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Founded in 1971, Refuge has grown from a small charity, pioneering the world’s first refuge in Chiswick, London to become the country’s largest single provider of specialist accommodation and emotional and practical support to women and children escaping domestic violence. 

On any given day, Refuge supports over 900 women and children in our refuges and through our community based outreach services. The 24 hour freephone National Domestic Violence Helpline which Refuge runs in partnership with Women’s Aid also receives around a quarter of a million calls per year.
Refuge is committed to a world where domestic violence is not tolerated or ignored and where women and children can live in safety. In order to achieve our vision we undertake an integrated approach to:

· Provide high quality services to women and children exposed to domestic violence;

· Prevent domestic violence through national award-winning awareness-raising campaigns, policy, training and research; and

· Protect women and children exposed to domestic violence through lobbying for appropriate legislation and developing best practice approaches to meet their needs.
As a service organisation, Refuge’s strength is the ability to ensure that the voices of the 80,000 women and children that we support each year are heard in national decision-making processes.

Introduction

Refuge welcomes the Government’s second progress report on the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan and remains committed to working with Government and other partners to support the objectives set out within it.
Refuge particularly welcomes the expansion of the Specialist Domestic Violence Court (SDVC) Programme which forms the centerpiece of the Plan. We commend achievements such as the increase in successful prosecutions from 46 per cent in 2003 to 65.4 per cent in 2006 as well as the intention to roll out Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARACs) and Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) nationally. 
However, Refuge remains concerned that the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan continues to focus on a criminal justice response to domestic violence. This means that a truly integrative approach to tackling domestic violence (which includes increasing the provision of services, undertaking preventative work as well as implementing protective mechanisms) has yet to be achieved. 

Although supporting the community coordinated response model (which recognizes the importance of multi agency collaboration in responding to domestic violence) Refuge believes that further detail is required on how exactly the SDVC Programme will act as a ‘catalyst for a more coordinated approach at local level’. 

A coordinated national strategy

Refuge recommends that the community coordinated response model is underpinned by a clear and practical implementation plan which forms part of a wider national strategy.
Whilst acknowledging examples of innovative cross-Government working (such as the Specialist Domestic Violence Court Programme across the Home Office, the Crown Prosecution Service and Her Majesty’s Court Service), Refuge believes that these do not amount to a fully resourced, integrated and multifaceted strategy. Furthermore Refuge believes there should be mechanisms for monitoring and evaluation that go beyond the outputs listed in the Progress Report by adopting an outcomes approach which measures tangible results.
The potential of an integrated and multifaceted approach is clearly demonstrated by the Mayor of London’s Domestic Violence Strategy which, since its introduction in 2001, has cut domestic homicides in the capital by one third. Indeed, all the candidates for Deputy Leader of the Labour Party recently agreed on the need for a coordinated national strategy in order to effectively tackle the issue.
Feedback on report

More detailed feedback on the five objectives that make up the current delivery plan is outlined below:
Executive summary

Refuge agrees that, as domestic violence grows in importance as a criminal justice issue, then support services must be ‘fit for purpose’. This is why Refuge advocates a three pronged approach to domestic violence of provision and prevention as well as protection. 
In the absence of a national strategy for domestic violence, there is inadequate funding for the provision and prevention functions. In addition, Refuge is particularly concerned about the lack of financial support for children exposed to domestic violence, especially since they make up two-thirds of refuge residents. 
Objective One: To increase the early identification of – and intervention with – victims of domestic violence by utilizing all points of contact with key front line professionals.
Rationale

Refuge’s experience is that the vast majority of women who experience domestic violence decide not to enter the criminal justice system. This must not be forgotten when the Government is deciding how best to respond to victims and their children and how best to apportion funding.
Health and social care framework
Refuge continues to support the work streams instigated by government to make health and social care systems more sensitive to identifying victims and perpetrators of domestic violence. 
We are, however, disappointed that the health consequences of domestic violence are not recognized within the ‘Health and Wellbeing Commissioning Framework’ which the Department for Health is currently consulting on. This is surprising given that both the physical and psychological impacts of domestic violence were recognized within ‘Supporting Women into the Mainstream’ in 2006.
In addition, Refuge recommends that Government recognizes education professionals as key points of contact in increasing the early identification of victims of domestic violence. Mothers and their children are likely to have more contact with teachers and other education staff members than any other professional group. 
Again, it is surprising that the potential of this group of professionals has not been recognized within the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan since ‘Aiming High for Children: Supporting Families’ (produced by Her Majesty’s Treasury and the Department for Educational and Skills as part of the Comprehensive Spending Review 2007) acknowledges that schools can play a critical role in safeguarding children and are well placed to spot the early signs of risk. 

