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The Magistrates’ Court’s specialist family violence response  
For many people affected by family violence, the courts will play a key role in their experience of 
the family violence system. The Magistrates’ Court of Victoria (MCV) has been developing, 
testing and refining specialist responses to family violence for over 20 years. The Royal 
Commission into Family Violence brought this work  into sharp public focus and necessitated a 
more integrated family violence system through extensive reform and importantly, additional 
resources.  

MCV has undertaken a significant reform agenda to deliver better outcomes for people affected 
by family violence. At the centre of the Court’s work is the establishment of the Specialist Family 
Violence Courts (SFVCs). In 2005, the Magistrates’ Court established a separate court division 
to respond to family violence by establishing the Family Violence Court Division (FV Division) at 
Ballarat and Heidelberg Magistrates’ Courts. Both sites became leading examples of multi-
disciplinary courts in Australia and met many internationally accepted benchmarks of best 
practice. 

The Royal Commission recognised the value in this therapeutic approach, noting these 
innovations provided important support to affected family members (AFMs) and enabled better 
engagement with respondents. The Royal Commission found that this specialist response should 
be more widely available and recommended that all family violence intervention order (FVIO) 
matters should be heard in courts with the features of the FV Division (subject to exceptions), 
and that all headquarter court locations should be SFVCs with the functions  of the FV Division.  

The proposed new approach was to extend beyond the availability of support services at court to 
more active court case management and more sophisticated listing processes – helping to 
ensure matters are appropriately triaged and prepared for hearing (for example, with interpreters, 
legal and specialist support services engaged where appropriate) and bringing together related 
matters and cross FVIO applications. The new approach required significant infrastructure 
upgrades, trained SFVC staff and magistrates, more structured information-sharing, risk 
management and significant technology upgrades.  

MCV established a model which ensured that the court experience could be trauma-informed, 
led by the principles in the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 with the fundamental principles 
of fair and equal access to justice unchanged.  

The Royal Commission acknowledged that a new specialist family violence approach would only 
be possible with sufficient government resourcing. Twenty-six of the 227 recommendations were 
subsequently directed to MCV. With these recommendations now acquitted, MCV is at an 
important stage – reviewing progress, identifying and implementing improvement opportunities 
and driving new strategic directions.  

Thirteen SFVCs are now operating in Victoria, hearing approximately 70% of family violence 
related matters across the state, and marking a significant milestone in the Court’s reform 
journey.  

About the evaluation  
Independent evaluation plays an important role in developing the model and expanding access 
to specialist responses across MCV. It enables the Court to monitor progress, identify success 
and determine opportunities for improvement in line with the Court’s vision. 

The Centre for Forensic Behavioural Science at Swinburne University of Technology was 
engaged to undertake an evaluation of the family violence reforms implemented by MCV 
between 2019 and 2021.  
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The evaluation sought to assess the effectiveness of the reforms in addressing identified needs, 
implementation progress, and success in achieving outcomes. In particular, it was to examine 
the extent to which MCV's family violence reforms were contributing to improved safety for court 
users experiencing family violence, greater accountability for people using violence, and a more 
accessible and inclusive response for court users in family violence matters. 

The evaluation principally focused on the SFVC model as it was being implemented in the first 
five gazetted court locations. However, the evaluation was also intended to take a global view of 
the efficacy of MCV's reform program. As such, it considered other initiatives which both 
supported and extended beyond the SFVCs, including the provision of specialist family violence 
practitioners, the implementation of risk and information sharing frameworks, specialist training 
for magistrates and court staff, and infrastructure and processes designed to improve information 
provision and support to court users before hearings. 

The evaluation compared SFVCs with headquarter courts which were not SFVCs at the time, to 
examine differences in implementation and effectiveness of the family violence response 
between the two kinds of courts – observing the collective work happening across SFVCs and 
non-SFVCs but acknowledging the distinctives in the SFVC model.  

The extended period over which this evaluation was intended to take place allowed for 
substantial development and growth of SFVCs over time. At the beginning of the evaluation, the 
only court locations in the new SFVC Division were Ballarat and Shepparton. Now, the Court is 
operating thirteen SFVCs statewide. 

