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I n  a  y e a r  d o m i n a t e d  b y  h e a d l i n e  s t o r i e s  o f  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e  m u r d e r  o f  n e a r l y  7 0  w o m e n , 
a w a r d - w i n n i n g  j o u r n a l i s t  S a r a h  F e r g u s o n  h a s  s p e n t  s i x  m o n t h s  o n  t h e  f r o n t l i n e  o f  o u r  n a t i o n a l 
c r i s i s .

W i t h  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  a c c e s s  t o  f o r e n s i c  d o c t o r s ,  s p e c i a l i s e d  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s ,  p r i s o n s ,  c o u r t s  a n d 
t h e i r  ‘ s a f e  r o o m s ’  w h e r e  v i c t i m s  s h e l t e r  f r o m  t h e i r  a b u s e r s ,  S a r a h  g o e s  i n  s e a r c h  o f  a n s w e r s  t o 
s o m e  o f  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n s  o f  o u r  t i m e . 

H o w  d o e s  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  b e g i n ?  H o w  d o e s  i t  e s c a l a t e  f r o m  c o n t r o l  t o  v i o l e n c e  a n d  e v e n  d e a t h ? 
W h y  d o  t h e  p e r p e t r a t o r s  d o  i t ,  a n d  w h y  d o  t h e i r  v i c t i m s  s t a y ? 

M o v i n g  i n t o  a  r e f u g e  i n  a  s e c r e t  l o c a t i o n ,  S a r a h  l i v e s  a l o n g s i d e  w o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n  r u n n i n g  f r o m 
v i o l e n t  h o m e s .  T h o s e  w o m e n  a n d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  s p e a k  w i t h  h e a r t b r e a k i n g  h o n e s t y  a b o u t  t h e  l i v e s 
t h e y  h a v e  f l e d  –  s o m e t i m e s  w i t h  n o t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  c l o t h e s  o n  t h e i r  b a c k s .  S o m e  m e n  h a v e 
e v e n  f i t t e d  t r a c k i n g  d e v i c e s  t o  t h e i r  p a r t n e r ’ s  c a r .

S a r a h  a l s o  m e e t s  p e r p e t r a t o r s  o f  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e  c u r r e n t l y  s e r v i n g  t i m e  i n  p r i s o n .  A t  t h e 
c o r r e c t i o n a l  c e n t r e  i n  N o w r a ,  m e n  g u i l t y  o f  a s s a u l t i n g  t h e i r  p a r t n e r s  f o l l o w  a  p r o g r a m  d e s i g n e d  t o 
c h a n g e  t h e i r  b e h a v i o u r  b e f o r e  t h e y  g e t  o u t .  A t  f i r s t ,  S a r a h  i s  m e t  w i t h  d e n i a l  a n d  f r u s t r a t i o n .  T h e 
s y s t e m ,  t h e s e  m e n  s a y ,  i s  d e s i g n e d  t o  w o r k  a g a i n s t  t h e m .  S o m e  f e e l  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  t h e  r e a l  v i c t i m s . 
B u t  w h e n  w e  t r a c k  d o w n  t h e i r  p a r t n e r s ,  s h e  h e a r s  a  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r y  o f  v i o l e n c e  a n d  t e r r o r . 

V i s i t i n g  t h e  m e n  o v e r  s e v e r a l  m o n t h s  u n t i l  t h e i r  r e l e a s e  i s  i m m i n e n t ,  i t ’ s  c l e a r  t h a t  e f f e c t i v e  p r i s o n 
p r o g r a m s  a r e  a  m u s t .  W i l l  t h i s  o n e  d e l i v e r ? 

A n d  i s  t h e r e  a  w a y  o u t  f o r  t h e  w o m e n  w e  m e e t ?  T h e  i n j u r i e s  a r e  h e a l e d ,  t h e i r  c a s e s  c o m p l e t e ,  c a n 
t h e y  r e b u i l d  t h e i r  l i v e s ?

T h i s  u n f l i n c h i n g  d o c u m e n t a r y  s e r i e s  w i l l  a i r  o v e r  t w o  n i g h t s ,  c u l m i n a t i n g  o n  t h e  U N  I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
D a y  f o r  t h e  E l i m i n a t i o n  o f  V i o l e n c e  A g a i n s t  W o m e n .  E p i s o d e  2  w i l l  b e  i m m e d i a t e l y  f o l l o w e d  b y  a 
s p e c i a l  e d i t i o n  o f  Q & A  h o s t e d  b y  V i r g i n i a  T r i o l i . 



