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Abstract 
This paper apart from examining the strategies and ways to assist victims of domestic 
violence during the COVID-19 pandemic also looks into the adequacy of the current legal and 
social support systems in addressing the issue of domestic violence during the COVID-19 
pandemic in Malaysia. This study was conducted primarily through a doctrinal study of 
existing literature such as statutory provisions, articles, journals and reports related to the 
current concerns. A comparative analysis of the strategies employed by some of the 
countries was carried out to obtain solutions to address domestic violence in Malaysia. The 
findings prove that the current legal and support system is inadequate to meet the 
contemporary needs of victims of domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is 
believed that the findings in this research will significantly improve the current legislative 
framework governing situations during a pandemic and benefit researchers, academicians, 
legal practitioners, students and scholars.  
Keywords: Domestic Violence, COVID-19, Protection, Strategies, Victims. 
 
Introduction 
During the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, an increase in domestic violence cases was 
observed through the number of cases reported worldwide. The Malaysian government has 
also revealed that its welfare hotline observed a 57 per cent spike in the number of calls 
received since the nation’s Movement Restriction Order (MRO) was initiated in mid-March. It 
has, however, maintained that not all these calls were related to domestic violence as 
financial and marital problems were also aired (Sukumaran, 2020). The MyCareCov19 helpline 
launched by the Islamic Development Department (Jakim) received 841 calls and 136 e-mail 
messages which were related to marriage and divorce matters (Baharin, 2020). Apart from 
Jakim, the Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO) had also received 234 calls and messages from 
women in distress and this was a four-fold increase in the number of calls and messages 
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documented on a weekly basis prior to the enforcement of the Movement Control Order 
(MCO) (Baharin, 2020).  

An incident during the MCO found a man dead in his home after he had inflicted harm 
on his wife and father-in-law. Immediately after stabbing his wife and father-in-law, the man 
hanged himself on 1 May 2020. The 40-year-old woman reported that she had been beaten 
repeatedly by her unemployed husband (Timbuong, 2020). According to the victim (wife), she 
was struck with a stick on the back and punched in the stomach and head by the suspect 
because of financial problems. The wife lodged a report after her husband allegedly struck 
her. The woman (wife), accompanied by her father and suspect, was called in for questioning 
by the police. When the police intervened, the suspect promised to settle their differences 
peaceably (Timbuong, 2020). However, upon returning home, the suspect immediately ran 
inside, grabbed a knife and stabbed the victim and her father. The neighbours, having heard 
the commotion, reported the incident to the police who rushed to the couple’s home and 
gained entry by breaking down the door as it was locked from inside. When the police finally 
made their way in, the husband was found hanging from the ceiling fan in a room on the 
ground floor. The wife and the father-in-law, fortunately, survived the attack. 
(Timbuong,2020). 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in Malaysia, domestic violence has been highly 
prevalent and of great concern, and with the victims sharing the same domestic spaces with 
the abusers, the former is exposed to greater risk during the lockdown period. The issue of 
domestic violence is not novel in Malaysia. This abuse worries the victims as it instils fear of 
future violent attacks. The home a place of shelter and refuge may not be so for some who 
undergo violence in its four corners (Randawar, 2016). Moreover, domestic violence is 
perceived as a “personal matter” and since this offence happens within the confines of a 
home, it often goes unreported (Randawar, 2016). 

Campbell (2020) highlighted that many countries while implementing measures to 
reduce the spread of the virus, indirectly encounter increase in the risk of domestic violence. 
Consequently, there is a dire need to address domestic violence during a pandemic and this 
paper examines strategies and ways to assist victims of domestic violence during the COVID-
19 outbreak. The article will also study the relevant legal protections available and suggest 
ways to further improve them to assist victim of domestic violence during the pandemic. 
Several methods and strategies employed in other jurisdictions to help victims of domestic 
violence during this crisis will also be pointed out.  