A key characteristic of the evaluation period is that it came to be dominated by the COVID-19 
pandemic and lockdown periods in Victoria. The pandemic prompted major shifts in court 
operations and adaptations to the family violence reform program, disrupted plans for how the 
evaluation was conducted and had unforeseeable impacts on data available to the evaluators. 

Nevertheless, the evaluation continued and both Swinburne and MCV were able to adapt to a 
substantially different operating environment to the one which the evaluation was originally 
designed for. This included necessary frequent and dynamic shifts to court operations to ensure 
continuity of service.  

The core principles and objectives of the family violence reform agenda had been largely 
achieved in the first tranche of SFVCs by the end of 2021. Consequently, it was expected that 
non-SFVCs would be less advanced in their family violence response than the courts that were 
SFVCs. In fact, the majority of intended reforms were implemented across both SFVC and non-
SFVC court locations. The Court is proud of this significant achievement, particularly given the 
backdrop of a global pandemic and the unprecedented demand for family violence related court 
services.  

The Executive Summary provides an overview of the findings of the Swinburne evaluation, and 
insight into the substantial progress made in delivering these reforms. It also illustrates some of 
the challenges the Court has encountered in its ongoing efforts to improve its response to family 
violence. Since the conclusion of the evaluation period, substantial work has continued within 
MCV, and many of the challenges identified in the evaluation have been addressed.  

MCV has continued to progress the roll-out of SFVCs. All headquarter courts are now gazetted 
as SFVCs, with additional specialist staff, utilising the SFVC Operating Model and applying the 
model’s policies and procedures. Capital upgrades to Dandenong Magistrates’ Court were 
completed and operational in February 2024, with upgrades to a further six SFVCs in progress 
and due to be completed over the next 2 years. . This will provide all SFVCs with additional 
safety features and enhanced facilities for court users.  

This evaluation has provided important support for the SFVC Operating Model and highlights the 
positive outcomes it delivers when implemented to its full capacity. It has highlighted the 
importance of this work and the need for ongoing monitoring, evaluation and resourcing to 
support effective implementation.   
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Building on strong foundations: expansion of MCV’s specialist 
family violence response 
The evaluation demonstrates the strength of the SFVC Operating Model – highlighting that a 
person-centred, integrated, and inclusive approach sets a critical foundation for an effective 
specialist family violence response. The model takes a holistic approach to the court experience, 
establishing an operating environment which enables an approach focused on safety, prevention 
of harm and management of family violence risk.  

One of the key features is fit-for-purpose infrastructure to ensure parties can attend court safely 
and separately, in safe waiting areas, through separate entrances or via remote witness facilities 
to allow parties to participate in a safe way. The model also includes applicant and respondent 
practitioners – who provide referrals to social, legal and specialist support at court and beyond – 
specialist training for court staff, and magistrates with powers to order respondents to attend 
court-approved counselling which promotes accountability and encourages behaviour change. 

Beyond these visible changes, the model establishes a sophisticated set of formal policies and 
procedures to streamline FVIO application processes, improve list management strategies, 
enable co-ordination and triage of matters through daily triage and meetings, ensure consistency 
across court locations and across matters, and enable clarity among court staff and parties. By 
promoting a culture of shared specialist knowledge, the model supports integration, collaboration 
and coordination. Guided by the leadership of specialist magistrates and supported by dedicated 
resourcing, it establishes the authorising environment for progress with clear roles, expectations 
and outcomes.  

At the time of publication, SFVCs are now operating at all headquarter court locations and 
specialist expertise is continuing to expand through ongoing implementation of the Multi-Agency 
Risk Assessment and Management (MARAM) framework, training for court staff, specialist 
training for magistrates, and support from functions such as the former Family Violence Contact 
Centre (FVCC) now integrated into the MCV Service Centre, FVIO online form, online hearings, 
and Remote Hearing Support Service (RHSS), with pre court practices embedded into daily 
operations..  

Strong culture and clear leadership critical to success 
The evaluation confirmed that it was in the strength of court culture, and a united vision of 
success, that enabled the effective implementation of the first five SFVCs. It also emphasised 
that ongoing investment in this culture, leadership and collective commitment is critical to the 
success of this reform in the long-term. 

MCV acknowledges that the success of this reform is dependent on those charged with leading 
and delivering it.  

