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Background

Refuge opened the world’s first refuge in Chiswick in 1971 and 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. We also operate the Free Phone 24 hour National Domestic Violence Helpline in partnership with Women’s Aid.

 

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.

 

 

Introduction 

Refuge welcomes the Government’s Green Paper on full employment and its focus on addressing the issue of child poverty. Solutions to poverty, in terms of helping lone parents back to work have already been discussed by Refuge in its response to the Department for Work and Pension’s consultation on reforming the child maintenance system.
 

 

In brief, Refuge believes 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.
  What is also needed is consistent availability of high quality affordable child care, flexible working arrangements, equal and adequate remuneration and secure contracts for all employees.  

 

Relationship breakdown

Whilst the Green Paper recognises the impact that a relationship breakdown can have on employment, Refuge is concerned that it does not explicitly recognise the disproportionate impact that relationship breakdown has on women or the particular impact that domestic violence can have on women’s employment opportunities. 

 

Refuge is further concerned with proposals that, from October 2008, lone parents with a youngest child aged 12 or over will no longer be entitled to Income Support solely on the grounds of being a lone parent and subsequently, from October 2010, this age would be reduced to seven years old. 

 

Whilst Refuge supports women’s economic independence, it would be particularly concerning if mothers were encouraged to place young children into child care after school and during holidays just so that they could become economically self-sufficient. 

 

The role of economic abuse within domestic violence

The negative impact of domestic violence on women’s financial and employment prospects is increasingly being recognised. Indeed the Government’s definition of domestic violence acknowledges that domestic violence is:

 

 ‘Any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional) between adults who are or have been intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality’

 

Studies show that domestic violence frequently increases or is exacerbated when women seek education, training or work. This is because domestic violence is systematic, purposeful and patterned behaviour designed to control another person. Threatened by the economic independence of their partners, some men use threats of violence, violence itself and sabotage to keep their partners from education, training and employment. 

 

There are many different ways in which abusive partners interfere with a woman’s ability to obtain employment. Raphael (2000) describes: destruction of homework assignments, keeping women up all night with arguments before key tests or job interviews, turning off alarm clocks, destroying clothing, inflicting visible facial injuries before job interviews, deliberately disabling the family car, threatening to kidnap children from child care centres and failing to show up as promised for child care or transportation.

 

Abusers also disrupt women’s ability to work by actively interfering with her job through harassment: making work related threats, calling her repeatedly at work, stalking her at work and inflicting visible injuries as well as more covert ways such as deliberately disabling her car or destroying bus passes. 
Cost to the economy

The British Crime Survey (2001) found that ‘among employed woman who suffered domestic violence in the last year, 21 per cent took time off work’. Furthermore Walby (2004) has estimated that lost economic output as a consequence of time off due to injuries accounts for around £2.7 billion a year. 
 

The role of benefits in helping women to leave an abuser 
Since many women cite lack of economic independence as a barrier to leaving their abuser, it is vital that Government recognises the role benefits play in providing the economic support necessary for women and children to escape violence. Although it is certainly not the case that all women who are abused receive welfare and that all welfare recipients are abused, growing evidence suggests the two are inextricably linked. Indeed US studies have consistently demonstrated the high levels of domestic violence among women turning to welfare.
 
 

When working women leave a violent man, it is often the case that they also have to leave their place of work or risk being followed by their partner as they leave the workplace – something which results in their new whereabouts being discovered and the risk of further violence. For this reason, women staying in refuges are strongly discouraged from working after they have escaped domestic violence both for their own safety and for the safety of fellow residents. 
 

Whilst Refuge is reassured that lone parents may be eligible to transfer from Income Support to Jobseekers Allowance or another benefit, it is important to bear in mind that such women are unlikely to receive any child maintenance from former partners. It is also important to acknowledge that the majority of women leaving violent partners have no savings, may well have debts incurred as a result of the abuse and will have to cover the extra costs involved through leaving the family home. 
Although studies show an immediate improvement of the economic status of men following separation, women’s economic status deteriorates. Indeed, Humphrey and Thiara (2002) have found that financial hardship is the biggest difficulty for women in the first six months after leaving a violent man, particularly if they also lack the financial skills needed to mange day to day finances as a consequence of being economically disempowered as part of the abuse. 
 

Well-being of abused women and children

Again, although welcoming the Government’s intention that parents will only be obliged to accept an offer of employment which makes them financially better off than on benefit, Refuge is concerned that women and children need to be given time to heal from their experiences.

 

Welfare benefits can offer a period of respite during which mother and child can start to recover from the abuse. It is very difficult for women to work whilst they need to cope with emotionally disturbed children, physical or psychological problems, severe loss of self-esteem and lack of education and experience.
 At a time of such need, women often find themselves faced with a series of conflicting demands from the welfare and child welfare systems.

Refuge is further concerned that the Government’s new approach will involve sanctions in cases where failure to comply with agreed activities on the back-to-work action plan are not completed. As outlined above, violent men use a variety of mechanisms, including sabotage to hinder their partner’s independence. Unfortunately this behaviour does not stop after separation and can continue in the form of stalking and harassment. Furthermore, despite the proven danger of leaving an abusive partner and taking the children (for example, increased risk of homicide), the presumption that contact with a violent father is in the best interests of a child remains. 
 

Recommendations

 

· Women who have been exposed to domestic violence should be recognised as facing particularly severe barriers to work and need fast tracked assistance in training, skill development and gaining employment

· Women leaving domestic violence (including those in refuge) should be entitled to a period of respite during which they can claim Income Support as lone parents before transferring to other types of benefits or entering work

· The Department for Work and Pensions should work with the Home Office and Inter-Ministerial Group on Domestic Violence to recognise the financial impact of domestic violence within the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan.

· The Department for Work and Pensions should work with all employers to ensure that policies on domestic violence (both for victims and perpetrators) are in place and to ensure that all staff receives training on this issue. As such Refuge further recommends that the Department for Work and Pensions works with the Home Office to increase corporate membership of the Corporate Alliance against Domestic Violence (CAADV) of which Refuge is a part.
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