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Refuge is a lead agency campaigning against domestic violence in the UK.

Refuge established the world’s first refuge in 1971 and is now the single largest service-provider in the UK.  Today Refuge delivers 200 units of refuge provision and a further 200 units of floating support and outreach services.  We work in partnership with 15 Supporting People authorities and 13 housing associations.  Our services also include psychological services for women and children, culturally specific services, services located in rural areas and partnership working with sanctuary schemes. Refuge is currently working to establish independent advocacy services.    
Refuge runs the 24hour National Domestic Violence Freephone Helpline in partnership with Women’s Aid.  The Helpline refers to refuges across the UK and offers counselling and advice on legal and welfare issues to women and children experiencing domestic violence.

SUPPORTING PEOPLE IN ITS STRATEGIC CONTEXT

1. 
What more can Government and authorities do to ensure that Supporting People sits within an integrated approach to the strategic planning and commissioning of local level services?

Domestic violence is one of the most complex social exclusion issues covered by the Supporting People programme, requiring the co-operation of numerous statutory and voluntary agencies at a national as well as regional and local level.  It is not a popular issue or one that easily attracts funding. 

The Supporting People programme is now providing vital resources which are successful in meeting some needs, notably support for abused women staying in refuges.  Administering the scheme has placed a massive administrative demand on providers. The Supporting People Quality Assessment Framework has also introduced quality standards which have in many cases improved services.  However, there are crucial gaps in services for which it does not provide, such as counselling of traumatised victims or their children. 

Local authorities and health have so far generally failed to contribute funding for essential missing service elements or to recognise the hugely preventative impact of Supporting People funded domestic violence support.  Such support not only reduces human misery, it has real cost benefits in spending on areas such as mental health, accident and emergency departments, premature babies, educational underachievement and child protection. Research by Dr Sylvia Walby places the national economic costs to society of the crime of domestic violence at £5.7 billion a year.

To date Supporting People has appeared to be operating in semi-isolation from other departments, particularly within a local authority context.  Refuge therefore welcomes the proposal of a more integrated and strategic approach, which could potentially involve health, housing, independent advocacy services, education, and social services. Refuge would like to see greater encouragement for health, social services, and other local statutory funding sources to engage with the vision of Supporting People and make their own strategic funding contributions to addressing domestic violence. 

Whilst local area agreements represent a positive way forward for some client groups, Refuge has some concerns about including domestic violence services in such agreements. Refuge also notes the reservations of the Audit Commission in relation to the capacity of local government to deliver local area agreements. Supporting People teams have had three years’ experience of developing their knowledge in this area and Refuge would argue that this progress should now be supported and built upon rather than set aside to start yet again with new sets of partners in commissioning domestic violence services. 

A truly effective integrated approach to the strategic planning and commissioning of domestic violence services requires a depth of understanding of the issue that the public sector does not always possess. Rigid Supporting People procurement and tendering processes during the last three years have compounded the existing difficulties in the commissioning of domestic violence services.  As a result Refuge has withdrawn from several inappropriate and even potentially dangerous service proposals. 

Experienced specialist domestic violence providers must play a central role in commissioning new provision if services are to be appropriate and reflect the real needs of women and children.  However, the bureaucracy and processes involved almost automatically exclude small specialist providers and those without immediate access to housing and capital housing finance.

Recommendation: A more integrated approach must be taken at regional and local levels.  This must include the strategic contribution of domestic violence providers.

Recommendation: Local commissioning of domestic violence services should follow the approach set out in the ‘Good Practice Guide on Procurement of Services from the Voluntary Sector’ to ensure that the expertise of specialist domestic violence providers is sought at every stage of procurement.

Recommendation: Refuge believes that local authority agreements are not at this time the right vehicle for achieving a more integrated approach to strategic planning and commissioning of services.

2. 
How could we ensure appropriate and useful outcome measures for housing related support at the national level? What more might authorities and providers do to set outcomes at a local level?
Refuge has concerns about inappropriate outcomes or service targets which may have unintended or even life threatening consequences for victims of domestic violence. Some apparently innocuous standard targets are inappropriate and likely to be recorded in inconsistent ways for domestic violence clients. 