Sarah s ta r t s  her  journey  wi th  Gene l le  Warne ,  a  domest ic  v io lence 
l i a i son of f icer  w i th  the  NSW Pol ice ,  and her  busy  un i t  as  they 
prepare  for  ‘domest ic  v io lence ’  day  a t  the  nearby  Loca l  Cour t . 
There  i s  a  p i le  of  50 case  f i les  in  f ront  of  her.  “ I  th ink  the  most 
we ’ve  ever  had a t  cour t  on one occas ion was  a  hundred , ”  says 
Gene l le .  A t  cour t ,  Gene l le  takes  us  in to  the  ‘ sa fe  room’ ,  where 
v ic t ims  a re  secure  f rom the i r  par tner ’ s  in t imidat ion .  Cameras 
have  never  been a l lowed in  here  before .  One v ic t im te l l s  Sarah 
she i s  happy  not  hav ing  to  be  near  her  perpet ra tor.  “ I  get  very 
nervous  and scared and shaky, ”  she  conf ides . 

We see the  no-nonsense a t t i tude wi th  which the  mag is t ra te  dea ls 
w i th  case  a f te r  case .  “ Too of ten  people  t ry  and pass  of f  v io lence as 
someth ing they  can ’ t  cont ro l , ”  he  te l l s  one defendant .  “A lmost  as  
i f  ‘we l l ,  i t ’ s  not  rea l l y  me. ’  Wel l  that ’ s  jus t  a  b i t  too easy. ”  Las t 
year,  he  and h i s  co l leagues  a round the  s ta te  i ssued 27,000 
Apprehended V io lence Orders ,  or  AVOs .  Nat ionwide ,  over  a 
100,000 were  taken out . 

Sarah  meets  a  v ic t im who i s  so  scared of  her  ex-par tner  she  and 
her  daughter  l i ve  wi th  a  lockab le  ‘pan ic  room’  in  the i r  house .  She 
car r ies  a  GPS enab led d i s t ress  a la rm at  a l l  t imes  –  i f  she  presses 
SOS the  po l ice  wi l l  be  wi th  her  in  minutes . 

In  Lake  Macquar ie ,  Sarah  meets  I sabe l la  whose husband i s  out  on 
ba i l  awa i t ing  t r i a l .  Desp i te  an  AVO in  p lace ,  she  worr ies  he  wi l l 
come to  the  house as  h i s  cour t  date  nears .  The day  Sarah a r r i ves , 
secur i ty  cameras  a re  be ing ins ta l led  in  her  house .

But  as  Sarah says :  “For  some women s tay ing  a t  home i sn ’ t 
poss ib le .  And turn ing  every  v ic t im’s  home in to  a  for t ress  i sn ’ t 
an  opt ion e i ther. ”  On the  next  s tage of  her  journey,  Sarah  moves 
in to  a  women’s  re fuge –  a  las t  resor t  for  some women.  She meets 
Wendy,  who d i sc loses  the  ordea l  that  caused her  to  run f rom 
home wi th  her  two ch i ld ren .  A f te r  a  bruta l  assau l t  she  jumped 
out  of  a  mov ing car  to  get  away f rom her  ex-par tner.  She i s 
recover ing  f rom a  sku l l  f rac ture  but  she  doesn ’ t  regret  what  she 
d id .  “ I  needed to  escape .  I  needed to  get  out . ”  Sarah  welcomes a 
newborn baby  to  the  re fuge ,  speaks  wi th  a  young boy t raumat i sed 
by  the  bash ing of  h i s  mum,  and meets  a  young woman whose 
husband t r ied  to  run her  over.  A l l  o f  them are  re l ieved by  the 
sa fe ty  that  the  re fuge of fe rs . 

Sarah  i s  on pat ro l  w i th  a  spec ia l i sed  domest ic  v io lence of f icer 
as  they  p ick  up ‘Rachae l ’  and br ing  her  to  see  Dr  N i t t i s .  Dr  N i t t i s 
runs  the  on ly  spec ia l i sed  forens ic  serv ice  for  domest ic  v io lence 
in  Aus t ra l i a ;  her  photos  become cruc ia l  ev idence in  cour t  and 
prov ide  a  gr im cata logue of  Aus t ra l i a ’ s  c r i s i s .  Young Rachae l  te l l s 
the  doctor  i t ’ s  the  four th  t ime she ’ s  been assau l ted  –  but  i t ’ s  the 
f i r s t  t ime she has  invo lved po l ice .

Back  in  Lake  Macquar ie  our  cameras  jo in  I sabe l la  ins ide  cour t  and 
wi tness  the  adversar ia l  nature  of  the  cr imina l  jus t ice  sys tem.  Wi l l 
her  husband be found gu i l t y  of  assau l t ing  her?
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E P I S O D E  2 

A woman is  assaulted by her husband in their  car;  Sarah goes to the 
scene with pol ice.  Seated in the car,  her bruised face caught in the 
strobing pol ice l ights ,  the beaten woman pleads for the community 
to take the problem of domest ic v iolence in hand.