 
Challenges Faced  
Various forms of challenge are faced by society during this COVID-19 pandemic which have 
affected all segments of the population in the political, economy and social areas. Therefore, 
support is imperative to control the spread of this zoonotic disease (Wu, Chen & Chan, 2020). 
According to the Malaysian Economic Research Institute (MIER), COVID-19 has caused 
unemployment for 2.4 million employees (Makhbul, 2020). Subsequently, many business 
owners and wage earners have been adversely impacted by this pandemic (Rashid, 2020, 
Astro Awani). 
The situation during the current COVID-19 pandemic is worse for women in developing 
countries who experience higher gender inequality and greater participation in informal 
sectors. Workers in the informal sector as well as in small and medium enterprises encounter 
poor financial prospects during a crisis as they are unable to work from home or secure paid 
leave from large companies (Kapoor, 2020). Kapoor also stressed daily wage earners do not 
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have sufficient savings to purchase necessities, ease of excess to infrastructure (i.e., online 
banking and e-commerce) and are ill-equipped to deal with lockdown measures. According to 
research conducted by Ramaswamy et al (2020), although women have tried to comply with 
the virus prevention recommendations stipulated, they were still unable to control the 
behaviour of others in volatile homes. 

 
Protection Under the Law 
The Malaysian government passed the Domestic Violence Act (Act 521) in 1994 (DVA 1994). 
With its recent amendments enforced on 1 January 2018, added and desired protection in 
the form of an Emergency Protection Order (EPO) were incorporated into the DVA 1994. The 
act provides protection and compensation to the victims of domestic violence. Despite the 
presence of the Act, challenges were still confronted by domestic violence victims during the 
MCO. Laws made should be sufficiently flexible to encompass all circumstances. The DVA 
1994 provides the following protection: Emergency Protection Order (EPO), Interim 
Protection Order (IPO) and Protection Order (PO).  

 
Emergency Protection Order (EPO) 
Before the amendment, the DVA only provided protection in the form of IPO and PO. The 
amendment of the Domestic Violence Act 2017 has incorporated the EPO to offer immediate 
protection for victims and to avoid criminal proceedings against the perpetrator at the initial 
stage of an abuse (Randawar & Najibah, 2019).  

Section 3A (1) of the DVA allows an EPO to be issued by a social welfare officer within 
two hours after the application is completed (Section 3A (5) of the DVA 1994). Furthermore, 
according to Section 3A (6) of the DVA 1994, an application for an EPO is rendered complete 
without a police report. Under Section 3A(7)(a)(b)(c) the EPO also contains orders prohibiting 
the abuser from inflicting violence, inciting others to cause violence and preventing him from 
entering the shelter/ place of residence/ shared residence or alternative residence of the 
protected person. This EPO is valid for a period of seven days from the date of issuance 
(Section 3(A) (8) of the DVA 1994). 

Hence, the EPO provides immediate interim protection for victims of domestic 
violence without having to lodge a police report or be physically present at the court. Due to 
restrictions during MCO, the EPO became a critical mechanism to protect survivors of 
domestic violence under the DVA 1994. Since there is no stipulation to be present at the police 
station and court, the application for an EPO should be allowed via telephone. Indirectly, this 
method monitors the abuser’s action and movements. 

The introduction of EPO is more family-friendly where the involved parties can 
collaborate to preserve domestic relationships (Randawar & Zin, 2019). It is proposed that the 
EPO be used as a credible mechanism to safeguard victims of domestic violence during the 
MCO period as it can be issued by a social welfare officer.  

 
Interim Protection Order (IPO) 

Compared to the EPO and according to Section 4(1) and Section 12 of the DVA 1994, 
an IPO needs to be issued by the court during the pendency of police investigations into 
incidents of domestic violence. As such, Section 4(2) of the DVA 1994 clearly states that the 
application of IPO can only be made by way of application to the court. Thus, the application 
of an IPO which requires a police report to be attached allows the police to commence an 
investigation involving domestic violence. An improved provision in the IPO in the new 2017 
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amendments under Section 4(3A) of the DVA 1994 states that during an IPO, victims are 
entitled to similar treatments or orders as stipulated under a Protection Order (PO) and which 
are indicated under Section 6(1)(a)-(f) of the DVA 1994. Hence, orders such as exclusive 
occupation of the shared residence; prohibiting the abuser from entering the residence, place 
of employment and school; permit the protected person to enter the home to collect personal 
belongings accompanied by an enforcement officer; requiring the abuser refrain from 
communicating with the victim and requiring the victim to continue use of vehicle, under the 
DVA have been made available to victims even during the IPO. 

