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Founded in 1971, Refuge has grown from a small charity, pioneering the world’s first refuge, to become the country’s largest single provider of specialist accommodation and support for women and children escaping domestic violence. On any given day, we support over 900 women and children in our refuges and through our community based outreach services. 
Women and children leaving a violent relationship will often urgently require access to a range of financial support options. These include legal aid, welfare benefits and child maintenance payments. 
Introduction

Refuge welcomes the Governments’ intention to reform the child maintenance system, particularly the focus upon extending choice and tackling child poverty. Poverty is a frequently unrecognised consequence for women and children exposed to domestic violence, particularly the many thousands each year who must flee their homes and give up their possessions in order to achieve safety. 
Even though it is widely accepted that violence and abuse often continue after separation, such women can be at risk of further financial hardship, in the form of reduced benefits, if they wish to avoid pursuing their ex-partner for child maintenance payments. Although the white paper acknowledges the risks to domestic violence victims and makes recommendations to reduce child poverty, Refuge remains concerned that these proposals do not adequately address the personal safety or the financial viability of women and children separating from a violent man. These concerns are detailed below.

Tackling child poverty

Refuge agrees that a central priority for the work should be supporting families and tackling child poverty. However, Refuge is keen to ensure the term 'child poverty' is not used to mask the poverty of lone mothers and that it does not obscure the lack of affordable high quality child care, limited access to affordable training nor the poorly paid, insecure, inflexible employment commonly available to such women which contributes significantly to this poverty. 

Refuge agrees that encouraging more non-resident parents to make maintenance payments to their children is one way of tackling child poverty. Nevertheless, it is difficult to see how a reduction in child poverty can be achieved in circumstances where the state reclaims for itself a large proportion of the payments made to children living with a parent claiming benefits: conversely, it is easy to see why non-resident parents refuse to pay. 

Proposals to extend the number of parents on benefit who get to keep the first £10 per week of maintenance paid is positive but Refuge believes this does not go far enough: it is unlikely to lift children (and their mothers) out of poverty nor is it likely to provide sufficient incentive to induce non-resident parents to pay. The Government appears to be in agreement, as it has also outlined plans to increase significantly the amount that can be kept, but states that this will not be up to 100 per cent of the maintenance paid. This is disappointing. Refuge believes that in tackling child poverty through the child maintenance system, any reforms must ensure that children, particularly those living with parents on benefits or low incomes, can receive all of the maintenance paid to them.

Refuge is also concerned about the proposed time scale for implementing these changes and wonders why all parents
  with care claiming benefits must wait until the end of 2008 before they are able to keep the first £10 of maintenance paid and why a significant increase in the disregard will not be in place until the end of 2010/11. Refuge believes that significant increases to the amount of maintenance paid to children living at or below the poverty line must have immediate effect and suggests the financial resources expended in pursuance of unrecoverable debt should instead be diverted to families most in need.

Issues for women and children separating from a domestic violence perpetrator:
Encouraging parents to make their own arrangements

Refuge agrees that it is often best to allow most separated couples to come to their own financial arrangements regarding the maintenance of their children. There will, nevertheless, always be families who require considerable support in order to reach and maintain amicable, fair arrangements, as well as those who will need protection from harm. Women and children exposed to domestic violence are amongst those who are likely to require such assistance. 
Financial control, as an element of abusive behaviour, is well documented in domestic violence literature, is clearly observed by those working in the sector and is visible in the lived experiences of women and children who attempt to separate from an abuser. Agencies working to facilitate financial arrangements between separating couples should be alert to the possibility that women exposed to domestic violence might accept less maintenance than their children would otherwise be entitled to in order to avoid further abuse; they might also be afraid to report non-payment if payment ceases. Some women might even be threatened with violence if they consider using the C-MEC to obtain maintenance for their children. 
It is also important to recognise the dangers of bringing separated couples together to discuss financial arrangements for their children. Such meetings present the abuser with the opportunity to maintain control over his ex-partner and to potentially renew his abuse. Refuge believes that mediation of any kind is to be strongly discouraged in circumstances where there has been domestic violence. 

Another area of concern is that of child contact and its potential to influence child maintenance. Recent research has found that “Some parents find it difficult to separate issues of child contact from child maintenance with some parents bartering one for the other”.  This perceived relationship between contact and maintenance has obvious implications for women and children exposed to domestic violence, presenting a risk for abuse and a risk of poverty at the same time
 particularly if parents are left to make these arrangements for themselves without the benefit of advice and or protection. 
Refuge is further concerned about proposals to reduce proportionately, maintenance payments when ‘care is shared’ as abusers could use this to pressure women (and children) to agree to over-night staying contact in order to save money. 
Given the potential risks to vulnerable women and children, Refuge recommends that a flexible, efficient system with adequate safeguards and appropriate levels of support is essential to protect those at risk of poverty and abuse. As part of this initiative Refuge also recommends that C-MEC staff undergo training on domestic violence and that the joint DTI/Home Office guidance for staff on the particular issues facing those leaving violent relationships and claiming benefits should be updated to cover child maintenance.
Opting out

