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Overview of 
today’s 
presentatio
n

• Define reproductive coercion and 
abuse (RCA) and understand its 
forms.

• Discuss the intersection of RCA 
with other forms of gender-based 
violence.

• Discuss legal frameworks and 
protections related to RCA within 
Australian law.

• Discuss findings from focus 
groups with Australian community 
legal practitioners  
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Reproductive 
coercion – initial 
conceptualisation

1. Told you not to use any birth control (like the pill, shot, 
ring, etc.)

2. Said he would leave you if you didn’t get pregnant
3. Told you he would have a baby with someone else if you 

didn’t get pregnant
4. Taken your birth control (like pills) away from you or kept 

you from going to the clinic to get birth control
5. Made you have sex without a condom so you would get 

pregnant
6. Hurt you physically because you did not agree to get 

pregnant
7. Taken off the condom while you were having sex, so you 

would get pregnant
8. Put holes in the condom so you would get pregnant
9. Broken the condom on purpose while you were having sex 

so you would get pregnant

Miller et al, 2010

Explicit male behaviours 
to promote pregnancy 
(unwanted by the 
woman)
• Pregnancy coercion
• Contraceptive 

sabotage
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Reproductive 
coercion and abuse 
(RCA)Reproductive coercion and abuse is 
defined as any deliberate attempt to 
dictate a woman’s reproductive 
choices or interfere with her 
reproductive autonomy. It can include 
physical, psychological or sexual 
tactics and occurs in a context of fear 
and/or control in an interpersonal 
relationship.
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How violence is harnessed to perpetrate RCA

Image from Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021
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Interpersonal vs structural coercion

Image from Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021



10 

People who 
may use RCA
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RCA is rooted in gendered power inequalities

Women and pregnancy capable individuals face 
disproportionate risks and consequences
• Biological reality
• Economic dependence
• Social and cultural expectations

RCA is tied to other forms of gender-based violence

RCA often co-occurs with domestic violence, sexual 
violence, and financial control.

Structural and Institutional RCA Reinforce Gender 
Inequality

RCA is gender-based
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HL v HR, [2024] QDC 126

HL brought legal action against HR, her stepfather, for historical sexual abuse, physical violence, and 
psychological abuse spanning from 1980 to 1992. During this period, HL alleges that HR exercised 
complete control over her life, including her reproductive choices.

HL states that from the age of six, she experienced repeated sexual abuse and coercive control by HR, 
which escalated in frequency and severity as she got older. She became pregnant when she was 18.. HL 
alleges that HR pressured her to terminate the pregnancy. However, the pregnancy was not terminated.

In 2022, HL initiated civil proceedings against HR, seeking damages for the physical, emotional, and 
psychological harm she suffered. Around the same time, HR was also charged with related criminal 
offenses stemming from HL’s allegations. The case became further complicated when HR failed to respond 
to HL’s civil claim, leading to a default judgment being entered against him in 2023. 

Case Law Scenario

https://anzlaw.thomsonreuters.com/Document/I2b63d9c0586511efb0cf952fbcb70591/View/FullText.html?transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&VR=3.0&RS=cblt1.0
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Does HR’s attempt to pressure HL 
into terminating her pregnancy qualify 
as RCA?  
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The sexual abuse resulted 
in a pregnancy. Would you 
classify this as RCA?

02



16 

Why intent matters

Image from Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021
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Does intent 
matter in the law?

The law generally applies to what was 
done, rather than why it was done. 

For lawyers, the key question is not 
whether the perpetrator meant to 
control reproduction but whether their 
actions deprived someone of 
reproductive choice. 

RCA could still be argued in court even 
when intent is unclear, such as in cases 
of pregnancy resulting from abuse. 
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Why is RCA important for 
the community legal 
sector? 

