Member Survey respondent

Table 2: Economic Abuse Reference Group resources reported by members to have helped them better
engage in systemic advocacy

Bi-monthly member meetings 82.6 19
Opportunity to provide input to reforms 739 17
(e.g. by raising issues or contributing to EARG submissions)

Monthly update emails 60.9 14
Provision of information about relevant systemic issues 522 12
Resources on the EARG website 391 9
(e.g. guides, resources for clients, research papers, reports)

N=23"

Many members reported that the EARG helped strengthen the work they do with clients both
directly and indirectly.

All respondents to the 2023 EARG Member Survey reported that they gained knowledge from
the EARG that has helped them (or their organisation) provide better assistance to clients
experiencing problems because of economic abuse or other DFV (13, 65.0% agreed; 7, 35.0%
strongly agreed®™). They indicated that monthly update emails, bi-monthly member meetings
and presentations and/or guest speakers were the most helpful of the EARG's offerings for
building knowledge. The resources that members reported helped build their knowledge are
listed in Table 3.

% One respondent did not answer this question.

0 Note: It is expected that these resources helped many more members better engage in systemic
advocacy. This data reflects only the members who responded to the 2023 Annual EARG Member Survey.

" This question was completed by 23 respondents.
2 Four respondents did not answer this question as they do not work with clients.
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Table 3: Economic Abuse Reference Group resources reported by members to have helped build
knowledge that informed assistance to clients

Monthly update emails 80.0 16
Bi-monthly member meetings 75.0 15
Presentations and/or guest speakers 65.0 13
Resources on the EARG website 45.0
Other' 10.0

N=20"

Members described that these resources provided them access to the most current information
and helped them understand the full range of options available to their clients, equipping them
to better help clients with issues including property settlements, credit reports, company
directorships and fines.

“Through EARG updates | also have access to information to ensure advice and assistance is

current.” — EARG Member Survey respondent

“For example, with credit reporting and helping a client fix her credit file which was damaged as a
result of the economic abuse. Being able to draw upon other people's experiences and knowledge
and [receive] guidance in terms of [steps to follow] ... it's almost like casework supervision and
without that | wouldn't have known what to do. | would've fumbled around and maybe not done it or
not thought about it. And for many of my clients, their credit file at the beginning when | first take them
on, versus once we've resolved all their issues, their credit file is clean, it's basically as if the economic
abuse never happened, which is exactly what we want ... so she can rebuild and move forward.” —

EARG member/contributor

Members also reported that the EARG indirectly helps their client work through the industry,
regulatory and governmental policy and practice improvements that the group'™ has
successfully advocated for. Examples cited included:

e Changes by insurance companies to consider family violence where the perpetrator
caused damage and is a policy holder.

e Revenue NSW recognised that the fines system can be used as a tool of financial abuse
and improved processes for victim-survivors to challenge fines incurred because of DFV.

e VicRoads implemented a range of supports, including a dedicated phone number for
customers affected by family violence, which connects callers to DFV-trained staff, and
processes for customers experiencing problems with vehicle registration and licensing
because of DFV. (See box below).

3 Note: It is expected that many more members use these resources to increase their knowledge. This data
reflects only the members who responded to the 2023 Annual EARG Member Survey.

4 Assistance from other EARG members; Availability of EARG coordinators to discuss ideas and issues.
> This question was completed by 20 respondents.
s Whether the EARG has advocated for this in partnership with others or independently.
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VicRoads reform

The EARG first contacted VicRoads in 2018 to raise awareness within the agency of problems related to
vehicle registration and licensing being experienced by their customers who were victim-survivors of DFV,
such as perpetrators incurring fines in a car registered in the victim-survivor's name, number plates
needing to be changed for safety reasons and situations where online access to VicRoads accounts were
being used for abuse.

Ongoing meetings and advocacy by the EARG contributed to VicRoads improving its response to victim-
survivors, by setting up a dedicated phone number for customers affected by family violence to receive
assistance from DFV-trained staff, and implementing processes to address a range of issues that victim-
survivors might experience. The VicRoads web page — Assistance for people impacted by family violence —
advertises the dedicated phone number and describes some of the support available.

The EARG has shared the experience working for change at VicRoads, with members and agencies in
other states and in 2023 met with a representative of Austroads (the national peak body for car
registration and licensing) to further promote discussion of the challenges experienced by victim-survivors
related to vehicle registration and licensing and how other relevant state bodies can better respond.

“EARG worked very closely with [us] for new policies within VicRoads that would allow a person to
have registration transferred into or out of their name in circumstances of family violence, where
consent was not able to be obtained from the person using violence. That change in policy meant
that it was then possible for some of our clients to now transfer registration where they wouldn't have
ordinarily been able to without the consent or without a Family Court order that allows them to do so.
The impact of that is that not only do they have the peace of mind that a vehicle that was registered
to their name that wasn't in their possession, that the person using violence was driving — you can
stop all those infringements from coming through. The flow-on effects of that are huge and we had a
lot of trouble with this problem. While there's a family violence scheme that is set up to deal with
these infringements, there was no mechanism to stop them from continuing to come through. So
having that now in place — and that piece of advocacy took five years to get to where we got to — but
now having that in place, and me being able to assist my clients to do the transfer of registration
process, means that | can also prevent the issue from continuing to happen.” — EARG

member/contributor

It was also noted that while reforms can lead to better outcomes for clients, they also have
the benefit of creating changes that prevent issues arising so that people do not become
clients.

“It's an indirect impact in the sense that change that EARG has advocated for, and separately I've
advocated for, has changed practices of organisations such as banks or insurers. And that's led to
benefits that way. So it's not that in a particular case I've used the EARG experience ... it's more
[that] you change the practice so that the problem can either be resolved really easily or it doesn't

happen at all.” — EARG member/contributor

“Dealing with a policy problem and dealing with a systemic impact problem directly has impacts on
our casework because improving processes and policies makes outcomes better for clients. And

that's clients that we deal with, but also the thousands of people that we don't see. You can hope that
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whatever changes we've managed to assist or implement lead to better outcomes for people who
don't have the support of a lawyer or a financial counsellor and advocate.” — EARG

member/contributor

The evaluation explored the extent to which the EARG contributed to improved state-based
and national responses to the economic impacts of family violence on victim-survivors. All
respondents to the 2023 EARG Member Survey felt that the EARG's input has improved
responses by business, government and regulators.”

“The EARG is an extraordinary group/organisation and is having an enormous impact on industry and

government responses to family violence.” — EARG Member Survey respondent

“EARG has been incredibly effective for us to feed in advocacy issues requiring attention, then
engage prompt collaboration between interstate organisations to gather case studies, resources and

a small working group to advocate for change.” — EARG Member Survey respondent

“The wins that I've seen in the time I've been part of the group ... for some clients it's life-changing,
and as a financial counsellor, it makes my work so much easier. It's easier to assist someone, to help
them recover [when] you know that some of these injustices in the processes are being looked at and
being advocated to be changed to make it better or easier to navigate for and achieve better

outcomes for clients.” — EARG member/contributor

Stakeholders interviewed described how the EARG works both proactively and responsively to
influence industry, regulators and government, sometimes initiating contact regarding an issue
identified by the network, other times responding to requests from industry, regulators and
government for expert input (e.g. into product design). Several evaluation participants noted
that the EARG's work can help those championing change within industry, regulators and
government to be more effective.