An IPO becomes redundant in 3 situations as seen under section 4(4) (a) (b) (c) of the 
DVA 1994. They include the following: 

(1)  When the police inform the victim in writing that the investigations have 
completed, and no further action will be taken against the abuser;  

(2) When the police inform the victim in writing that a criminal proceeding relating to 
the commission of an offence involving domestic violence will be instituted against the abuser 
and the victim is yet to apply for a Protection Order within seven days after being informed; 

(3) When the police inform the victim in writing that criminal proceedings related to 
the commission of an offence involving domestic violence will be instituted against the abuser 
and upon the determination of an application for PO by the court, the application for PO is 
made within seven days. 

Hence, the IPO becomes operative during the entire duration of an investigation by 
the police. Termination of the IPO occurs immediately upon the completion of the 
investigations which indicates that an IPO only operates as an interim injunction to stop the 
act of abuse by the husband or to stop others encouraged by the abuser to commit domestic 
violence against the victim (Randawar & Zin, 2019). 

An IPO ends when a criminal proceeding of domestic violence offence is instituted 
against the offender to indicate that the investigation has been completed and the accused 
has been found guilty (Randawar & Zin, 2019). 

 
Protection Order (PO) 

A PO may be granted by the court in proceedings involving a complaint of domestic 
violence pursuant to Section 5(1) of the DVA (Randawar & Jayabalan, 2014). The court may 
grant a Protection Order to prevent the abuser from inflicting domestic violence against the 
victim, a child and an incapacitated adult (Randawar & Jayabalan, 2014).  

The granting of a PO according to Section 13 of the DVA 1994, is done within seven 
days after informing the victim that a criminal proceeding will be instituted against the 
perpetrator. During this trial the criminal offence, within the definition of domestic violence, 
must be compoundable or bailable under the Criminal Procedure Code. Similar to IPO, the PO 
granted under Section 5 of the DVA 1994 may include same of the orders available under 
Section 6(1) (a)-(f) of the DVA 1994. All these orders will only be effective for a period not 
exceeding twelve months [Section 6(1)(1A) of the DVA 1994] and may later be extended for 
a further period not exceeding twelve months from the date of the expiration of the original 
order [Section 6(2)(b) of the DVA 1994]. Thus, a PO from the date of its issuance can only be 
valid for twelve months and later be extended for another twelve months.  

Under the law, an IPO and PO can only be obtained through application from the court. 
During the MCO period, victims were unable to obtain court-issued IPOs. Alternative methods 
to obtain protection orders need to be made in order to safeguard the victim. (Randawar & 
Jayabalan, 2014). Many companies, industries, schools and higher learning institutions have 
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embraced and utilized electronic technologies as a way of life during this pandemic. Likewise, 
the justice system will have to adopt virtual court hearings and exploit online platforms to 
facilitate protection orders (Lopez, 2020).  
Comparative Perspective  
There are several international examples of proactive approaches in dealing with domestic 
violence during the lockdown period of COVID-19 which are effective. Taking lessons and 
suggestions from some countries is paramount. The first is a system that was launched in the 
Canary Islands by the regional government and pharmacies enabling a woman to 
communicate through code requesting for “Mask-19.”  The code indicates that a woman who 
desperately requires help with a domestic violence situation and the pharmacist upon hearing 
the request will then immediately contact the police.  (Oakley, 2020). Second, the French 
government recently announced it would house victims of domestic violence in hotel rooms 
and finance “pop-up” counselling centres in grocery stores due to the increase of domestic 
violence cases since the lockdown began on March 17 (Godin, 2020).  