The f inal  episode of Hitting Home examines how an abusive 
relat ionship escalates to v iolence, even to murder.  What are the 
warning s igns? What can be done to intervene? And how effect ive is 
a revolut ionary change in pol ic ing that targets people at  r isk? 

In an idyl l ic coastal  town near Wol longong, NSW, Sarah meets a 
young pregnant mother.  Her partner is  now in pr ison but she is 
reel ing from the incident that sent him there,  an assault  dur ing a 
terr i fy ing car journey.  “We were just  going up the mountain… no 
idea where we were going.  I ’m thinking,  ‘ f*** this  is  gett ing less and 
less res ident ia l ,  I  got to get out of here,  I  got to get out of this  car. ’ ” 

Sarah gains access to the pr ison where her partner is  being held.  He 
is  fol lowing a program aimed at prevent ing him from re-offending. 
He gets out in December – but wi l l  he have changed? Sarah joins 
him and other inmates dur ing the program as they open up about 
their  att i tudes to women. Even amongst inmates,  domest ic v iolence 
carr ies a st igma “ just  above paedophi les”  according to the pr ison 
governor.  Annie Grenfel l ,  who runs the program, also observes: 
“Domest ic v iolence is  not something that is  spoken about openly. 
I f  they were in a gang or armed robbers they’ l l  ta lk to each other, 
but you don’t  hear them openly saying ‘wel l ,  I  bashed my missus. ’ ” 

In pr ison, Sarah meets another inmate on the program. He was 
arrested for an assault  on his gir l f r iend in which he put her in a 
headlock unt i l  she passed out.  He cal ls  i t  “putt ing her to s leep.”  In 
pol ice footage obtained by the product ion,  we hear the gr ipping 
test imony from his v ict im in the aftermath of the attack.  Her throat 
is  so damaged, she can barely ta lk . 

Many of the pr isoners speak of being provoked by their  partners - 
result ing in an equal ly strong response from the pol ice.  As Inspector 
Sean McDermott says:

“Provoked to do what? To commit an assault ,  to terror ise somebody 
in their  own home, to terror ise somebody in their  own home in 
front of their  chi ldren? Provocat ion? Rubbish. ” 

Ins ide NSW Pol ice’s special  Domest ic Violence Unit ,  a group of 
dedicated off icers is  changing the way they deal  with domest ic 
v iolence. Sarah heads out with them as they tr ia l  new methods 
– and pol ice around the country,  overwhelmed with the task of 
pol ic ing domest ic v iolence, are closely monitor ing their  efforts .

The new focus is  r isk assessment and how to prevent harassment, 
control  or common assault  f rom escalat ing into more v iolent cr imes 
– even murder. 

Sarah returns to the off ice of forensic doctor Maria Nitt is as she 
examines a young woman strangled by her former partner on 
the stairs of her home. It  reveals the dangers women face after a 
relat ionship ends. 

In Sydney,  Sarah meets the mother of murder v ict im Kate Malonyay. 
Wendy is  us ing her exper ience to tra in young detect ives;  she also 
wants her family ’s  t ragedy to warn others of the dangers inherent in 
a l l  domest ic v iolence relat ionships.  Kate was a young profess ional 
woman murdered by her ex-partner,  Naval  Analyst  El l iot  Coulson. 
We meet Kate’s  f r iends and family,  speaking out for the f i rst  t ime 
about how none of them saw i t  coming. “ I  just  had no idea of what 
this  guy was capable of, ”  one her closest f r iends tel ls  Sarah through 
her tears of regret . 

We return to the young mum in the I l lawara who has now had her 
baby.  She is  start ing out on a new l i fe .  She wants to put the v iolent 
incidents of domest ic v iolence in the past .  Her partner is  to be 
released from pr ison in a few weeks… What wi l l  he do? Is  the ordeal 
t ruly behind her? 
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P R O D U C T I O N  D E T A I L S :

 2  X  6 0  M I N U T E S  
P R O D U C E D  B Y  I N  F I L M S  

W R I T T E N  A N D  P R E S E N T E D  B Y  S A R A H  F E R G U S O N 
D I R E C T O R  I V A N  O ’ M A H O N E Y 

S E R I E S  P R O D U C E R  N I A L  F U L T O N 
E X E C U T I V E  P R O D U C E R S  I V A N  O ’ M A H O N E Y  A N D  N I A L  F U L T O N  

A B C  C O M M I S S I O N I N G  E D I T O R  A N I T A  B R O W N 

M E D I A  Q U E R I E S  A N D  I N T E R V I E W  R E Q U E S T S :  
R A C H E L  F E R G U S ,  A B C  T V  P U B L I C I T Y 
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