For example, there are considerable discrepancies in the way generic targets for ‘move-on’ and ‘independent living’ are applied by different Supporting People teams.  Where one interprets these targets as referring to a victim of domestic violence and her children returning to live in the community with their abuser, another adopts a more rigid definition whereby a woman separates from the abuser and moves into a new home. Neither definition takes account of the reality of domestic violence and of the complex psychological and practical processes involved for women in leaving, or of the fact that women typically make up to seven attempts to separate from their partner before the final one. 

Refuge has concerns about each local authority setting its own different Supporting People outcomes for domestic violence services.

Refuge believes that it is important to establish specific outcomes for domestic violence services that will be different from outcomes for other client groups covered by the programme. Refuge would like to suggest that the Government commissions a specific piece of work to help provide a sound basis for future strategy and service planning.   This should be undertaken by an academic with expert knowledge in this area in consultation with leading specialist women’s organisations.  

Recommendation: Refuge proposes that Government commission a specific piece of work to establish outcomes for domestic violence.  This will help provide a sound basis for future strategy and service planning.   This work should be undertaken by an academic with expert knowledge in the area in consultation with leading specialist women’s organisations.

Recommendation: Domestic violence outcomes should be set at a national rather than local level.

3. 
How might Government encourage the provision of housing- related support and other preventative services within the broader local government performance framework? How might this be approached in a two-tier situation?

The UK has still not achieved the Select Committee recommended refuge space per 10,000 of the population
 and some parts of the country lack any provision. Government must set a clear framework arising out of national strategy to provide direction for local government.

Whilst the Supporting People programme has brought benefits to refuge and associated specialist floating support services, there remains no related source of funding to enable refuge organisations to provide certain vital services.  The majority of residents in a refuge are children, and many have suffered abuse or witnessed the abuse of their mother.  Yet there is no funding for services to support them.  Nor is there funding to provide essential counselling services to address the trauma which many women and children experience following domestic violence. (DOH research (reference to Responding to domestic abuse: a handbook for health professionals, Department of Health, 2006) 50% of children on the child protection register were children who had experienced domestic violence). 

It would be helpful if the Government framework could provide some leverage that required consistent matching investment from health and social care to enable refuge providers to support children in refuges and provide counselling for women and children.

A further issue, particularly in London and rural areas, is the unacceptably slow response of local authorities in re-housing women and children in refuges. This is a substantial problem where women are awaiting a decision on ‘indefinite leave to remain’.  Charities such as Refuge provide vital places of safety at the moment of crisis but should only be used for short term emergency supported accommodation. It is completely unacceptable that in London ‘short term’ can currently mean anything up to two years, during which time a woman and her children usually share one room. 

At the other end of the spectrum authorities with ‘hard to let’ properties offer housing shortly after a woman’s arrival at a refuge.  If she states she is not ready to move on they invoke the Intentionally Homeless Ruling.

Addressing domestic violence requires co-ordinated responses.  The speed and quality of response from council homelessness units is crucial. Valuable refuge places are currently being silted up thereby reducing the number of women we can help. Supporting People funds are wasted during the wait for a housing offer. Nor is it helpful for women and children to be moved on to further temporary accommodation once they have established links within a community with, for example, health services and schools.  

Recommendation: Government should consistently remind authorities (particularly in London) of the need for Supporting People funded services such as women’s refuges to be supported by more timely re-housing by their homelessness section and this should be part of their formal audit. 

4. 
What more might central and local government do to build upon, and transfer more widely, the steps already taken to create a user focus within Supporting People?

Some authorities have set up generic Supporting People user fora for all people using Supporting People funded services. Women fleeing domestic violence are unlikely even to be aware of Supporting People and are more likely to identify the women’s refuge or outreach service from which they sought help. 

Bringing women together with a range of other service users is not an appropriate approach for domestic violence where confidentiality and safety must be paramount. 