Numerous evaluation participants said the EARG has been pivotal in raising industry, regulator
and government awareness and understanding of the problems experienced (or likely to be
experienced) by victim-survivors of economic abuse (relating to products, policies and
processes), and also provided highly valued advice and feedback on solutions.

“| think all of the work has been really transformational because when | think about economic abuse,
this was not something that was on most companies’ or governments’ radar nearly six years ago. |
can honestly say the work of the Economic Abuse Reference Group has literally transformed
government and industry responses to the way economic abuse and financial abuse issues are dealt
with. And the flow-on effect of that is that people who have experienced family violence will hopefully
now have a better overall experience when they disclose that information to their bank or their

insurance company or their water company or whoever it might be. And | think that having that

765.2% (15) strongly agreed; 34.7% (8) agreed. One respondent did not answer this question.
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central point as the community's voice, a group of advocates who can speak on behalf of individuals
is a really important perspective. So often individuals don't have the voice to be able to feed that

back, but we can do it collectively on their behalf.” — EARG member/contributor

EARG staff reported that their work has included:

e Submissions to governments and industry (see Appendix B).

e Informal engagement with industry and regulators.

e Presentations at organisations.

e Sharing case studies from members to highlight problems that need to be addressed.

e Reviewing existing or proposed products/policies/processes, advising of potential
shortcomings and safety risks in circumstances of financial abuse and how they can be
addressed.

e Helping organisations develop resources (e.g. policies, fact sheets).

A summary of the EARG's work — the key issues addressed, actions taken to influence change
and the outcomes contributed to — can be found in Appendix C.

EARG staff and members/contributors were asked which of the EARG's initiatives stood out for
them as particularly successful. The work they identified as most significant is described in the
following sections (2.3.1 - 2.3.4).

Evaluation participants identified the following industry responses as some of the most
important changes the EARG has influenced:

e Banking and credit:

o The EARG worked with the Commonwealth Bank of Australia to raise awareness
that perpetrators of DFV were including abusive or threatening messages in
transaction descriptions when transferring money, and helped the bank develop
appropriate ways to interact with customers who have received abusive
transactions.

o The EARG was invited by Westpac to provide input to planning for potential
financial products.

o The EARG and Financial Rights Legal Centre collaborated to produce a guide'™ for
financial counsellors and community lawyers to help them understand changes
to the credit reporting regime relevant to family violence victim-survivors and
better advocate for their clients.

e Insurance:

o Inrecent years, several major insurance companies have adopted clauses that
compensation payments will be considered in family violence circumstances
where the co-insured has caused the loss or damage. This is one of the issues
identified by the EARG in its paper on insurance issues impacting victim-survivors
of DFV (2017) and in subsequent engagement with the ICA, including via the ICA’s
Consumer Liaison Forum and the ICA's Consumers Experiencing Vulnerability
Working Group.

'8 Economic Abuse Reference Group (May 2022) Credit reporting and economic abuse: A practical
quideline for financial counsellors and community workers. Available at: https://earg.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/Final-EARG_Credit-Reporting-and-Economic-Abuse_Report_Final.pdf (Last accessed 12
June 2023)
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“... Insurers are now required to have family and domestic violence policies as part of their run-of-the-
mill policies... and the advantage of that is that prior to that, you'd spend hours arguing with an insurer
or having discussions with insurers where the case would be a perpetrator of family violence who's on
the insurance policy. They're a victim and under insurance law have to pay. But by formalising those
arrangements a bit more, there is now scope for an insurer to more easily help out victims in that

case.” — EARG member/contributor

AAMI Home Building Policy

Page 97: Conduct of others. When we consider a claim under this policy, we will have regard to
any prejudice suffered by you or any other person entitled to benefit under this policy in
relation to that claim, caused by mental iliness of, substance abuse and/or an act of violence or
intimidation by, another policyholders or person entitled to benefit under this policy. In doing
this, we may meet the claim when we are not legally required to do so. If we do, we will limit
the claim in relation to the person claiming to an amount which is fair in the circumstances.

e Industry family violence network:

o EARG coordinators, in collaboration with Thriving Communities and WIRE,
convened a meeting for industry and community people to discuss how COVID-
19 was impacting customers who were experiencing DFV. From that emerged a
plan for the DFV Network for Business — comprising people from banks, telcos
and other industry representatives who design or lead their organisation’s
responses to DFV — and supported by an EARG coordinator. This initiative
enables different industries to share learnings and strategies about best practices
for supporting customers experiencing DFV.

“The idea being that if there was a business that maybe didn't have as much experience in this space,
they could connect with someone like CBA or someone who's doing a lot of work in family violence to
get some idea of what worked, what didn't work, [and] not have to start from scratch... | do think that
initiatives like that, where there has been engagement between industries, and other industries are
seeing, ‘okay, banking's really doing well in this area, we need to pick up our game’. | think there's

been some influence.” — EARG staff

Evaluation participants were unanimous in identifying the group’s work with AFCA as the most
significant change by a regulator or dispute resolution scheme that it has influenced.

The EARG identified that where a complainant's partner had contributed to their financial loss
and there had been, or may be, a property settlement in the Family Court, some victim-
survivors' complaints were being rejected by AFCA (due to misunderstanding Family Court
processes and the application of the law in property matters) while also not being compensated
through the Family Court. The EARG contacted AFCA several times, leading to them working
with AFCA to develop and test a suitable approach. The EARG were uniquely placed to bridge
the knowledge gap, understanding both AFCA's operations and family law. The EARG input was
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described by AFCA as critical to revising AFCA’s approach and developing and publishing a fact
sheet®® detailing the revisions.

“We were able to use members of EARG who had that specialist family law experience to make sure
that it was not just going to be useful from the consumer credit dispute resolution perspective, but
would also stand up against any family law matter that might need to be run concurrently or following
that matter... And that was a really big win because it's going to help guide future decision-making,
not just in what gets through the door at that dispute resolution service, but also in getting better
outcomes for the victim-survivor. It may, if their case is successful, result in financial compensation...
that they can use to have that... fresh start that they need after being financially abused, without
having to deal with the difficulties that they were previously having with getting knocked back and it
being suggested that they were trying to double-dip in two different jurisdictions, which was not the
case at all.” — EARG staff

EARG staff noted that while the group does undertake some law reform work, change in this
area can be slow, so they tend to focus the group’s limited resources on working with industry
and regulators where far-reaching, practical changes can be more readily effected. Nonetheless,
evaluation participants reported that the EARG has contributed to several important
government responses:

e Responsible lending laws — Federal:

o The EARG participated in the Save Safe Lending campaign with a coalition of
consumer groups including the Consumer Action Law Centre, Financial
Counselling Australia, Financial Rights Legal Centre and other consumer and
financial counselling organisations across Australia. Amongst other things, the
EARG made a submission to the Australian Government and EARG staff and
members were invited to give evidence at the Senate inquiry. The proposed
legislative changes would have removed lending requirements that protect
victim-survivors of economic abuse.

