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This graphic novel and report are dedicated 
to all ethnic and migrant women who have 
navigated, or are currently navigating, New 

Zealand’s Family Court and immigration 
systems while seeking safety from family 

violence. May this work contribute to building 
systems worthy of your trust, your dignity, and 
your right to live free from violence and fear.
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Maya’s Story
At the heart of this story is Maya.

Maya is a composite character, drawn from real experiences of ethnic 
and migrant women navigating safety, migration, and justice through 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s legal systems. While Maya herself is fictional, 
the barriers she encounters are not. Her story reflects recurring patterns 
observed across diverse ethnic and migrant communities.

Through marriage, migration, coercive control, 
and her attempts to seek protection, Maya 
navigates multiple legal and social systems 
— Family Court, immigration, housing, income 
support, and a job market closed to short-
term visa holders — each operating alongside 
the others, but rarely together. Instead of 
encountering a system that sees her as a 
whole person, Maya is viewed in fragments: 
as a temporary visa holder, a court applicant, 
a client, a risk to be assessed.

What is missing becomes clear. Family law and immigration law do not 
speak to each other. Support is fragmented rather than coordinated. 
Cultural context, trauma, and coercive control are often misunderstood 
or overlooked. Women are left to move between systems without clear 
information, predictable steps, or an understanding of how decisions in 
one process affect another.

Instead of voice and autonomy, Maya encounters confusion. Instead 
of holistic protection, she is required to carry responsibility for her own 
safety—and her child’s safety—across systems that do not communicate 
with each other, and fail to see her as an individual.

Maya’s story is not an anomaly. It reflects a broader pattern in which 
private harm intersects with public systems that are ill-equipped to 
respond to the lived realities of ethnic and migrant women.

This graphic novel shows what happens when systems fail to see the 
individual standing in front of them—until, eventually, she is forced to 
carry everything alone.
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Maya’s Story 
Re-imagined
Every barrier in Maya’s story was drawn from interviews with victim-
survivors. 

While additional barriers were identified, the following emerged 
repeatedly across numerous interviews:

•	 A system that struggles to recognise coercive control — let alone 
culture-based coercion and transnational abuse. 

•	 Inconsistent access to interpreters — and victim-survivors often not 
knowing they could request one — meaning their full story is never 
told, and disclosure is never complete. 

•	 Legal aid too underfunded, and buried in process, to hear the 
whole story — and unavailable entirely for immigration matters, 
leaving women reliant on stretched community law centres and pro 
bono lawyers. 

•	 Protection orders traded for undertakings that cannot be enforced
•	 Shame, stigma, and community and family pressure to reconcile, 

silencing help-seeking at every step. 
•	 Services operating in silos, so that rarely does any single person 

or agency see the whole person’s journey and their needs — victim-
survivors re-traumatised each time they tell their story to a new 
person, and left to coordinate their own safety across systems that 
do not communicate with each other, and which may exclude them 
entirely. 

•	 Visa dependency, immigration criteria, and court proceedings 
themselves weaponised by perpetrators — with children used to 
continue harassment and control through the legal process
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Does the system have to be this way?  
What follows next is Maya’s Story Re-imagined.  It is not intended to 
address every challenge Maya faced. Instead, it is an invitation — to 
everyone working in, participating in, and interacting with the system — to 
imagine what different and better could look like, and to start building it.

“Everyone in every role has something they can do at every 
step.”

— Discovery Workshop participant, Tāmaki Makaurau, July 2025,  
Navigating Safety and Justice in Aotearoa New Zealand, p.154.

What is within your sphere of control or influence to make a 
meaningful difference to safety and justice outcomes for Maya, and 
for other victim-survivors of family violence in ethnic and migrant 
communities?

We hope Maya’s Story has amplified victim-survivors’ voices — and 
that Maya’s Story Re-imagined inspires action: by Ministers, officials, 
the judiciary and court staff, lawyers, the New Zealand Law Society, 
Immigration New Zealand, the family violence sector, civil society, 
community and faith-based organisations, interpreters, and members of 
the public.

See the Call to Action at the back of this book, and the full list of 
recommendations in Navigating Safety and Justice in Aotearoa New 
Zealand.