To this end Refuge believes that it is vital that all education and health personnel receive training so that they are informed about the causes, dynamics and consequences of domestic violence and are able to respond appropriately. This means being alert to the risks for children and their mothers and having systems in place to effectively manage their safety.
Routine enquiry and raising awareness in the public health arena

Having worked with the Department for Health on the Pregnancy Advisory Panel for routine screening in maternity services, Refuge is concerned of reports that there is a ‘practice vacuum’ within routine enquiry for all pregnant women (as introduced by the National Service Framework for Children, Young People and Maternity Services in 2004). It is unclear whether Government is monitoring and evaluating practice in this area.
Education, children and young people
It is important to remember that children react in different ways to domestic violence depending on their context and environment (for example, the level of violence they are exposed to, their age and ethnicity, the strength of their support systems and their own personality and coping strategies). As such, the ‘cycle of violence’ theory should be treated cautiously. 

In addition to the possibility that there may be a negative impact on the ability of adult victims of domestic violence to look after their children, the parenting of domestic violence perpetrators must also be considered. Research suggests that violent fathers may be more controlling, manipulative and authoritarian as well as less consistent than non-violent fathers. All too often it is the woman’s capacity to parent that is assessed and not that of the perpetrator.
Although Refuge recognizes that work has been undertaken to develop interventions for children exposed to domestic violence, we remain disappointed that there is no integration between the adult and child agendas in respect to policy and practice. For instance, Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) should work together with those professionals responsible for safeguarding vulnerable adults.
It is crucial that the Government’s approach to supporting families acknowledges that domestic violence impacts on women and children simultaneously, individually and in relation to each other. A code of practice is needed to bridge the gap between the two policy areas in order to provide a holistic response.

Work undertaken in past year
Correction: Grant funding is provided to Women’s Aid and Refuge who work in partnership to run the 24 hour free domestic violence helpline.
Objective 2: To build capacity within the domestic violence sector to provide effective advice and support to victims of domestic violence.
Ensuring that all local partnerships include domestic violence 

Given that the new Local Area Agreements will replace BVPI 225 with a single set of performance indicators, Refuge is advocating for domestic violence to be seen as a priority at both national and local levels.
Action for 2007/08

Refuge supports the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Bill introduced by Lord Lester and its aim to secure statutory backing for forced marriage guidelines. 
However, Refuge continues to be concerned about the situation whereby women seeking leave to remain in the UK have no recourse to public funds. Already this year Refuge has spent around £200,000 on women with no recourse. This money comes out of Refuge’s core funding and is a strain on our already limited resources.

Government plans to extend the waiting period for a British subject to sponsor a foreign spouse from two years to five therefore cause us great alarm. Refuge looks forward to responding to the Border and Immigration consultation ‘Marriage to Partners from Overseas’ in relation to this matter.
Refuge is committed to the belief that a woman’s immigration status should not bar her from accessing support services and calls on the Government to make the appropriate funds available. 
National service standards for domestic violence and sexual violence
The setting of service standards aims to achieve consistent minimum standards of provision for women. However, Refuge believes that this is not the same as ensuring there is a consistent service for women. 
In order to develop consistency in service, there needs to be consensus among practitioners about the service models being promoted and disseminated. Currently the majority of domestic violence service providers are small, disparate and under-funded organizations with differences in management and service provision. 
To date there has been little systematic evaluation of service models and, as the largest specialist service provider in the domestic violence sector, Refuge recommends and would like to be involved in such an initiative. 

Accommodation and housing-related support

Whilst welcoming increased funding in Sanctuary Schemes, Refuge believes that the Government must stress the need for this option to be part of a wider coordinated support package.  
Supporting People
Refuge continues to be disappointed that the Supporting People programme does not cover the cost of children’s services in our refuges.

Refuge also believes that the universal national level outcome framework for Supporting People is inappropriate and potentially dangerous for domestic violence victims. Refuge has consulted with service users to develop an alternative set of outcomes under the ‘Every Child Matters’ categories and is keen to share these with Government.