“The big win we had in the Save Safe Lending campaign was basically blocking the Government from
repealing laws that would have changed [things] in a bad way for our clients had it gone through. Our
campaign was to get the crossbench in the Senate to block that and we succeeded. So they [EARG]

were very helpful in that and it was really important.” — EARG member/contributor

e National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children — Federal:
o The National Plan did not include any mention of social security, without which it

is difficult for many victim-survivors to achieve safety. The EARG contributed to
EJA’s advocacy call for the plan to include social security support. The EARG
helped draft communications to relevant ministers and also encouraged
members to write letters to ministers. Social security support is now included in
the plan.

e Criminalising coercive control - NSW:

¥ Australian Financial Complaints Authority (November 2022) Fact sheet: Impact of family law settlements
- banking and finance complaints. Available at: https://www.afca.org.au/media/1493/download (Last
accessed 12 June 2023)
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o The EARG advocated for amendments to the Crimes Legislation Amendment
(Coercive Control) Act 2022 NSW EARG members made submissions including
recommendations to improve the definition of economic abuse and incorporate
safeguards for victim-survivors. The EARG members were invited to appear in the
NSW Senate's parliamentary inquiry and many of their proposed changes were
achieved in the final legislation.

Industry and regulator representatives who participated in the evaluation described the EARG
as a trusted stakeholder who has made highly valued contributions to their work to improve
responses to victim-survivors.

Industry representatives reported that through the EARG, they can efficiently engage with
expertise from a range of organisations, and receive coordinated, high-quality information and
feedback to strengthen their understanding of, and responses to, economic abuse experienced
by their customers. Industry and regulator representatives noted that they trust the quality of
the information and advice provided by the EARG and additionally, it is provided in a timely
manner that supports them with their work.

“[When] policy submissions were made in relation to a particular issue, you'd have various voices
coming from quite different pockets. You'd have individual community legal centre voices, sometimes
you'd then have Legal Aid, you'd have other financial rights advocacy groups. So you'd have all these
different voices and the strength of the opinion in my view, was reduced as opposed to having one
submission with one voice coming from an organisation with all of the members underneath it. | think
it has a much stronger impact... going to one organisation or one person within that organisation and
asking for a view and then getting that view back, it makes effective stakeholder engagement much,

much faster.” — Industry representative

“They provide really practical feedback. It's clear that they're a great contact on those sorts of matters
[financial and family and domestic violence issues for women] and you know that the quality of input
that they provide is going to be good and it's going to be provided back quickly as well, which can be

helpful because we're often working under really tight time constraints.” — Industry representative

Industry representatives also noted that case studies provided by the EARG were valuable to
them, as they provide current information and insights about challenges experienced by victim-
survivors, ways industry products/policies/processes may be contributing, and opportunities for
industry to make improvements.

“All of the members of the EARG together seem to have a really solid understanding of what people
are experiencing on the ground at the coal front. So for people like me who have been a bit removed
from being on the ground for a while, it's really important for me to get their feedback...” — Industry

representative

Evaluation participants from industry and regulators also reported that they valued the
informed and constructive approach the EARG has taken when working with them. They noted
that the group focuses on cooperating to find solutions and areas of common ground and does
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so with a sound understanding of regulatory and business contexts. The EARG was seen as a
positive group to work with because they bring solutions, not just problems.

“| think there is an expertise in the EARG that is very specific around economic and financial abuse
that we couldn't necessarily get from others. So that was really critical. And it's different to the
women's safety sector and it's different but aligned to financial counsellors... What | like about the
EARG is they say, ‘because we are dealing with your customers, we also can see what can change,
what can be done, where the inhibitors are, and what the legislative changes are that are inhibiting
you or inhibiting change here. So not only do we understand that this is what's going on for your
customer in terms of the economic and financial abuse and domestic violence, but we can translate it

into the things that you know’, and that's been really important.” — Industry representative

“I've found with [the coordinators] that there's a positive intent. It's not just ‘this isn't working and it's
really bad.’ It's ‘now might we do this a bit differently?’ I've found that really helpful because then that

does encourage people to think differently.” — Industry representative

EARG coordinators suggested that a further benefit, particularly for state governments and

regulators, is that the EARG is positioned to learn about and share positive initiatives across the

states and territories. The group can share learnings and support policy transfer which have the

potential to create efficiencies and expedite change.

The evaluation identified numerous characteristics of the EARG and strategies that it used, as

key contributors to its success in influencing improved responses by industry, regulators and

governments, to the economic impacts of family violence on victim-survivors.

In terms of strategies for influencing industry, regulator and government responses, evaluation
participants identified the following as effective approaches:

Building relationships with industry, government and regulator representatives and
maintaining engagement.

Working with champions within industry, government and regulators.

Working with large organisations (e.g. one of the big four banks) whose practices then
influence others in their sector.

Building a strong, reputable brand.

“Our network means we get in the door somewhere and we can have a conversation with the right
person very quickly... that's also [because] the brand of EARG is well respected. So when we do
engage, we do get responses and people are generally very, very willing to work with us because we

have this unique expertise on an issue that is quite difficult to get elsewhere.” — EARG staff

“... the engagement has been really open, transparent, and collegiate, collaborative. So how do you
find some common ground and get movement... it's been a very respectful discussion to then help
catalyse movement and give the champion something to work with internally.” — Industry

representative

EARG staff and members/contributors noted the following characteristics of the EARG as vital to
its success:
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= EARG culture - collaborative, inclusive, respectful, non-hierarchical, and non-competitive.

= Understanding among members/contributors that differing views are acceptable and
unanimous agreement is not needed for the group to act.

= Having a broad network of contacts across multiple sectors (held across the
coordinators).

“There's a recognition [within the EARG] that everybody's experience is valuable in the sense that you
have a wide cross-section of organisations and a wide cross-section of people. And they all see
different things that show up in the family violence and economic abuse space. And it's only by adding
all of that together that you get the best answers and the best results... I've been in other groups
where it hasn't worked or hasn't been as practical and respectful as this one.” — EARG

member/contributor

“It [is] okay to have different views and not always agree on everything. And | think that really [is] the
strength of the group, that it didn't have to be unanimous agreement. There [are] issues that some
people might be working on, others not so much... It's just very collegiate and collaborative and

everyone [has] a lot of respect for each other.” — EARG staff

“There's a complete mutual respect for what financial counsellors can do and what lawyers can do.
And | don't always feel that when | go to some other meetings where sometimes it's a bit like, ‘oh,

you're just financial counsellors’.” — EARG member/contributor

“There's often squabbles [with other collaborations] about who should take the credit for a change
that's been achieved and there’s just none of that with the EARG. People are just happy to see that
change is made that's going to help people and it's just a truly collaborative effort, which | really

appreciate.” — EARG member/contributor

EARG staff reported that group membership has grown to 53 organisations, with approximately
one quarter of current members from states other than Victoria and NSW. They described
growth in participation in all states and an intention going forward to work toward a:

“...truly national group, in the sense of having really strong representation and advocacy on state-

based issues in every state.” — EARG staff

EARG staff described the benefits of working as a partnership and sharing coordination of the
EARG across staff in Victoria (one coordinator) and NSW (two coordinators) and the challenges
to working in that way. On balance, EARG staff reported that the benefits outweighed the
challenges of sharing roles across different states.