Recommendation: It is essential that best practice is followed in consulting women who have experienced domestic violence. Women who have experienced domestic violence must not be publicly identified at generic fora for Supporting People service users.  It would generally be more appropriate to work with the domestic violence organisation concerned to organise a specific focus group to obtain their views.

FOCUSING AND INTEGRATING SUPPORT

1.
Does the model described in this document provide a helpful approach to providing a new focus for housing- related support? How could it be done better?

Domestic violence is one of the most complex social exclusion issues covered by the Supporting People programme.  Refuge would like to see more national and regional planning and guidance to support local commissioning where domestic violence provision is concerned. 

2. 
What more can Government, authorities and providers do to focus services more effectively on individuals to create better choice and control? What are the obstacles to delivering that? Are there any obstacles specific to integrating care and support services? How might they be overcome?

Choice is a difficult concept in relation to domestic violence services when there are insufficient services and those that do exist are usually full. The reality of the violence in itself also tends to limit choice or planning at the moment of crisis. 

Refuge supports the model set out in the London Domestic Violence Strategy (2) document which illustrates the importance of a range of specialist services in each local authority area which together begin to comprise a co-ordinated community response to domestic violence. For example, as a start each area should have a women’s refuge with funding for supporting children and delivering counselling, as well as community based domestic violence floating support, properly commissioned sanctuary and independent advocacy. 

However, domestic violence is a national problem which requires a national response.  There should be a national framework and protocols to which all authorities should adhere.  The safety of women and children should not be reliant on differing policies and practices between areas.

3. 
What more can be done to focus on support to enable people to stay in their own homes? What are the obstacles to delivering that, and how could they be overcome? 

The objective of staying in one’s own home is not necessarily a positive one for women who are being abused.  Given that women are most at risk when they attempt to separate from a perpetrator, it is vital that policy-makers and service commissioners do not build into a service a general presumption of what approach or plan would be most appropriate in any individual situation. This has been a problem with the interpretation of the sanctuary concept in some local authority areas, where women have found it more difficult to obtain safe emergency housing under homelessness legislation when in danger at home due to domestic violence. (See Guardian article 22.2.06). Staff in homelessness units have sometimes directed women in danger to sanctuary schemes when it was not appropriate, effectively using sanctuary as a means of gate-keeping statutory emergency housing.

Where women do remain in their own homes, it is essential that advocacy services are backed by appropriate police responses, together with other agencies’ awareness of the risks to those women and their children.  

Furthermore, floating support cannot replace refuge provision.  The two should dovetail to enable more integrated packages of support. Refuge has welcomed the initiative of one local authority which used Supporting People funding to help build a sanctuary scheme to supplement the existing refuge and floating support. 

It is essential that women fleeing domestic violence always have access to specialist domestic violence support and advocacy services which are better trained to assess and understand the support needs, specific risks and safety planning issues affecting women and children. In some cases, it will be appropriate to provide support consisting of a package of specialist floating support, independent advocacy and sanctuary to enable the woman and children to remain in their home. 

Recommendation:  Regional housing strategies need to take account of the range of needs arising from domestic violence. 

Recommendation: Supporting People bodies should explore opportunities to combine Supporting People funding and other statutory funding to develop best practice holistic  services that represent genuine choice for victims of domestic violence and their children.

4. 
What more can be done to ensure that authorities make proper provision for socially excluded groups? How might this be incentivised, including through outcomes and through performance arrangements?

Only relatively recently have local authorities held broad responsibilities to include domestic violence in their strategic planning.  Progress has been patchy. Authorities rarely include domestic violence specialists such as women’s refuges on crime and disorder or children and young people strategic partnerships. The division of responsibilities for adults from children sometimes operates against effective service planning for women and children who are the victims of domestic violence. 

Refuge would like to see stronger statutory requirements of local authorities and their strategic partnerships to work with domestic violence service providers and make more strategic provision for women and children experiencing domestic violence.  Supporting People resources should be linked to funding from health and children’s trusts.