The white paper acknowledges that there are currently around 20% of parents on benefits who do not want to apply for maintenance payments because "they believe it will put them or any child living with them at risk of harm or undue distress". It is important that women who choose to opt out for these reasons should not have their benefits reduced as a consequence. 
Refuge strongly believes that those at risk of poverty and abuse must not be placed in further jeopardy by the child maintenance system. As stated above, some women may be threatened with violence if they attempt to claim maintenance from the abuser. Other abusers, with the stated aim of paying maintenance, might actively use the C-MEC to trace women and children who have managed to find safety in the form of a secret, secure address. Refuge urges government to do all it can to protect the financial well being and the safety of women and children at risk. 

Guaranteed maintenance payments

It seems clear that the most vulnerable children in society, those at risk of poverty and of abuse, require the provision of guaranteed consistent maintenance payments from the state. The provision of guaranteed advance maintenance (later reclaimed by the state from the non-resident parent) is common in other northern European countries and ensures all children receive the financial support due.  Refuge suggests we develop similar practices to our European neighbours if we wish to reduce child poverty rather than following the US, which according to a recent UNICEF report,
 ranked only one place above the UK
 in terms of the well-being of its children.
Refuge acknowledges the government's concern that increasing income through maintenance payments might act as a disincentive to work. However Refuge notes the absence in the white paper of any research evidence from countries where maintenance is guaranteed and paid in advance by the state, to substantiate these concerns. As previously stated, encouraging lone parents into work also means ensuring the availability of high quality affordable child care, flexible working arrangements, adequate renumeration and secure and consistent contracts. 
Nevertheless, Refuge believes it is important to acknowledge that moving poor lone parents from benefits into work does not necessarily lift them out of poverty. Recent statistics show that 13 per cent of lone parents who work full time and 27 per cent who work part-time, continue to live with their children, in poverty.

It is also important to recognise that there will always be those who are unable to work, for health or other reasons (such as insecure immigration status) and they too must have access to secure and adequate benefits.

In summary, Refuge acknowledges that a broad spectrum of change is necessary if we are to eradicate the poverty and inequality in our society.  Ensuring that our poorest children have access to guaranteed advance maintenance payments is an essential component in achieving such change.
Charges 
The government proposes to charge parents who use the child maintenance scheme. However, Refuge is concerned that charges might serve to deter those on benefits or low income from using the service, even when it is in their interests to do so. Refuge suggests charging a fee to those non-resident parents who must be pursued for payment, rather than charging those on low income who use the system voluntarily. 

Advice and support

The government highlights the importance of providing information and support to families as they come to agreements about child maintenance following separation. The idea of a helpline for parents was previously raised during the Every Child Matters consultation process. Refuge welcomed this idea and offered support to the government in establishing this service, for example, through using additional Government funding to develop a specialist arm of the national domestic violence helpline which Refuge runs in partnership with Women’s Aid. 
It would also be possible for Refuge to further develop its existing refuge, advocacy and floating support services to include specialist information and advice about child maintenance for women and children who have been exposed to domestic violence. Refuge would be pleased to discuss these possibilities further.

PSHE

Refuge is very pleased that exploring relationships is now integral to the PHSE framework, particularly the importance of good parenting and stable relationships. However Refuge believes it is vital that such teaching runs alongside other areas of work such as a gendered understanding of domestic violence and the promotion of equal, respectful relationships.  

Enforcement

Refuge acknowledges the use of effective enforcement as a deterrent and has actively campaigned for such measures in relation to domestic violence perpetrators for many decades. However, it is difficult to offer the same degree of support for the all of the enforcement measures proposed for those who do not pay child maintenance. This is largely because taking away a driving licence or committing the non-resident parent to prison is likely to lead to even greater financial disadvantage. Fathers who must drive in order to carry out their work might even lose their jobs; the same could be true for fathers who are imprisoned. 
Refuge also believes it is important to consider the impact of maintenance payments upon any new families created by non-resident parents. Refuge is very much against publicly ‘naming and shaming’ those who do not pay, believing such a strategy might send the entire process of child maintenance underground and place those most in need at even greater risk of poverty and social disadvantage.

Joint birth registration

Whilst the principle of joint registration of the birth of a child seems positive, Refuge is concerned about the proposal that it should become a legal requirement, with penalties facing mothers who do not comply. There are likely to be mothers who do not wish for joint registration, for example those who conceived their child during a sexual assault, those who have suffered domestic violence or those who are aware that the non-resident parent has abused other children. In addition, if only those with ‘dangerous’ fathers are exempt from joint registration, there is a danger that ‘single’ registration of children will become stigmatizing. For these reasons, Refuge recommends that joint registration of birth remains optional.
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