“There’s generally been three coordinators at any given time. | think we've been fairly good at

allocating and sharing responsibilities and different coordinators taking the lead on different issues
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based on their expertise... We are working very effectively over Zoom and Microsoft Teams, we have
very frequent communication. | think we collaborate really well... but having to collaborate on drafting
the member updates, newsletters, submissions etc, obviously there's inherent challenges in that...

But | think the benefits of having that representation across different states have outweighed some of

those difficulties.” — EARG staff

Benefits of working in partnership:

e Each staff member brought their own networks and connections from different states
and sectors (e.g. legal, finance), resulting in a broader network for the shared
coordination role.

e Diversity of expertise across the coordinators enabled work across different areas of law
and policy.

e Reduced risk of the national network being seen as Victoria- or NSW-centric.

e Ability to allocate and share responsibilities across multiple staff helped ensure
continuity and increased the number of issues that can be addressed.

“| think the coordination model has also really helped with momentum because we are in different
states, but we are working in different services. When one coordinator is dragged away on an urgent
issue or there's a particular priority issue or whatever it is, that momentum is then carried on by the
others. | think some projects can encounter challenges where the momentum is very dependent on
leadership and on capacity of the people leading the network. So | think this [partnership model]

really mitigated against that risk.” — EARG staff

Challenges of working in partnership:

e Some duplication is unavoidable when working in a collaborative partnership.
e |t can be slower to develop relationships and progress some work when infrequently
working together in person.

Enablers:

e Coordinators shared similar work ethics, valuing a collaborative approach to the work
that focused on shared over individual success. (This was noted by coordinators and
observed by members/contributors).

e Growth in availability of asynchronous collaboration tools?® (e.g. Teams, Miro, Padlet, etc).

NSW EARG staff reported that they were greatly assisted by the established Victorian network.
They described that working with the Victorian network provided:

¢ A model or ‘blueprint’ for the NSW network to follow or build on. The model included a
governance structure, communications approach, IT system, etc.

e Examples of policy and law reform approaches, including learnings about what works.

e Connection to the well-respected EARG brand.

20 Asynchronous tools enable people to collaborate at different times and different locations. Users access
and provide information intermittently, at their convenience.
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“It was enormously valuable for [the Victorian coordinator] to work closely with us to establish the
New South Wales group because it was everything from the name and logo, inclusion on the website,
being able to be connected to some of her networks and having her strategic advice on how we
might approach certain issues as well as literally examples of work that she'd done in Victoria...
[Without this] it would've taken us a lot longer to have established our group and to actually get

working on things.” — NSW EARG staff

“If we had to start from the beginning with a new name and new everything, it would've taken a lot
longer. | think that the EARG name and reputation is incredibly valuable if you're going to set up a
state-based group like we did in New South Wales. To have that name and that reputation opens

doors and we... benefit from the success they've had in Victoria.” - NSW EARG staff

NSW EARG staff described that working with the Victorian network has helped them with their
state-based reform work. Experiences in Victoria have helped inform the policy changes the
NSW network has sought and provided an understanding of realistic timeframes for achieving
change.

“| think having the NSW-Victorian partnership has helped. Right now we are working on fines reform
and car registration in New South Wales, and we've really been working closely with Victoria because
they're more progressed on that issue than we are here and it's been really helpful to understand
what they've done and also just reassuring because it's taking a long time but our colleagues down in

Victoria [explained] it took four to five years.” — NSW EARG staff

It was also noted that while Victoria had progressed further on most issues than other states,
there are issues where the NSW network has contributed to changes not yet achieved in
Victoria, and the Victorian network (and other states) will benefit from those learnings.

“Victoria being initially much further ahead than New South Wales and its responses to family
violence... has helped New South Wales get a leg-up and have a model to follow and be able to say,
‘okay, well we've now got an evidence base, and we've got examples of policy and law reform that we
like and that we don't like, and that can now inform our strategy and advocacy in New South Wales'.
And similarly, with things like coercive control, NSW is a few steps ahead and that policy transfer is

likely to happen in the other direction in future.” — NSW EARG staff

Feedback was gathered from all evaluation participants regarding the future development of
the EARG. The key recommendation, noted by EARG staff, members/contributors, and industry
stakeholders alike, was to build the membership of the national EARG to include multiple
people and organisations from every state and territory. It was suggested that presenting at the
Financial Counselling Australia Conference and the National Community Legal Centres
Conference (both annual) would be good platforms for raising awareness of the group across
the country.

“It's established itself as a respected voice. It's now time to work at how we can expand that so all the

country can get the benefit of that.” - EARG member/contributor
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“In an ideal world, I'd like to see us have our national meeting where we are talking about national
issues... issues that are affecting all of our members, talking about amendments or advocacy around
federal legislation and then breaking out into state-based [or issue-based] groups... have space
created for that smaller group of members to do their collective advocacy on that issue. And ideally,
we would have a membership base where we could do that in a sensible way, where there would be

enough active members in each of those states to have those conversations.” — EARG staff

Evaluation participants shared various suggestions about how to strengthen the EARGC's
operations:

e Working groups or special interest groups. Develop issues-based groups for
members/contributors to join as per their interests. The EARG coordinators could then
liaise in a more timely and efficient manner with relevant and interested
members/contributors when opportunities in a particular area arise. Consideration will
need to be given to how working groups will be led and by whom, if there is an
expectation of ongoing, self-directed activity. It may be that working groups need to be
led by an EARG coordinator. Special interest groups may be a less formal option, where
members/contributors indicate issues they are interested in being consulted on or
involved in. Special interest group members would be contacted as and when
opportunities arise and can then choose how they wish to be involved, without an
expectation of any activity between these opportunities. It will be important to provide
members/contributors regular opportunities to register and/or update their interests,
especially as membership grows and new issues arise.

e Strengthen the EARG strategy to provide clearer criteria for making decisions about how
to prioritise and decide what to work on, and how to strategically balance issues and
opportunities that arise with ongoing work.

“This has always been a challenge and will continue to be a challenge — how we prioritise our time
towards each of [reactive and proactive opportunities]... We need to have really clear strategies in
place for how we are going to approach those issues and make sure that every time there's a reactive
opportunity that arises that we're not letting our proactive issues drop off... but still balancing that
reactive work.” — EARG staff

e Create more opportunities for EARG members/contributors to connect with each other.

o Annual, in-person forum or conference.

o Develop ways for improving contact between members/contributors, including
accessing each other’s contact details and information about areas of expertise
and interest, so they can connect with less reliance on coordinators (e.g. online
directory with member-only access).