There has been significant resourcing, capital upgrades, a public commitment to drive change, 
improve process and improve outcomes, uniting and empowering staff in their commitment to the 
model. Staff provided valuable contributions to operations and infrastructure design and 
development. They received intensive induction training to equip them with the skills, capabilities 
and wellbeing supports they needed to succeed – with collective focus on delivering a better 
experience for court users affected by family violence. The additional resourcing meant staff had 
the support and capacity they needed to do their work effectively. 

As a judicial-led organisation, change and reform of this size would not be possible without 
judicial leadership. SFVC staff noted the critical role that an engaged and supportive judiciary 
played in implementation of the SFVCs. The Court’s family violence reform will continue to be led 
and driven by the Chief Magistrate, supported by the Supervising Magistrates and Lead Family 
Violence Magistrates, to collectively support further progress and drive continuous improvement.  
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The evaluation acknowledges the contribution and commitment of MCV staff across Victoria in 
the response to family violence every day. The Court will continue to take a people-focused 
approach, support staff with streamlined processes, specialist expertise, professional 
development and training opportunities to support their SFVC work. 

Delivering an efficient and effective therapeutic response against rising demand 
The evaluation highlights the challenge of an increasing number of listings and the consequent 
demand for infrastructure, staff and specialist services to maintain the pace and integrity of the 
specialised family violence response. With social, legal and policy changes all driving an 
increase in awareness and reporting in relation to family violence, the demand for integrated, 
specialist court-based responses has never been greater.  

People who have experienced family violence are seen across all jurisdictions within MCV. An 
efficient and effective court response is needed to mitigate against harm to parties. The 
evaluation found that, when properly resourced, the SFVC Operating Model is an efficient and 
effective means of promptly providing a court-based response, and ensuring parties are 
connected with appropriate services. The evaluation confirmed that without appropriate 
resourcing, the ability to deliver a consistent, timely and therapeutic response is not possible. 

MCV continues to monitor data, trends and case clearance rates to ensure there is a strong 
understanding of the demand pressures faced by SFVCs and subsequent impacts on the Court’s 
ability to deliver a therapeutic response.  

MCV is continuing to recruit and train  specialist staff and is engaged with the collective work 
under Building from Strength: 10-Year Industry Plan for Family Violence Prevention and 
Response to build the strength and capability of the Court’s specialist workforce.  

A safer court environment and experience 
The evaluation found that infrastructure upgrades were universally reported to promote safety 
and support a therapeutic and person-centred specialist family violence response.  

Structural changes to the physical environment of the court are effective in improving the safety 
of parties at SFVCs – reducing the need for parties to engage with each other, enabling privacy 
in meetings with court and support staff, and a calmer, more supportive court experience. These 
capital works are continuing at seven SFVC locations over the next two years. 

The evaluation found that other changes to the physical environment of the court also helped to 
achieve the reform objectives. Co-location of court staff, social services agencies and legal 
support facilitated cohesive court culture and more seamless service delivery for court users. 

Further, technological infrastructure upgrades such as remote hearing capability, online FVIO 
applications and streamlined registry processes have culminated to enhance court operations 
and improve accessibility. AFMs now have greater choices about where and how they participate 
in court proceedings – with support available for those appearing remotely – increasing agency, 
accessibility and mitigating some of the stressors previously associated with attending court, 
including physical proximity to respondents. However, the evaluation noted that these 
capabilities do not eliminate all the stressors inherent in appearing in court and that there are 
continued opportunities for improvement. The evaluation noted the importance of ensuring that 
advancements in technological capability must consider the court user experience and continue 
to evolve to be accessible and inclusive – particularly for court users with limited technology and 
literacy skills, those living with disability and court users from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds. MCV will continue to keep the user experience front of mind when developing 
options for parties affected by family violence to appear in their matters safely and with support. 

  



 

18 Evaluation of the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria Family Violence Response 

More comprehensive information-sharing infrastructure has enabled the Court and agencies 
involved in family violence matters to take a holistic view of an individual, their history and family 
dynamics to make informed referrals, and provide appropriate support to manage risk.  

The evaluation found that early engagement with parties enabled court staff and magistrates to 
better understand the history and background of the respondent and AFM, practitioners are more 
informed to assess future risk, and court appearance-related needs, such as interpreters or 
accessibility supports, are identified early. The evaluation confirmed that pre-hearing processes 
are important in not only making court processes more efficient but also assisting magistrates to 
make timely and informed decisions when finalising family violence matters.  