To continue the conversation, please contact us at:
mayasstory@shama.org.nz
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Universal Needs
Across survivor and advocate interviews, and the discovery workshop, a 
consistent picture emerged: the current system largely fails ethnic and 
migrant women in three fundamental ways:

•	 The system does not see them as individuals
•	 The system is fragmented
•	 Immigration precarity undermines safety at every turn. 
From these sources, ten universal needs emerged—the foundational 
requirements for a family violence response that ensures ethnic and 
migrant women can safely leave violent relationships, navigate the legal 
system, and rebuild their lives.

Information that reaches women where they are
Online, through trusted community channels, addressing migrant-
specific questions, accessible even when technology is monitored, 
and leading to a known, central place for help rather than a maze of 
agencies.

Time
Legal aid funding that reflects actual complexity, contracts that allow 
wraparound support rather than crisis intervention only, and court 
scheduling that accommodates interpreted proceedings.

Training that is ongoing, specific, and accountable
Not one-off workshops, but mandatory continuing education 
embedded in accountability mechanisms for judges, lawyers, 
interpreters, and court staff.

Interpreters who are trained, available, and safe
At every meeting with lawyers, not just court appearances; trained 
in family violence dynamics; and selected with consideration for 
community dynamics and gender.
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Cultural evidence as standard practice
Lawyers trained to gather and present it, cultural and structural 
impact statements as standard components of affidavits, and judicial 
education on how to interpret and apply cultural evidence.

Integration across systems
Family lawyers with immigration knowledge, Immigration NZ 
processes aligned with Family Court timeframes, information sharing 
between agencies, and a coordinator model so women are not left to 
navigate alone.

A survivor-centred approach that preserves autonomy
Women deciding who leads their support, services designed around 
the woman’s journey rather than agency structures, and respect for 
women’s decisions even when professionals might advise differently.

Safe spaces—physical and relational
Separate waiting areas, professionals who respond with empathy 
rather than administrative detachment, and processes that do not 
require women to repeatedly recount trauma.

Children recognised as victims in their own right
Lawyer for Child trained in family violence dynamics; where visa 
precarity is an issue the paramountcy principle actively applied to each 
child in their particular circumstances, and recognition that a mother’s 
safety and a child’s wellbeing are deeply interconnected.  

Immigration security as a foundation for safety
A family violence visa pathway that is flexible and timely, work visas 
of sufficient duration, trauma-informed immigration processes, and an 
end to the use of immigration status as a tool of coercive control.
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Call to Action

Migrant, ethnic and refugee women in Aotearoa are manuhiri — guests, 
here through the pathways opened by Te Tiriti o Waitangi. A justice 
system grounded in Te Tiriti must extend manaakitanga to all who seek 
safety on these shores, and a future where they can thrive. The system’s 
task is to ensure that when violence occurs, the response does not 
compound the harm — but instead provides a pathway to safety, justice, 
and the possibility of rebuilding.

This report and Maya’s Story are a call to action for everyone who has 
a sphere of control or a sphere of influence in the system. The barriers 
identified in this research persist not because they are intractable, but 
because they have not been prioritised.

Addressing these needs may not require wholesale system redesign. 
Instead, what is needed is a more empathetic immigration policy 
response, greater attention to implementation gaps, cohesive service 
delivery, adequate resourcing and training, and a genuine commitment to 
seeing ethnic and migrant women victim-survivors of family and sexual 
violence as whole people with unique needs.
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To the Government
The recommendations in this report require political will and  
adequate resourcing:

•	 Commit to a cross-agency response that recognises family 
violence affecting ethnic and migrant women cannot be 
addressed by any single ministry in isolation. The Ministry 
of Justice, Immigration New Zealand, the Ministry of Social 
Development, and the Ministry for Ethnic Communities must 
work together.

•	 Resource the family violence sector adequately to provide 
culturally responsive, specialist services—including sustainable 
funding for ethnic-specific organisations that have the cultural 
expertise and community trust to support these women 
effectively.

•	 Reform immigration settings so that women's safety is not held 
hostage to their visa status. The family violence visa pathway 
must be extended, simplified, and made accessible.

•	 Fund legal aid properly so that lawyers have time to build trust, 
understand cultural context, gather evidence of coercive control, 
and advocate effectively.

•	 Invest in interpreter services that are professional, trained in 
family violence, and available at every stage—not just in the 
courtroom, but in lawyer meetings, with support services, and 
throughout the immigration process.
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To the Judiciary
Judges hold immense power in family violence proceedings:

•	 Undertake mandatory, ongoing training in cultural competence, 
trauma-informed practice, and the specific barriers ethnic and 
migrant women face—including coercive control, immigration 
abuse, and multi-perpetrator violence.