“It'd be nice to have once a year an actual get together in real life. Not just a regular old meeting, but
something for a plan, a project, a goal, an action. It could be good to have like a financial abuse one
day conference or something and invite everyone and try and build those relationships stronger so

that then more people come to the meetings.” — EARG member/contributor

e Make it easier for organisations to engage with the EARG's work and resources.

o Continue to refine the EARG's information sharing approach. Some
members/contributors are not sufficiently clear about where to find documents
and other information and want a platform that is easier to access and navigate.
This needs to be balanced against the need for consistency in information
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sharing. Some members/contributors found it confusing to trial different
platforms and contact coordinators directly for information rather than try to find
it themselves, which places extra demand on coordinators’ time.

o Hold every other bi-monthly member meeting at a different time/day. Alternate
between morning and afternoon meetings to make it easier for those in Central
and Western Australia to attend.

o Continue to engage a facilitator for bi-monthly member meetings.

e Invest time to secure further funding.

o Members/contributors were clear that a funded, central coordination role is
critical to the effectiveness of the EARG. There was concern expressed that
without a dedicated coordination role much of the work would not happen.

o Develop a pitch deck? to share with targeted potential funders (e.g.
governments, philanthropists) that outlines the issues faced by victim-survivors of
economic abuse, how the EARG helps, and the costs involved in doing so.
Proactively seek funding as well as apply for advertised grants.

Evaluation participants also shared suggestions about how to strengthen EARG advocacy:

e Develop a ‘league table’ as a tool for motivating organisations to improve their responses
to victim-survivors of economic abuse. This would involve rating or ranking organisations
according to their policies, practices and products, and sharing it with those
organisations to highlight positive responses and help organisations understand how
they compare to their peers. Financial Counselling Australia’s Rank the Banks (and other
creditors) 2019%2 can be used as a foundation for thinking about how the EARG might do
this.

“Financial Counselling Australia has ranked the banks for their financial difficulty and hardship
processes. What would it look like if [the EARG] had something similar? And you don't always have to
do it above the line and name and shame people, but if you give them the information. No one likes
being last on those lists... and when you do those sort of league tables, you then point out what are
the really good things too. So you... lift everyone up rather than making them feel ashamed that

they're all down.” — Industry representative

e Where possible, link advocacy to compliance obligations. The RG 274 Product design
and distribution obligations? were highlighted as useful for the EARG to frame
conversations with issuers and distributors of financial products, about the vulnerability
of victim-survivors of economic abuse.

e For government advocacy:
o Research other individuals and organisations that might be aligned with the
EARG. Consider collaborating with ‘unlikely allies’, such as industry.
o Invite government representatives to bi-monthly member meetings to share an
update on a specific issue, and provide opportunity to build relationships.

2 One member with experience offered to help develop this.

22 Financial Counselling Australia (2019) Rank the Banks (and other creditors) Available at:

https://www financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au/docs/rank-the-banks-and-other-creditors-2019/ (Last
accessed 12 June 2023)

2 ASIC (11 December 2020) RC 274 Product design and distribution obligations Available at:
https://asic.gov.au/regulatory-resources/find-a-document/regulatory-guides/rg-274-product-design-and-
distribution-obligations/ (Last accessed 12 June 2023)
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e Capacity building:
Provide more training and capacity building to industry, especially those with

poorer practices (e.g. non-bank lenders, debt collectors).
Consider developing a suite of recorded seminars on key topics to add to the

EARG's resources for industry and for advocates.

o

Consider creating a panel of economic abuse victim-survivors for the EARG coordinators
to consult as needed, to inform work by the EARG and its members.

Economic Abuse Reference Group — Evaluation Report (July 2023)

30



The evaluation used a mixed methods approach. Data collection methods were primarily
gualitative, supplemented by quantitative survey data, to assist in answering the evaluation
guestions.

The evaluator reviewed key project documents including:
e Project funding agreements
e EARG Terms of Reference
e Reports to funders (these include lists of submissions, lists of engagements, reforms
achieved, description of EARG's work, membership engagement activities)
¢ Monthly member updates (March, April, May 2023)
e EARG Issues Tracker
e Member Survey and results (February 2022).

Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted with 16 stakeholders (listed in Appendix
D) including:

= EARG Victoria-based coordinator

= EARG NSW coordinators

=  EARG members/contributors

= Representatives from industry, regulators and government.

Interviews were conducted by videoconference and took approximately 60 mins for EARG staff
and 20 - 45 minutes for other stakeholders. With stakeholder permission, interviews were
recorded and transcribed in full to support detailed analysis. Permission was obtained from
stakeholders to use anonymised quotes from their interviews in this report.

The evaluator collaborated with the EARG coordinators to develop the 2023 EARG Member
Survey, revising some parts of the 2022 survey to ensure data collected would address the key
evaluation questions.

A link to the 2023 EARG Member Survey was emailed to the 119 people who have asked to
receive the EARG monthly email updates?:. The list includes members and contributors from
approximately 56 organisations across Australia. The survey was open from 12t - 26" May 2023
and was completed by 24 people (response rate = 20.2%).

24 Updates include invitations to meetings and links to shared documents, providing people opportunity to
provide input to reform work (e.g. submissions).
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It is noted that while a response rate of 20% is typical of surveys of this type, it is low and thereby
reduces the confidence with which the survey results can be generalised to the larger group.
The sample size attained provides a margin of error of 15% at the 90% confidence level. This
means that for any percentage calculated from the sample of responses, it is 90% likely that the
true value for all members/contributors lies within +/- 15 of that percentage (i.e. a range of 30%).
Where the margin of error is greater than 10%, survey results should be considered to represent
the experience of those who responded to the survey only; they may not accurately reflect the
experience of all members/contributors and so should be read with that caveat.

The survey was completed by members and contributors with different roles, including financial
counsellors, program managers and CEOs. Just over half of respondents were from Victoria or
NSW and one fifth were from organisations that operated nationally. (See Table 4.)

Table 4: Location of member organisations’ services/operations

Victoria 39.1 9

National 217 5

Queensland 17.4 4

New South Wales 13.0 3

South Australia 4.3 1

Western Australia 4.3 1
N=23%°

Interview data were analysed for themes using NVivo 11 (specialist qualitative data analysis
software). Survey data were analysed using Microsoft Excel.

The evaluator prepared a draft evaluation report which was shared with EARG staff for review. A
feedback meeting was convened for EARG staff to discuss the findings with the evaluator and
refine the recommendations. Feedback was incorporated into the final version of this report.

25 One respondent did not answer this question.
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Staff from the following organisations contribute to the Economic Abuse Reference Group's

work:

—_

NN

10.
.

12.
13.

14.

15.
6.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.

