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Background
Refuge opened the world’s first refuge in Chiswick in 1971 and has over 35 years experience of working in the domestic violence sector. Refuge is now the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year.  
Refuge provides safe, emergency accommodation through a growing network of refuges and offers services for children, individual and group counselling for abused women, an independent domestic violence advocacy service and community based outreach services for women including specialist services for minority ethnic women.
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 communications campaigns, policy, training and research

· 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 women and children that we support each year are heard in national decision-making processes.

What have been your best experiences of support for children, young people and their families?
Refuge’s experience over many years, indicates without exception, that specialist knowledge and skill is required to effectively work with children who have experienced domestic violence. What makes this work different to that generally offered by the statutory sector is that parallel and integrated support must also be offered to the non-abusing parent if progress is to be made with the child. This recognises the way in which domestic violence impacts on women and children as individuals and in relation to each other. 

What would you stop or improve about support for children, young people and families
Unfortunately the division between adult and child services at a national and policy level severely reduces the possibility of integration between adult and child services at a local and operational level. 
Two-thirds of all refuge residents are children yet there is no statutory funding from Supporting People or other government bodies for counselling and psychological services to help and support women and children who are traumatised by witnessing and experiencing domestic violence. Refuges have to rely on voluntary income. 
As such, there is considerable pressure upon services, including Refuge’s own, to offer short-term ‘one size fits all’ solutions to long-term problems because this is seen as the most cost effective way, or sometimes the only way in financially straitened circumstances, of delivering services.  Furthermore, social service resources are limited and targeted to high risk child protection cases. 
What needs to happen so that support is tailored to meeting the needs of individual children and young people?
Refuge supports the approach set out in a ‘Vision for Services for Children and Young People Affected by Domestic Violence’ (2006). This document presents a tiered model that provides a conceptual framework for matching the level of a child’s need to the complexity of the interventions required to meet that need.

The model assumes as a starting point that the needs of most children can be met within universal services (those available to and accessed by all children) with the introduction of additional services and more complex multi-agency responses at each progressive level of need and risk. 

It allows professionals to identify children whose needs are complex at an earlier opportunity and then refer them to the next ‘tier’ of support where they would have access to additional services before their problems became more acute.

The involvement of the voluntary sector is particularly important within this model since this is where domestic violence expertise primarily resides. In addition, independence from statutory agencies is often a crucial factor for women and children seeking assistance so community-based services have the potential to reach many more children, especially within hard-to-reach groups. 

What do you think your role is and what more could you so for children to be happy, healthy and safe?
For too many children, home is not a happy, healthy or safe place. Every year, around 750,000 children in the UK are exposed to domestic violence. Not only may these children see, hear or pick up on violence, but they may also witness its after-effects. These can include the immediate impact of physical injury on their mother, her emotional distress and longer term effects such as depression, alcoholism or drug abuse.  
Although 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), it is likely to have a negative impact on almost every aspect of their functioning, including their health, safety, school attendance and achievement, economic well being and emotional development.
Refuge supports the views put forward by families themselves. In particular the need for:
· Better public education and education of problems about the needs of young people in special family circumstances

· A better system for responding to crisis and emergency situations

· Better systems for initial information, signposting and referral to appropriate services

· More services for children where there is violence in the home

What is the role of parents and what more support do they need?
Interventions should seek as far as possible to support women and children living with a violent man. Undue pressure should not be placed on mothers who may be hard to engage. This is because they are likely to be depressed, fearful and exhausted from expending most of their energy keeping themselves and their children safe. They are also likely to be keeping a secret which they are afraid to share in case their children are taken away from them. As such they need a safe, non-judgmental space to disclose the violence.
Although Refuge does not work with perpetrators of abuse, such men are an important factor in its work. Domestic violence perpetrators represent the greatest risk for the women and children they live with yet they have been historically invisible in child protection responses. Any strategy for reducing and/or responding to risk for this population must address the risks posed by domestic violence perpetrators both whilst they are within the family and after their victims have left. 
Indeed the danger of leaving an abusive partner and taking the children has been consistently borne out by research. Yet despite findings to the contrary, the presumption that contact with a violent father is potentially in the best interests of a child continues. Attendance at a perpetrator’s programme or series of meetings where the impacts of violence/abuse upon children are discussed should, Refuge believes, be a precondition of contact.
What is the role of the local community and what more can they do?

The key to preventing domestic violence is by challenging gender inequality and changing attitudes throughout society. Men’s violent behaviour towards woman and children is still widely ignored, condoned and even accepted.  Powerful media campaigns are needed to educate the public about domestic violence and strategies need to be developed to challenge private behaviours. This means that important changes need to be made to the way in which children are socialised, both within the family and in schools.

What is the role of Government and what more could they do?
Refuge believes that there is an urgent need for a fully resourced and coordinated national domestic violence strategy which, as outlined in Safety and Justice (2003), is based on a three pronged approach to domestic violence, including:

1. Protection: a stronger arrest and charge policy 
2. Prevention: national education and awareness raising of the issue of domestic violence

3. Provision: national resources to support women and children escaping domestic violence
Refuge would therefore recommend that elements of the children’s plan should:
· Include a code of practice to bridge the policy gap between the domestic violence and the child policy agendas

· Provide dedicated funding for children’s services both in refuges and the wider community
· Include a rebuttable presumption of no contact with the perpetrator in domestic violence cases (as in New Zealand)
· Remove the ‘reasonable punishment’ defence for physical punishment of children
· Ensure that, in line with the Children Act, the wishes and feelings of all children should be ascertained in relation to any legal proceedings and/or decisions which involve them
· Ensure that children of all ages should have access to school based domestic violence awareness and prevention programmes

· Adopt the framework of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as its basis
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