Third, in Nova Scotia under Section 6 of the Domestic Violence Intervention Act 2001 
(DVIA) a victim or any person acting on behalf of a victim with the approval of a Justice of the 
Peace, or a designated person can apply for an EPO (Family Law Nova Scotia). Moreover, 
applications for an EPO are done over the phone anywhere in Nova Scotia by calling 1-866-
816-6555, any day between 9 am and 9 pm without having to complete paperwork. Under 
Section 8 of the DVIA, an EPO can provide a victim exclusive occupation of the home for up 
to 30 days, temporary care and custody of a child, and even evict the perpetrator from the 
home (Family Law Nova Scotia). 

Another example is seen in Latin America, in which the COVID-19 pandemic is straining 
the criminal justice systems with severe restrictions on movement and social distancing, thus 
imposing enormous challenges to the operation of courts (Santiago, 2020). One response by 
some Latin American countries, including Bolivia, Ecuador, and Argentina, has been to 
introduce virtual court hearings for pre-trial detainees, and other governments in the region 
are considering to adopt similar measures (Santiago, 2020). 

Likewise, The Eleventh Judicial Circuit of Florida has initiated Domestic Violence Bond 
and Emergency Hearings to be held on Zoom Virtual Court Platform. As such judges from the 
Domestic Violence Division will be assigned to cover each week’s bond hearings and 
emergency motions on a rotational basis (The Eleventh Judicial Circuit, 2020). Hearing 
protocols are also made available for the parties (The Eleventh Judicial Circuit, 2020). 

Furthermore, in Malta, the Ministry for Justice, Equality and Governance has declared 
that despite their closure, the courts have the power to hear urgent cases or any cases of 
public interest including cases of domestic violence (Council of Europe).  

In Georgia under Article 19, a toll-free support line, 24-hour emergency service is 
available in order to provide assistance and advice on relevant issues to persons affected by 
domestic violence. This 24-hour emergency service line will be provided throughout the 
country. 

 A measure taken by the Scottish Government should be applauded wherein a national 
campaign was re-launched to reassure anyone experiencing domestic abuse that support is 
available round the clock for them during these difficult times (9 April, 2020). According to 
Justice Secretary Humza Yousaf, while victims may feel secluded and alone, and express their 
intention not to bother the police or support services because of the crisis, services remain 
open, to assist them (9 April, 2020). Victims of domestic violence have been found to lack self-
confidence and have poor self-esteem due the abuse and sufferings they have to endure. 
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However, support from the authorities will help these victims to become stronger and to 
break free from the clutches of domestic violence.  
Conclusion and Recommendations 
Despite the current restrictions imposed on daily life as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, 
help is available for anyone who is, or is likely to become, a victim of domestic violence. Prior 
to the global lockdown, the Malaysian government has taken necessary measures to combat 
gender-based violence. Though we understand the government’s predicament, viable 
measures are required to guarantee the safety of victims in homes plagued by violence. 
Hence, every party has to collaborate in providing support to victims of domestic violence. 
 

Reaching out to women in times of need is crucial for the well-being of the woman 
and her family. During these trying times, government and non-governmental bodies should 
collaborate to set up temporary shelters to house victims of domestic violence. The 
government can also collaborate with the private sector in providing shelter. It is important 
to move the victims to safer places and as such, initiative can be taken, if necessary, by 
converting empty hotels and universities campus building into temporary shelters in urban 
areas. Through the mosque project as a Transit Center and Shelter for Victims of Domestic 
Violence, the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development Malaysia through its 
agency Department of Women Development (JPW) in collaboration with the Federal Territory 
Islamic Religious Department has made 14 selected mosques in WP Kuala Lumpur, Mosques 
as Transit Centers and Shelters for Victims of Domestic Violence (JPW, 2021). The mosque will 
receive and provide shelter to the victims of the household by providing temporary shelter, 
food and drink, advice and counseling services as well as provided a Dressing Kit by the 
Mosque and is also open to Muslims and non-Muslims (JPW, 2021). 