Anglicare
Arise Foundation
Brisbane Domestic Violence Service

Care Financial Counselling Service &
Consumer Law Centre (ACT)

Centre for Women's Economic
Safety

Consumer Action Law Centre (Vic)
Consumer Credit Legal Service (WA)

Council for Single Mothers and their
Children

Domestic Violence NSW
EACH

Financial Counselling Australia
Financial Counselling Victoria

Financial Counsellors’ Association of
WA

Financial Counsellors’ Association of
NSW

Financial Independence Hub
Financial Rights Legal Centre (NSW)

Good Shepherd Australia & New
Zealand

Hume Riverina Community Legal
Service

Indigenous Consumer Assistance
Network

Justice Connect
LawRight

Legal Aid NSW

Legal Aid Qld
Macarthur Legal Centre

McAuley Community Services for
Women

26.
27.

28.

29.

30.

3.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.
40.

4.

42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.

48.
49.
50.

51
52.
53.

National Debt Helpline

Northern Rivers Commmunity Legal
Centre

No to Violence

Primary Care Connect

Redfern Legal Centre

Safe & Equal (Vic)

Salvation Army

Salvation Army Money Care (WA)
Small Business Debt Helpline
Social Security Rights Victoria
South East Community Links
South East Monash Legal Service

Southern Community Justice Centre
(SA)

Thriving Communities Partnership
Uniting Country SA

Uniting Kildonan

Upper Murray Family Care

Victoria Legal Aid

Wesley Mission WA

WESNET

WEstjustice

Women's Information & Referral
Exchange (WIRE)

Women's Legal Service NSW
Women's Legal Service Qld
Women's Legal Service SA
Women's Legal Service Tas
Women's Legal Service Victoria
Zahra Foundation (SA)
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Economic Abuse Reference Group Submissions 2019 - 2023

Submission to Inquiry into Bank Closures in Regional Australia (April 2023)
Submission to Electronic Transaction Act Consultation (March 2023)

Submission to Treasury Options Paper on Buy Now Pay Later (December 2022)
Submission to Corporate Insolvency Inquiry (November 2022)

National Coercive Control Principles (November 2022)

Response to Taxpayers' Charter Review: Joint community response (October 2022)
Submission to NSW Coercive Control Draft Bill (August 2022)

Submission to Victims' Rights and Support Act Statutory Review (NSW) (July 2022)

Response to Australian Financial Security Authority (AFSA) Draft Vulnerability Framework (June
2022)

Brief response to draft AUSTRAC Guidance on customers who don't have conventional
identification (June 2022)

Submission to the Australia Energy Market Commission regarding proposed rule change
“Protecting Customers Affected by Family Violence” (March 2022)

Response to the draft National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022-2032
(March 2022)

Joint submission to Public Consultation by Australian Retail Credit Association regarding Credit
Reporting Code Hardship Changes (August 2021)

Submission to the Joint Select Committee on Coercive Control (NSW) regarding coercive
control in domestic relationships (February 2021)

Submission to Senate Standing Committees on Economics regarding National Consumer
Credit Protection Amendment (Supporting Economic Recovery) Bill 2020 (February 2021)

Response to review of ASIC ACCC Debt Collection Guideline (June 2021)

Submission to Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and
Communications regarding Consumer Safeguards Review (September 2020)
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This table provides a summary of the key areas and issues the EARG has worked on (2019 — 2023) and lists a 1
influence government and industry responses to customers (and others) who have problems due to econor

considered a comprehensive list of the EARGC's work.

Table 5: Summary of key issues addressed by the EARG and outcomes achieved (2019 - 2023)

Australian Financial Complaints
Authority response where
complaints involve family law
property orders

Australian Financial Complaints
Authority (AFCA) was sometimes
excluding matters where the debt
in dispute was included in a Family
Court property settlement (or could
be in the future). This led to unfair
treatment of some victim-survivors
of economic abuse, denying them
the opportunity for compensation.

Buy Now Pay Later

There has been an increase in Buy
Now Pay Later (BNPL) products
being used as a tool of financial
abuse. This leaves victim-survivors
with unmanageable debt after
having BNPL accounts fraudulently
opened in their names online.

The EARG raised its concerns
with AFCA in 2019. The issue
failed to resolve and EARG
engaged with AFCA again in
2021.

The EARG worked with AFCA to
develop and test a suitable
approach.

The EARG assisted AFCA to
develop a factsheet outlining
the revised approach.

The EARG made a submission to

the Treasury's Options Paper on
regulating BNPL products in
Australia, calling for proper
regulation to minimise harm to
victim-survivors and prevent
BNPL products being used to
perpetrate financial abuse.

The EARG also contributed to
the joint consumer submission
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AFCA published a factsheet in
November 2022, confirming th
complaints will not be rejected
unless it is clear the issue in
dispute has been dealt with in
Family Court proceedings.
Victim-survivors are now
guaranteed access to AFCA,
which can make binding
determinations against financi
institutions.

Financial abuse was referencec
in the 2022-2023 Treasury pape
on BNPL: “frictionless sign-up t
buy now pay later products
enhances other consumer
harms, such as scamming,
overselling, and financial abuse
Government has announced it
will regulate BNPL products or



Centrelink and child support
Child support can be used to
perpetrate economic abuse.
Centrelink debts were incurred by
victim-survivors because of
economic abuse.

prepared by the Close Lending
Loopholes Alliance, a network of
consumer advocacy groups
across Australia.

The EARG had ongoing
engagement with Economic
Justice Australia (EJA) and
provided support to their
advocacy work. (EJA identified
EARG as one of its major
collaborators).

The EARG wrote to Government
Ministers (and supported
members to write also) in
support of EJA's
recommendations regarding
Centrelink and family violence
and urging the Government to
include social security issues in
the draft National Plan to End
Violence Against Women and
Children 2022-2032 (National
Plan).
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a scalable responsible lending
framework.

Finance Minister Stephen Jones
said: “We have also heard that
some people may be
weaponising BNPL products in
abusive relationships” and
“Doing things like coercing their
partners to take on BNPL debts
or taking out BNPL debts in
their partner’'s name without
their knowledge.”

When Financial Counselling
Australia met with newly
appointed Minister for Social
Services Amanda Rishworth
(July 2022) they raised DFV
issues and shared a letter
provided by the EARC.
Economic security, including
social security issues, was
included for the first time in the
final National Plan to End
Violence Against Women and
Children 2022-2032.

The Social Security Guide was
amended in May 2023 to require
Centrelink decision-makers to
explicitly consider whether
domestic violence was a factor
when determining if a recipient
was a ‘member of a couple',
which impacts their rate of
payment.

the connection between BNPL
and financial abuse.

The EARG advocated, along with
others in the sector, for stronger
regulation of BNPL products
which the Government has now
committed to implementing in
legislation.

Social Security Guide changes
(May 2023) will lead to higher
rates of payment for some
people experiencing DFV, giving
them an independent source of
income when leaving an
abusive relationship, and wiill
potentially lead to fewer
Centrelink debts for victim-
survivors.

Recognition of economic
security and social security
issues in the National Plan
should focus government
response to violence against
women on these issues.

36



Coercive Control

Coercive control is a pattern of
abusive behaviours which removes
freedom, autonomy and agency
from the victim-survivor, usually
occurring alongside other forms of
domestic and family violence,
including economic abuse.

