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Thank you ladies and gentlemen for the warm welcome and thank you to the organisers for inviting me to be here today.

I would also like to acknowledge the traditional owners of this land on which we are meeting today, and pay my respects to the elders, past and present. 

It is great to have the opportunity to address the issue of violence against older women.
The importance of the issue was made especially clear to me earlier this year, when I met with representatives from the Older Women’s Network. The group presented me with a copy of The Disappearing Age, a report that helps raise awareness about the extent and impact of violence on older women.

It was clear from the quality of that report, and from the passion of the Older Women’s Network representatives that I met with, that the group works tirelessly to promote the rights, dignity and wellbeing of older women.

As Older Women’s Network has identified, violence affects and continues to affect the lives of many women whether they are currently living with abuse, or the abuse happened at some time in the past.  Being the subject to violence is a traumatic experience, and can affect women’s physical and mental wellbeing.  It can contribute to rates of depression, anxiety, fears and phobias, panic attacks, and eating disorders as well as impacting on physical health. 

While specific data for this particular age group is difficult to find, there is no evidence that violence against older women is decreasing.  In fact, the proportion of women over 45 who reported experiencing physical violence in the past 12 months increased from 15 % in 1996 to 25% in 2005, according to the Women’s Safety Survey.

And yet the abuse of older women can also be a hidden issue, perhaps even more so than the abuse of younger women and children.  It can be hidden, in that the abuse is often not identified, reported or acted on.  It can be hidden, in that the voices of older women are often not heard.  A forum like today gives a fantastic opportunity for these voices to be heard.

In our response to these voices, it is important we understand the multiple and sometimes complex needs of older women who have experienced violence and that violence can impact on the health, legal, social and housing needs of women.

I know NSW Health, particularly through the Education Centre Against Violence, is committed to helping people whose lives have been affected by violence get access to the services they need.  In particular, the centre offers two training courses to address the abuse of older people.  The first ,“Not seen or heard”, helps workers who provide services to older people to recognise and respond to abuse of older people. 
The second “Uncovering the shame”, addresses abuse of older Aboriginal people, and was developed in response to growing concern about this issue in Aboriginal communities. 

I understand the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group also performs as part of the Education Centre Against Violence’s training program thus bringing the out voices of older women in a very creative way.

It’s also clear that health professionals have a crucial role to play in detecting older women who have experienced violence.  Recognising that older women visit their GPs more often than they see any other health professional, the Older Women’s Network NSW has developed a project to target general practitioners.  The project encourages GPs to screen their older women patients for violence and abuse, and suggest appropriate referral.  It has been successful trialled in Canterbury, Campbelltown and Nowra, and I welcome the Older Women’s Network’s plans to replicate the project across NSW. 

I am also pleased to today announce funding of $5,850 to the Older Women’s Network’s to assist with the printing of educative and promotional materials for GPs.  These include a poster, the Older Women Speak Up booklet, and a Fact Sheet. 

The government’s Women’s Health Plan 2009-2011, released in January 2010, also makes clear that assisting older women and women who experience violence is a priority.
In many ways, older women who have experienced violence have the same motivations as any woman who has experienced violence.  They want to be believed, to be respected and to be treated in a confidential and non-judgmental way.  And they need access to information about domestic violence and the support that is available in the community, among peers and through service providers. 
But above all, these women need to be heard.
And as I said before, today’s forum offers a great opportunity for those voices to be heard.  I’m sure from the program that it will be an informative forum, and I wish you all productive and enjoyable day.

Thank you.
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