•	 Recognise that demeanour is shaped by culture and trauma, not 
just credibility. A woman who cannot make eye contact, who 
defers, who struggles to articulate her experience in a linear 
narrative, may be demonstrating the effects of abuse— rather 
than indicating unreliability — and training should equip court 
professionals to make that distinction.

•	 Ensure courtroom safety is proactively addressed for every ethnic 
and migrant woman appearing in family violence proceedings.

To the Legal Profession
Lawyers play a critical role at the earliest stage of a survivor's legal 
journey:

•	 Require cultural competence and trauma-informed practice 
training as part of continuing professional development for all 
lawyers practising in family law.

•	 See the whole person—not just the legal file. Ask about 
immigration status. Ask about cultural pressures. Ask about 
extended family involvement.

•	 Offer interpreters proactively—do not assume that conversational 
English is sufficient for proceedings that will determine a 
woman's safety and her children's future.  Ask appropriate 
questions to understand the level of English competency, and 
where there is any doubt, arrange an interpreter.
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To the Family Violence Sector
Specialist family violence services are lifelines for survivors:

•	 Build cultural capability across all services, while supporting 
and adequately funding ethnic-specific providers who have the 
expertise and trust to reach women that mainstream services 
cannot.

•	 Advocate for systemic change, not just individual support. The 
barriers documented in this report are structural. They require 
structural responses.

•	 Coordinate and communicate—with each other, with lawyers, with 
immigration advisers. Women should not have to tell their story 
from the beginning every time they encounter a new service.

To Immigration New Zealand 
and the Minister of Immigration
Immigration settings are weaponised by abusers every day:

•	 Train all staff in family violence dynamics, including the ways 
immigration status is used as a tool of coercive control.

•	 Amend immigration instructions to recognise family violence 
contexts, particularly regarding parental consent requirements for 
children's visas.

•	 Extend the family violence work visa to three years, and reform 
the residence visa pathway to focus on what matters: whether 
violence occurred during the relationship — not whether a woman 
can prove she is unable to return home.

•	 Align immigration decision-making timelines and processes 
with Family Court proceedings, so that visa decisions do not cut 
across or contradict the safety outcomes women are working to 
secure through the courts.
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To All of Us
Family violence thrives in silence—when communities look away, 
when families pressure women to stay, when neighbours do not ask 
questions.

For ethnic and migrant women, that silence is often harder to break. It 
may be enforced by family loyalty, community reputation, or the fear that 
speaking out will bring shame not just to themselves but to everyone 
they love. It may be shaped by cultural expectations about marriage, by 
pressure from elders, or by the knowledge that their community is small 
and news travels fast. It may be compounded by not knowing that what 
is happening to them is recognised as violence under New Zealand law, 
or that help exists.

Every person in Aotearoa has a role to play:

•	 Believe women when they disclose

•	 Provide information about where to get help

•	 Challenge cultural bias and narratives that excuse violence or 
blame victims

•	 	Support women to make their own choices, at their own pace

•	 	Understand that leaving is not simple, and abuse is often hidden 
— sometimes, just asking how someone is can be the first step 
toward help.
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If You Need Help
If you recognise any part of Maya’s story in your own life, you are 
not alone — and help is available.

•	 In immediate danger? Call 111 (Police)

•	 Women’s Refuge Crisisline — Free call 0800 733 843 (0800 
REFUGE) — 24/7

•	 Shama Ethnic Women’s Trust — (07) 843 3810 or info@
shama.org.nz — culturally responsive support for ethnic 
women experiencing family or sexual violence

•	 Safe to Talk (sexual harm) — Free call 0800 044 334 or text 
4334, 24/7 — safetotalk.nz

•	 Family Violence Information Line — Free call 0800 456 450;  
areyouok.org.nz

•	 Need to Talk? — Free call or text 1737, any time

•	 Free legal help — communitylaw.org.nz

•	 Citizens Advice Bureau — Free, confidential, independent 
information and advice for anyone.  0800 367 222 or  
cab.org.nz

•	 Dhilum Nightingale, Barrister — Free family violence 
immigration advice through Community Law Wellington & Hutt 
Valley. dhilum@wclc.org.nz
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