Economic abuse is not defined in
any DFV legislation in NSW, and
there is a lack of understanding of
coercive control among the
community, police and judiciary

The EARG met with interested °
MPs to discuss the benefits and
limitations of criminalising

coercive control, as well as the

lack of understanding and
recognition of financial abuse in
NSW (2020).

The EARG made a submissionto | ®
the NSW Joint Select

Committee on Coercive Control
(established to inquire into and
report on coercive control in .
domestic relationships) and
appeared at the inquiry (March
2021).

The EARG made a submission

on a draft bill to criminalise
coercive control and appeared

at the NSW Senate Committee
inquiry to give evidence about
concerns with the proposed
legislation (October 2022).
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EARG NSW submissions, letters
to MPs and advocacy alongside
others in the sector led to a
NSW Senate inquiry to review
the draft legislation, at which
the EARG was invited to appear
and give expert evidence.

EARG coordinators published an
opinion piece in The Guardian
highlighting concerns with the
draft legislation.

Final legislation was passed with
important review provisions,
safeguards for victim-survivors
and improved definitions.

¢ Financial abuse was recognised
in NSW legislation for the first
time with consistent examples
of economically and financially
abusive behaviours (amended
from draft bill to final bill due to
EARG recommendations).

e Greater recognition and
understanding of coercive
control and financial abuse in
the community.

e EARG evidence was quoted in
the Senate Committee's final
report (November 2022).

e The EARG was quoted in the
Second Reading Debate by
Jenny Leong MP (October 2022,
Hansard):

“The Economic Abuse Reference

Group, an informal group of

community organisations that

collectively work to influence
government and industry responses
to reduce the financial impact of

family violence, noted:

The introduction of the new
coercive control offence will require
significant and extensive cultural
and systems reform. A failure to
allow the necessary time and
provide appropriate resources for
such cultural and systems reform
will lead to an underprepared and
under-resourced police force, court
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Company directors

The victim-survivor is made the sole
director or co-director of a company
controlled by their partner.
Resulting issues or impacts include
the victim-survivors being:

e Personally liable for
company/business debts.

e In breach of directors’
duties, such as trading
insolvent. (There is a risk of
ASIC prosecution.)

e Liable for taxes connected
with the company/business

The EARG, with input from
Vivien Chen from Monash
University, made a submission
to the review of corporate
insolvency in Australia to raise
these issues (October 2022).
The EARG coordinators gave a
presentation to members about
the issues, tips for assisting
victim-survivors and
opportunities for reform
(October 2022).

The EARG, along with other
community organisations, met
with ASIC and the ATO to
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Improved understanding
among financial counsellors of
options for assisting clients
experiencing this issue,
including how to find relevant

information and referral options.

system and legal profession

struggling to implement important

reforms. The consequence may bée

exposing women, children and

other victims of survivors to even
greater risks.”

EARG advocacy led to important
improvements in the final
legislation including extra
review provisions, cultural and
systems reform such as
monitoring of the types of
behaviours prosecuted and
whether the offence is
prosecuted on its own or with
other offences, and expanding
the review provision to assess
impacts for Aboriginal, LGBTIQ+
and CALD people.

Ongoing.
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and director penalties
imposed by the ATO.

e Ineligible for Centrelink if
they are a director, despite
receiving no income from
the company/business.

e Obliged to pay liquidator
costs.

e Ineligible for Legal Aid
support.

There is limited free legal advice
and practical assistance for a victim-
survivor to resign or be removed as
company director. Very few
community legal centres and family
lawyers will advise. Many feel they
lack expertise.

Council rates

Some local councils had poor
responses to ratepayers in hardship,
including those experiencing family
violence.

Credit reporting

A victim-survivor's credit report can
be affected due to family violence

discuss the issues (May 2023
and ongoing).

The EARG and members met
with the Victorian Ombudsman
who investigated local councils’
response to customers in
hardship. (2021)

The EARG is having input to the
development of new guidance
for local councils responding to
residents experiencing
hardship/vulnerability. (2023)

The EARG wrote the section on
DFV for submission to Public
Consultation by Australian Retail
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Victorian Ombudsman report
made four recommendations
that related to family violence.
(2021)

Victorian Government legislated
to require local councils to have
processes to respond to
ratepayers in financial hardship.
(2022)

Ministerial guidance is currently
being developed (2023).

Office of the Australian
Information Commissioner
recommended changes to the

Ongoing.

e The Credit Reporting Code is

being amended (2023) to take
these changes into account.
Consumers and advocates will
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and economic abuse. Credit reports
can be used as a tool of abuse by
some perpetrators who
intentionally harm a partner or ex-
partner’s credit report.

Debt collection

Many creditors use debt collection
agents or sell debts to debt
collectors. Even where the creditor
has appropriate DFV policies, a debt
collector may not respond
appropriately to the customer, or
may put the customer at risk.

Credit Association (ARCA)
regarding Credit Reporting
Code Hardship Changes.
(August 2021)

Ongoing engagement (email
responses and meetings) with
the Australian Banking
Association (ABA) and ARCA
regarding victim-survivors'
rights to change negative
information arising from DFV.
The EARG co-authored a guide
for financial counsellors and
community lawyers to help
them understand changes to
the credit reporting system
relevant to victim-survivors and
better advocate for their clients
(2022).

The EARG provided feedback
and case studies to review of the
ACCC/ASIC Debt Collection
Guideline (2021).

The EARG also raised concerns
about two specific debt
collectors — one complaint
resulting in ACCC action against
the company and ACCC
warning to a group of creditors.
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Credit Reporting Code to allow
withholding or correction of
information caused by DFV. The
ABA supported these reforms.
Ongoing work by ARCA (in
consultation with the EARG) on
changes to the Credit Reporting
Code.

ASIC made a statement
confirming that credit providers
could withhold or change credit
reporting information if due to
DFV.

The ACCC/ASIC Debt Collection
Guideline was changed to
include four references to DFV
including when contact might
be unreasonable and taking
care where there is DFV and
joint debt.

be able to seek changes to
credit reports where negative
information is due to DFV
(thereby improving the victim-
survivor's financial situation and
ability to obtain credit in future).

The ACCC stated regarding the
revised Guideline: “Content has
... been added about debtors
experiencing family violence
and the collectors contacting
them.”

The ACCC sent a letter to all
debt collectors about legal
compliance, including a
warning that if DFV is disclosed,
it may not be considered
reasonable for a debt collector
to continue to make contact.
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Energy — National Energy
Guidelines

While energy companies in Victoria
must comply with family violence
rules (since 2017), there were no
similar obligations in other states.
The Australian Energy Market
Commission (AEMC) proposed to
develop national rules.

Family lawyers’ understanding of
economic abuse and available
remedies

Private family lawyers often have
limited understanding of economic
abuse, including the assistance
available from financial counsellors
and how financial compensation
can affect family law property
matters. As a result, victim-survivors
often do not achieve the best
possible outcome in Family Court
proceedings.

The EARG engaged in early
discussions, contributed to
planning for a workshop, gave a
presentation at the workshop
and wrote a submission (2022).