Recommendation: The Audit Commission should be given a key role in monitoring local authority approaches to the planning and development of Supporting People services for socially excluded groups.
Recommendation: It is essential that the funding for domestic violence services remains ring-fenced.

5. 
What more can be done to ensure that services for mobile groups are planned across local authority boundaries in terms both of housing-related support and more broadly? What are the obstacles to collaborative working, and how might they be overcome? 

Refuge would like to provide services across local authority boundaries and would welcome joint planning and commissioning between local authorities as well as between strategic partners such as health. 

It is vital that local authorities understand their role within a national strategy for addressing domestic violence and do not adopt an exclusively ‘local’ approach. 

Likewise, support services for abused women need to be planned alongside specialist services for their children.

Recommendation: The ODPM should consider the establishment of regional Supporting People funding mechanisms to tackle cross boundary service issues.

6. 
What challenges and issues need to be tackled in addressing these issues in two-tier situations? How could this be done?

There needs to be greater convergence between common strategies, such as crime and disorder.

FUNDING

3. 
How might we most effectively strike a balance between providing flexibility and ensuring ongoing investment in housing–related support, including for more mobile vulnerable groups?

There has been an historical reluctance within society to address or make provision for domestic violence.  This extends to local government.  The statutory requirements for local authorities and their strategic partnerships to work with domestic violence service providers must be strengthened. 

Domestic violence occurs in all communities.  Local authorities must therefore be required to make appropriate domestic violence provision available for all groups, including mobile and minority groups, women with mental health problems, and problems with substance abuse.  This will require co-ordinated planning and provision at a regional level.

It would also be helpful if specific national guidance was available for local and regional government in commissioning domestic violence services.  This would reduce inappropriate commissioning. 

Refuge considers that individual budgets are inappropriate for domestic violence services. 

4. 
What more can authorities do to fund schemes which are regional priorities? How might Government approach funding schemes which meet regional priorities?

Refuge would welcome a regional approach to domestic violence commissioning. Government offices could play a part in enabling this. 

ADMINISTERING THE PROGRAMME

1. 
What framework should be in place for the future administration of Supporting People? Is a mandatory framework necessary and/or useful? If a specialist framework is required, what changes might be made? 

Local strategic partnerships are underrepresented by the voluntary sector and this is particularly the case where specialist domestic violence providers are concerned as they in turn do not have the resources of larger organisations such as housing associations, yet still have critical specialist knowledge.

3. 
What approach should local authorities develop for future performance and contract management?

A national monitoring framework has been helpful and it is not in the interests of service users that local authorities develop their own monitoring frameworks or outcome measures are developed. 
4. 
What more is required for authorities to implement common administrative processes?

The requirement of each local authority for providers to undergo separate accreditation has led to much duplication of work.  Providers are already over-burdened with administration arising from monitoring and contract management. A more synchronised and consistent approach would be greatly welcomed. 

Refuge considers that passporting accreditation should be mandatory. 

E-SUPPORTING PEOPLE

3. 
How can government most effectively support and facilitate outcome tracking and reporting? Might this require some form of service user tracking system? If so, for which vulnerable groups?

Any service user tracking system must take account of the persistence of many perpetrators in tracking women down and of their capacity to impersonate officials in the process.  The scale and ubiquity of domestic violence means that perpetrators will be employed within the Supporting People network. It is essential that consultation on appropriate security measures is undertaken with specialist organisations such as Refuge. 

4. 
What more might we do to facilitate exchange of information between Supporting People and other services?

Refuge’s concerns relate to the safety of women and children fleeing domestic violence and are detailed above. 

� The total cost of domestic violence to services (Criminal Justice System, health, social services, housing, civil legal) amounts to £3.1 billion, while the loss to the economy is £2.7 billion.   This amounts to over £5.7 billion a year. The Cost of Domestic Violence. Sylvia Walby (University of Leeds) September 2004.





� Government Select Committee recommendations 1975 &1997
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