RCA has long-term consequences - impacts on safety, 
wellbeing, and rights

RCA is a legal/justice issue, not just a private matter 

Lawyers are gatekeepers of justice, and victim-
survivors of RCA may require legal intervention 

Lawyers are often the first point of contact with the 
justice system for victim-survivors
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Our Research Project
What does legal response to RCA look like across different areas of law? 

How can legal practitioners be better equipped to support victim-survivors 
effectively in these contexts?
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Community legal centres in Australia
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Legislative provisions for RCA under statutory law

• Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic)
• Crimes Act 1958 (Vic)
• Summary Offences Act 1966 (Vic)
• Family Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic)
• Personal Safety Intervention Orders Act 2010 (Vic)
• Victims of Crime (Financial Assistance Scheme) Act 2022 (Vic)
• Abortion Law Reform Act 2008 (Vic)
• Assisted Reproductive Treatment Act 2008 (Vic)
• Guardianship and Administration Act 2019 (Vic)
• Migration Act 1958 (Cth)
• Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)
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RCA and 
the Law

How is RCA 

currently recognised 

in the law? 

02
RCA is only explicitly recognised in South Australian 
Law through amendments to the Intervention Orders 
(Prevention of Abuse) Act 2009. 

Specifically, Section 8(4) of this Act recognises that:

"Coercing a person to terminate, or not to terminate, a 
pregnancy can constitute an act of abuse resulting in 
emotional or psychological harm”.



23 

RCA can be implicitly covered under family violence legislation 

RCA and FV Legislation

Table from Komazec et al., 2023
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Case Law
• WestLaw Australia, 23 full-text cases published in the year 2024
• (Coerc* OR Violen* OR Abus* OR Pressur* OR Forc*) AND 
      (Contracept* OR Abort* OR Pregnan*)
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SMLS case studies
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SMLS case studies
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Mapping review of training and resources for 
service providers
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Focus Group
Insights

02

A total of 23 community 
legal practitioners from 
Victoria participated in the 
focus groups.
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Legal contexts where 
RCA is encountered 
and addressed

FV Intervention Orders
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Domestic and Family Violence Protection Orders 03Some of the things FV duty lawyers could consider:

- Including RCA in submissions - As RCA is not always explicitly named in 
domestic and family violence laws, duty lawyers may need to frame it as a 
form of coercive control, sexual violence, emotional abuse, or financial 
control under existing legal provisions.

- Based on the type of RCA, you could also request specific conditions in the 
protection order to safeguard against RCA-related abuse:

▪ Restrictions on interference with medical appointments 
▪ Prohibition on specific types of coercion e.g. financial
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03Victims of Crime (Financial Assistance)
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03Family Law
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03Migration
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Asking about and 
addressing RCA – 
Role of the lawyer
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Asking around it rather 
than about it
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Cultural expectations 
and normalisation of 
RCA
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RCA Training 
needs of legal 
practitioners

• Education and awareness of RCA as 
a form of abuse

• Skills to identify RCA and approach 
discussions of RCA with clients

• Cultural sensitivity and awareness 
training/resources

• Referral support
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Systemic 
challenges in 

addressing RCA
• Inconsistent Recognition by Courts
• Bureaucratic Limitations of Government 

Agencies
• Police Responses
• Family Court Limitations
• Barriers for survivors on temporary visas
• Fragmented support systems 
• RCA weaponised in legal disputes
• Interpreter challenges
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Where to 
from here?

• Explicit Recognition of RCA in legislation

• Developing Training on RCA for lawyers
• Trauma informed approaches to 

asking about RCA
• Working with interpreters and 

different cultural contexts
• Framing RCA in legal submissions
• Best Practice guides
• Referral Pathways

• Advocacy and awareness on RCA

Future directions
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Q & A +
Reflections

For more information

Susan Saldanha
susan.saldanha@smls.com.au
susan.saldanha@monash.edu  

mailto:susan.saldanha@smls.com.au
mailto:susan.saldanha@monash.edu
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