Redfern Legal Centre ran a
series of three online webinars
for community lawyers in
November/December 2022 and
a series of three webinars for
private family lawyers in
February/March 2023, to
increase the capability of family
lawyers across Australia to
identify and address financial
abuse in family law financial
matters.

Content was developed in
consultation with EARG
members across Australia who
had identified gaps in
understanding by family
lawyers.
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e The new national energy rules
regarding DFV apply from May
2023.

e Improved understanding
among participating financial
counsellors and community
lawyers of the avenues available
to victim-survivors in family law.

e |Improved understanding

among participating family
lawyers of :

o The role of financial
counsellors and community
lawyers

o The remedies available to
victim-survivors (e.g.
financial compensation
through AFCA or other
external dispute resolution
schemes, victims'
compensation payments)

o How to address economic
abuse in Family Court
proceedings

o Strategies to prevent
compensation being
accessed by perpetrator.

The EARG (and another
community submission)
outlined specific areas that
could be improved, and the final
draft included most of those
suggestions.

Participants of the first webinar
series reported an average 22%
increase in their knowledge of
the subject matter after the
webinar, and an average 24%
increase in their confidence in
helping clients with these issues
after the webinar.

Participants of the second
webinar series reported an
average 26% increase in their
knowledge of the subject
matter after the webinar, and an
average 32% increase in their
confidence in helping clients
with these issues after the
webinar.

Feedback from participants
included:

“Some excellent insights into
practical steps to take in relation to
joint debt and debt acquired
without the client's consent.
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Insurance issues impacting
victim-survivors

A range of issues including:

a)

Exclusions precluding
victim-survivors from
claiming where damage is
caused intentionally by the
perpetrator.

When a policy is held in
perpetrator's name, the

victim-survivor cannot claim.

A valid claim may be paid to
the perpetrator alone if the
insurance is in the
perpetrator's name.

A claim may be rejected on
the basis that the victim
invited the perpetrator into
the house even if the
perpetrator is not a joint-
owner or co-insured (even if
entry required by court, e.g.
for child access).

The perpetrator may cancel
insurance without the
victim’s knowledge.

A number of EARG members
participated in the Insurance
Council of Australia’s (ICA)
Consumer Liaison Forum (20
September, 2019) and as guest
presenters at the ICA's
Consumers Experiencing
Vulnerability Working Group (31
March 2021).

The EARG supported the ICA in
seeking relief from ASIC so they
could avoid giving information
to an insured person where

there was a DFV risk (mid-2022).

A number of EARG members
are involved in advisory groups
(or similar) to the ICA and
individual insurers.

Ongoing engagement with ICA.

The EARG supported insurers'’
proposal to the regulator that
they could withhold certain
information from an insured in
cases where there were DFV
risks. (This addresses issue f))
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e The ICA has:

O

Held a workshop with
community representatives
(Sept 2019) to discuss the
more legally complex
issues raised by EARG.
Established a Consumers
Experiencing Vulnerability
Working Group (Sept 2020).
Published a new General
Insurance Code of Practice,
effective from 1 July 2021,
which includes DFV
guidance for industry and
requires insurers to publish
a DFV policy.

Developed, in consultation
with the EARG, a document
for sharing with EARG
members outlining issues
addressed and ICA's
current work re DFV. (Jan
2021)

Took steps to ensure
insurers could withhold
certain information in DFV
circumstances (e.g. not
informing perpetrator of

Thought this webinar was
excellent.”

“Thank you for this very informative
and useful seminar, | have learned
so much and it has increased my
confidence in providing advice to
my clients in these circumstances."

96% of insurers have a family
violence policy on their website
(as required by the Code and
audited by the Insurance Code
Governance Committee).
Members and other advocates
report better outcomes for
some victim-survivors dealing
with insurance companies due
to Code requirements and as
companies take a more flexible
approach where DFV is involved.
For example, some cases where
insurers have made a payment
to a victim-survivor even where
not legally required to do so.
ICA and individual insurers
continue to consult with the
EARG regarding DFV issues.
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f)  Where the perpetrator is the
insured but has caused the
damage, insurers required
to inform the insured person
of payments made to a
victim-survivor.

Telecommunications

Victim-survivors may be liable for an
account used by a perpetrator (and
unable to return handset etc).

Perpetrator may hold account for
victim-survivor's device, therefore
able to cancel account.

Victim-survivors may need help to
protect their device from tracking or
to stop receiving abuse.
Victim-survivor may be liable for
debts incurred by perpetrator as
part of abuse.

The EARG provided input to the
telco industry DFV industry
guideline (2022/2023). Also input
to original guideline in 2018.
Met with Minister for
Telecommunications and raised
DFV issues and need for
stronger regulation.
Submission to Consumer
Safeguards Review for telcos.
Submissions to ACMA
(regulator) re its approach to
consumer vulnerability. (2022).

Economic Abuse Reference Group — Evaluation Report (July 2023)

cash payout to victim-
survivor).
AAMI included a clause in their
new home insurance policies
which addresses issues a) and
d). Many other large insurers
followed suit. (Feb 21)

The EARG'’s input was taken into
account. For example, ACMA's
draft document contained one
reference to DFV, whereas the
final one contained seven
references and included the
EARG's suggestions.

e Increasing awareness of DFV
within the industry and
regulator. Although responses
from businesses can be
inconsistent, there are some
effective processes.

e Businesses are starting to add to
their terms and conditions
prohibiting the use of the
service for abuse.

e The Minister for
Telecommunications
announced an enforceable
industry standard for customers
in hardship (which the EARG
believes incorporates DFV) in
2023.

e In arecent media release (2023)
the Minister for
Telecommunications said:

"l am considering what further tools
are necessary to ensure victim-
survivors of domestic and family
violence are appropriately
supported - including any changes
to consumer protection rules."
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Vehicle registration and licensing

Victim-survivor incurs fines because
vehicle driven by ex-partner is
registered in their name (and can't
transfer registration without
partner’'s consent).

Homeless victim-survivors living in
car registered in ex-partner’'s name,
but now unregistered.
Victim-survivors need assistance
regarding number plates or driver
licenses if being used for
abuse/tracking.

The EARG engaged with
VicRoads from 2018 onwards,
initial paper and ongoing
meetings.

Continue to engage with
VicRoads who have now offered
to assist the EARG to raise these
issues nationally with Austroads
(the peak for registration and
licensing bodies in all states).

Economic Abuse Reference Group — Evaluation Report (July 2023)

VicRoads promoted assistance
to DFV victim-survivors on its
website, with a special DFV
phone number. VicRoads
confirmed it had specialist
trained DFV staff.

VicRoads implemented process
for common issues, but
responses are given by trained
staff on case-by-case basis. (Dec
2020)

Reports from EARG members of
responses from VicRoads
regarding DFV clients that are
understanding and attempt to
resolve the issues. Solutions
provided for victim-survivors
who are incurring fines due to
the conduct of ex-partner.
Simpler to get assistance for
these clients from VicRoads.
Austroads now inviting the
EARG to discuss this issue with
all state agencies.
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