Promoting respondent accountability 
Respondents are being supported at court with referrals and access to community service 
agencies to enable them to address family violence and any co-occurring needs such as 
housing, mental health or drug and alcohol support. The evaluation found that options for 
respondents were limited, in part due to the limited availability of Court Mandated Counselling 
Orders Program (CMCOP). CMCOP is one of a number of tools available to the Court to 
promote respondent accountability and support behaviour change.  

MCV continues to consider strategies to effectively engage with respondents throughout the 
court process – noting the evaluation found that respondents can feel uninformed and 
disenfranchised by the court process. While the reforms have had a strong focus on improving 
the court experience of AFMs, the Court knows that effective engagement with respondents is 
vital to fair, robust and effective court outcomes. Adherence to court orders relies on parties 
understanding them. Empowering respondents with relevant information to support them to 
engage effectively in the court process and engage with supporting agencies and programs 
remains a key priority for MCV.  

It is acknowledged in the evaluation, and more widely understood, that the availability of effective 
interventions for people using violence or alleged to be doing so is limited, particularly 
interventions tailored to the individual, their needs and background. Internationally, work is 
continuing to build a robust evidence base for best practice in effectively intervening and 
stopping the use of family violence.  

The new CMCOP grants program will contribute to this evidence base through the availability of 
a range of innovative, inclusive and sustainable court-based interventions, which address and 
reduce previous barriers to accessing support. The program aims to establish a new model of 
CMCOP which better reflects the diversity of respondents coming before the court. Through a 
greater diversity of programs, MCV is aiming to increase the number of respondents who 
complete CMCOP and in turn, keep more families safe. 

MCV recognises the important role of the courts in promoting accountability, encouraging 
behaviour change and helping to connect respondents with services. We will continue to engage 
with and contribute to the emerging evidence base. 

Improving accessibility and inclusion  
An effective family violence response relies on high-quality, accessible and inclusive support for 
all people affected by family violence. MCV acknowledges that people from diverse communities 
and backgrounds, and people with complex needs have historically faced a range of challenges 
in accessing the court system.  

The evaluation found that MCV has made progress in improving the accessibility of the court to 
the broad diversity of court users. Specifically, the evaluation highlights the success of Umalek 
Balit as ‘a substantial improvement in the Court’s ability to respond to the needs of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander court users’ and together with the SFVC Operating Model, is providing 
a mutually reinforcing integrated and cohesive family violence response.  
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Umalek Balit has continued to expand across Victoria with increased online access to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander court users now available where Koori practitioners are not available 
on site. This work continues.  

MCV understands that people from migrant and refugee communities experiencing family 
violence face additional barriers that may prevent appropriate, timely and culturally safe support. 
The evaluation found that work to improve inclusive practice with court staff was improving 
outcomes at court. The availability of specialist family violence practitioners with expertise or 
lived experience of specific communities or cultural groups and integration with culturally-specific 
community agencies was producing positive outcomes for court users. Various initiatives are 
supporting earlier and easier access to interpreters and culturally safe family violence support, as 
well as support for those from the LGBTQI+ community. In addition, the Court-Integrated 
Services Program (CISP) provides individualised case management prior to sentencing for court 
users with complex needs.  

MCV is committed to providing a safe, inclusive and accessible court experience for all court 
users.  

The evaluation acknowledges that achieving a wholly inclusive response across the state is a 
complex and challenging task. MCV will continue to build its inclusive practice, look at 
opportunities to enhance specialisation, build expertise and respond effectively to Victoria’s 
diverse community.  

Looking forward 
Every day across Victoria, courts respond to family violence and observe the impacts it has on 
the safety and wellbeing of individuals, families and the community. In recent years, MCV has 
made substantial progress in transforming the Court’s operating model.  

The acquittal of the Royal Commission recommendations does not signify the end of this reform 
for MCV. Work has continued to progress since this evaluation and will continue over the coming 
years – led by evidence and experience. 

A key element of the SFVC Operating Model is continuous improvement. As MCV continues to 
reform its leading practice model, the Court’s approach will continue to evolve and develop.  
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