Objective 3: Developing a coordinated community response

As outlined above, Refuge supports the prioritization of the coordinated community response as the new objective 3.  
However, Refuge would like to see a more detailed plan on how to the model will work in practice. Furthermore, the accompanying briefing for the presentation on the coordinated community response to domestic violence sends out conflicting messages about the uses of the model. Whilst it acknowledges that the model would be usefully deployed in Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) it then goes on to specify that the model is not placed within the context of CDRPs.
Refuge welcomes the ‘tiers of violence intervention’ model which considers risk to both women and children.
Objective 4: To increase reporting rates and arrest rates for domestic violence.
Domestic violence enforcement campaign

Refuge is concerned that professionals will concentrate on the links between sporting events, alcohol consumption and domestic violence and not the root causes of abusive behaviour. Men who are sober abuse women and men who do not watch sporting events abuse women. These factors may act as triggers but the reasons why men abuse women are far more complex and are about power and control.
Refuge is also concerned that police forces are under no obligation to follow the Association of Chief Police Officers’ (ACPO) guidance on policing domestic violence. Refuge believes that monitoring compliance across the country would help end the ‘postcode lottery’ that victims currently experience. For instance, the ACPO guidance states clearly that cautioning domestic violence incidents should be used only in the minority of cases but we know that in some areas rates remain worryingly high. We are also concerned about charges being downgraded with the end result that courts and probation classify perpetrators as low risk.
Objective 5: To increase the rate at which sanction detections are converted into offences brought to justice, particularly in high incidence areas and/or communities, as well as in areas with high attrition rates.

Domestic violence performance monitoring 

Whilst recognising the increase in prosecutions rates, Refuge believes that the Key Diagnostic Indicator (used to identify the proportion of successful prosecution outcomes in relation to the number of incidents when an arrest was made) continues to be too low. It stood at 17.1 per cent for April-September 2006.
Objective 6: To support victims through the criminal justice system and to manage perpetrators to reduce risk.

Accredited domestic abuse perpetrator programmes within the criminal justice system

Refuge is extremely concerned to hear that in some courts the Probation Service is not recommending the Integrated Domestic Abuse Programme (IDAP) for domestic violence perpetrators due to lengthy waiting lists for the Programme across the country. 
This means that perpetrators of domestic violence are being sent on inappropriate and potentially dangerous programmes including anger management. Refuge is also concerned that, in the absence of IDAP, women and children are not getting the protection and support that they require to stay safe.
Actions for 2007/08

Refuge supports plans to commission a process review prior to full evaluation of the effectiveness of the accredited programmes. Canadian and American research suggests that although these programmes may be effective in the short term they are not effective in the long term. It is Refuge’s review that community orders and suspended sentences with perpetrator programmes attached should be replaced by actual custodial sentences.
Objective 7: To develop the evidence base to close key knowledge gaps.

Assessing the needs of minority victims of domestic and sexual violence
Refuge is also researching the service needs and patterns of help-seeking behaviour in the Black and Ethnic Minority (BME) population and has approached the Home Office with a request to set up a meeting in order to discuss this work. We would also welcome a meeting with Imkaan and Government to discuss the possible coordination of research in this area and identify future research possibilities. 
Legislative and procedural changes 

Children and Adoption Act 2006
Although Refuge welcomes Section 7 of the Act requiring officers from the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS) to carry out assessments in private law proceedings where they consider that there is cause to suspect that a child is at risk from harm, Refuge believes that the Act does not go far enough.

In cases where there is a history of domestic violence, Refuge advocates a rebuttable presumption of no contact unless it can be shown to be safe. Indeed the Family Justice Council recently called for a cultural change in the family court system, with a move away from ‘contact is always the appropriate way forward’ to ‘contact that is safe and positive for the child is always the appropriate way forward’.
Sentencing Guidelines

Refuge remains concerned that the recently revised Sentencing Guidelines for Domestic Violence state that there ‘may be circumstances in which the court can properly mitigate a sentence to give effect to the expressed wish of the victim that the relationship be permitted to continue’. We believe that any sentencing decisions should be made solely on the basis of the offence committed and not on the basis of the victim’s wishes which may be a result of intimidation.
Refuge is also concerned that provocation continues to be recognised as an aggravating factor. It is vital that the criminal justice system does not reinforce the negative messages of the abuser and blame the victim for provoking the violence she has suffered.
Family justice and Her Majesty’s Courts Service
Refuge believes that children should not be viewed as the ‘secondary’ victims of domestic violence. As such, and given the success of Independent Domestic Violence Advocates (IDVAs) for adults, Refuge advocates that a similar support service is implemented for children.
Finally, Refuge welcomes the current consultation on the ‘Separate Representation of Children’ in private law proceedings undertaken by the Department for Constitutional Affairs (DCA) but is concerned that, as a consequence of the proposals for Legal Aid Reform proposed by Lord Carter, there will be few, if any, solicitors able or willing to provide representation to children at all.
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