Virtual online hearing is essential so that victims can make online applications for 
necessary protection orders. The COVID-19 outbreak has forced every industry and 
organization to exploit digital platforms. In order to practice social distancing, a "contactless" 
trial, for example, was conducted by the people's court of Hainan District in northern China's 
Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region through a video call with separate computer screens 
presenting images of the judge, public prosecutor and defendant (Huaxia, 2020). Proceedings 
being conducted remotely will ensure that cases are heard without unnecessary delay and 
justice can be served to injured parties.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the world’s economy plunging many countries 
into a recession (Ozili & Arun, 2020). As a result of the outbreak, certain policy decisions made 
by many governments have had positive and negative effects on their respective economy. 
With almost the entire global economy at a standstill in order to contain the spread of the 
novel coronavirus, job losses are expected to be significant (Ng, 2020). Unemployment and 
major financial setbacks faced by many may intensify domestic problems at homes. Financial 
dependence on a spouse is one of the obstacles for a victim of domestic violence seeking to 
escape the abuse. Thus, financial support is essential for these victims to enable them to leave 
and restart their life.  

The government should, therefore, provide toll-free numbers for victims to call and 
report cases and these calls must be resourced with adequate staff and made easily 
accessible. In Malaysia necessary step has been taken to curb domestic violence with support 
and help from government and non-governmental organization such as Women Aid 
Organisation (WAO), AWAM and Sisters in Islam (SIS) (Jayamanogaran,2020). Those requiring 
help may contact the Women’s Aid Organisation’s 24-hour hotline at 03-7956 3488 or 
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WhatsApp Tina at 018-988 8058; the Women’s Centre for Change, Penang at 011-
31084001,016-4287265,016-418 0342 or 016-439 0698, Sisters in Islam’s hotline (call or 
WhatsApp) 011- 2370 1006 (8am -10pm), Awam at 016-237 4221 or Talian Kasih at 15999 
which has been set up by the Women, Family and Community Development Ministry 
(Indramalar,2020). Support and help from friends, family, neighbours and community 
members can be a vital lifeline to those living with domestic violence. Help can be extended 
in many ways: by offering practical support, by accompanying the victim to seek help from 
organisations and the police, and by providing temporary shelter and childcare facilities. 

The Government should make some exceptions to the Movement Restriction Order in 
order to allow the reporting of domestic violence specifically in times of urgency like the 
COVID-19. The introduction of the EPO under the DVA 1994 has seen to be a good move to 
provide a cooling period to both victim and abuser as it provides orders prohibiting the abuser 
from entering the residence of the victim. Its feasibility of being issued within two hours after 
the application is made shows the urgency of the issues. The application of an EPO can be 
made by calling Talian Kasih (15999) which is available 24 hours. The suggested 
recommendations and benefits are condensed in Table 1 below: 

  
Table 1 
Suggested Recommendations and Benefits 

SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS BENEFITS 

Setting up temporary shelters  Victims can be moved to safer places 

Providing virtual online hearing Victims receive necessary protection orders 
during lockdowns 

Providing financial support Victims who suffer loss of jobs gain financial 
assistance  

Setting up toll-free numbers with adequate 
staff and which are easily accessible 

Victims get immediate help and 
constructive advice 

Making exceptions to movement restriction 
during a lockdown 

Victims can seek help and protection in 
times of urgency 

The COVID-19 crisis has transited the society to a digitilized platform. Due to mobility 
restrictions this shift was essentially required to ease the barriers faced by the society. 
Businesses, schools, health works and manufactures, with the introduction of necessary 
apps, have accepted this transmission to ensure comfort and safety practices to maintain 
critical support for the community. The COVID-19 pandemic has indeed undeniably taken a 
toll on the world. Even, before the global lockdown, Malaysia government have taken 
necessary steps to combat gender-based violence. Though we understand the government 
predicament, yet necessary measures need to be taken to ensure the safety of the victims in 
a domestic violence home. 
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