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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. Refuge also operates 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 reform of the immigration system and is delighted to submit written evidence in response to question one (chapter five) which asks whether probationary citizens who have entered the UK through the economic or family routes should have access to benefits in addition to those based on National Insurance contributions.
The problem
The existence of the 'no recourse to public funds' requirement in immigration and welfare law forces women experiencing domestic violence into a position of economic dependency on their abusive partner or spouse. Consequently this prevents women from making use of the Domestic Violence Concession since they cannot access the safe housing or welfare benefits they need in order to escape.
Refuge’s experience 
Refuge has been working for 37 years to ensure that women and children experiencing domestic violence can reach a place of safety. However it is becoming increasingly challenging for us to support women and children with no recourse to public funds. 
Refuge is one of the few refuge providers still accepting women and children with no recourse to public funds. In fact we are currently supporting over 20 women with no recourse to public funds at a cost of around £200,000 a year. 
Yet we continue to have to turn some women and their children away – despite the fact that they desperately need our help. For example, in the past year Refuge has been unable to help at least 16 women who approached our Asian Women’s Project alone.
Service users living alongside women with no recourse to public funds also feel passionately about this issue – indeed they often share their own limited food and resources with women and children affected by the no recourse rule.

Case examples:
Lucrecia came to the UK from Jamaica as a student and subsequently married a British man. She suffered physical abuse during the relationship and following attempts to leave her husband she was beaten by his friends.
She came to Refuge in October 2006 and immediately sought ‘leave to remain’ in the UK. She has two children who also have no recourse to public funds. They currently live on an average of £15 per week. Lucrecia has got into debt with the school because she cannot afford school meals, yet her children have no entitlement to free school meals.
Sanjita married a British man in India and came to the UK a few months after the wedding. As soon as she settled in her new home, she began to be physically and verbally abused by both her husband and his family. 
Although Sanjita had no recourse to public funds, Refuge has supported her living costs and has been helping her through her immigration case, which is still ongoing. She is terrified of returning to India and destroying her family honour.
Gloria met her British husband whilst he was on holiday in Jamaica. Following an attempted strangulation in 2006, Gloria was referred to Refuge by the police. Her husband was charged with assault and false imprisonment.
Gloria secured ‘leave to remain’ in the UK last year. Refuge funded her place in the refuge and her living costs for over a year during the immigration case. 

Negative impact on children

The 'no recourse to public rules' requirement also has a negative impact on children. Despite central government writing to Chief Executives in February 2006 to remind them of their duty to protect their children, Refuge’s experience is that local authorities generally refuse to financially support families and often threaten to take children into care or else offer to pay for a flight back home to their countries of origin, irrespective of the conditions or harm they will face in that country. 
The solution 
Whilst Refuge recognises the recent government announcement to backdate benefits for women who receive leave to remain in the UK and believes that this is a step in the right direction, we remain concerned that this initiative will only help a small minority of the women affected. 
Unfortunately it will not provide women with the financial support they need in order to be able to leave in the first place and means that organisations such as Refuge will still have to find funding to support them up front. Furthermore it will not help those women who, often through no fault of their own, may be ‘over –stayers’ and are consequently refused leave to remain.
It is ironic that, whilst refugees granted humanitarian protection in the UK are entitled to all welfare benefits and services, women and children experiencing human rights abuses here in the UK continue to be denied them. 

Yet solutions can and, in other parts of the world, have been found. For example, in Austria any woman, irrespective of her immigration status, is entitled to access a refuge and living costs and, in Canada, spouses whose marriages break down due to domestic violence are entitled to emergency housing and living costs.  
As expressed in our response to the ‘Marriage to Partners from Overseas’ consultation undertaken by the Border and Immigration Agency earlier this year, Refuge strongly believes that women who have used the Domestic Violence Concession to escape an abusive partner must have access to public funds.
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