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Background
Refuge is the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services for women and children - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year. The organisation 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 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 continues to support the Government’s commitment to ensure that the right support is available to enable people to become independent and lead fulfilling lives. It is essential that people have a safety net for times of need, not only in cases of sickness or unemployment as the paper notes, but also for women experiencing domestic violence.  As such, Refuge is pleased to see that the Government recognises that some vulnerable people will have complex problems and will need additional support to enter into employment.
An obligation to work

Refuge is a strong advocate of women’s economic independence. However there are a number of practical problems around working for women who live in refuge accommodation. For example, women who have had to flee domestic violence often have no choice but to give up employment as a consequence of moving away from home. Or, by continuing to work in a location known to the perpetrator, women in this situation may be at risk if the abuser follows them back to the refuge. Because refuge space is paid for via Housing Benefit as part of the Government’s Supporting People programme it can also be very expensive for working women to pay rent in a refuge.
Moreover, Refuge’s experience is that women accessing domestic violence services are in crisis and need to be given time to deal with the physical and psychological impact of their experience as well as the impact that domestic violence may have had on their children. Welfare benefits can offer a period of respite during which mother and child can start to recover and deal with the many practical problems they face. As a consequence, it can be very difficult for women to think about seeking work during this time.

In October 2007, Refuge responded to the Government’s Green Paper ‘In Work, Better off: Next Steps to Full Employment’ and outlined concerns that, by 2010, lone parents with a youngest child aged over seven will be required to seek and take up work.  Whilst reassured to learn that lone parents may be eligible to transfer from Income Support to another benefit such as Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), Refuge is concerned that doctors assessing claimants for this benefit may be unaware of the psychological impact of domestic violence so that women who do not present with a diagnosable psychiatric condition may not qualify. It is therefore important that doctors are trained about domestic violence and the impact that it has.
Furthermore, since access to psychological support is vitally important for women and children who have experienced domestic violence, Refuge urges Government to pay specific attention to this group in developing the National Strategy for Mental Health and Employment. 
A stronger sanctions regime
Proposals to introduce automatic benefit sanctions in situations where individuals are claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance but fail to attend a mandatory interview or undertake a work trial are of particular concern to Refuge. Studies consistently demonstrate that domestic violence increases 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 dependent on them. 
Stanko (2001) notes how mandatory requirements to find work may be undermined by men who do not want women to be independent from them. Indeed research into economic abuse undertaken across Refuge’s own services by Sharp (2008) shows that almost half of women accessing refuge and floating support services report that their partner interfered with their ability to undertake education and work. The research found that:
· Of those questionnaire respondents who stated that they had been participating in education before meeting the abuser, only 33 per cent were still doing so during the relationship

· Of those questionnaire respondents who had been economically active before meeting the abuser, only 52 per cent were still in paid employment  during the relationship

· Of those questionnaire respondents who indicated that they had been undertaking voluntary work before meeting the abuser, only 25 per cent were still doing so during the relationship 
The research also outlines the many different ways in which abusive partners interfere with a woman’s ability to obtain or undertake education and employment. These include: keeping her up all night; locking her in the house; inflicting visible injuries; destroying her clothes; and making her late for job interviews/work. Similar findings are described by Raphael (2000) who further identifies failing to show up as promised for child care or transportation.

Not only may interference with education and employment continue after a woman has left a violent man, but research evidence from the United States also suggests that welfare rules linking benefits to work have resulted in some women being forced to increase their dependence on abusive ex-partners as they become employed or are unable to find work and lose their cash benefits (Fender et al., 2002). 
The DWP must therefore be aware that in cases of domestic violence it may be very difficult for a woman to prove what an abusive (ex)-partner has done to prevent her from attending a job review or appointment. Ways of dealing with this (for example, supporting letters from a domestic violence service) need to be put in place to ensure that women experiencing domestic violence are not re-victimised by the benefit system. In addition, Refuge recommends that policies on domestic violence are put in place to ensure that all DWP staff members receive training on this issue and are aware of the particular difficulties that some women face. 
Work for your benefit

Whilst Refuge agrees that the DWP cannot ignore those individuals who fraudulently claim benefit, it is also important to note that some abusive men may force their partner into doing so. Again, the recent research carried out across Refuge’s services into economic abuse revealed situations where women had been coerced by their ex-partner into fraudulently claiming benefits or had been falsely reported to the DWP for doing so (Sharp, 2008). Refuge therefore suggests that the DWP puts in place a protocol for dealing with cases of domestic violence so that women are treated sympathetically if they have been forced to commit fraud by the abuser and if there is doubt about their eligibility to claim benefits in light of allegations made by the abuser that they are not penalised whilst the claim is investigated. 
Links with other Government strategies 
Refuge is pleased to note that the DWP has recognised how social issues such as drug taking cut across different Government agendas, including welfare reform. However Refuge remains disappointed that the consultation paper does not also explicitly recognise the link between welfare reform and domestic violence. In Refuge’s response to ‘In Work, Better off: Next Steps to Full Employment’, Refuge recommended that the DWP work more closely with the Home Office and Inter-Ministerial Group on Domestic Violence to recognise the financial impact of domestic violence generally and the specific impact of economic abuse within the National Domestic Violence Delivery Plan.

A new system of child maintenance 
Refuge has welcomed the Governments’ reform of the child maintenance system and is supportive of the proposal to fully disregard child maintenance in all out-of-work benefits by 2010 as outlined in Refuge’s response to ‘A New System of Child Maintenance’ in March 2007. Child poverty is a frequently unrecognised consequence for children exposed to domestic violence and Refuge continues to call for the guaranteed provision of maintenance payments from the state (later reclaimed by the State from the non-resident parent) as is common in other northern European countries. 
Right to control

Refuge is supportive of the right of individuals to have choice and control over how the resources provided to them by the State are used. Although not mentioned specifically within the consultation paper, Refuge is however extremely concerned about proposals to encourage the payment of Housing Benefit directly to claimants instead of landlords in the social housing sector.  If would be imperative that providers of women’s refuges are exempt from any such requirement since it would be likely to divert attention away from supporting women and children in crisis to rent arrears management. 
Reform of the social fund

As the consultation paper acknowledges, the Social Fund plays a valuable role in poverty eradication and supports the most vulnerable in times of crisis. However in Refuge’s experience there is little consistency in the practice of granting applications, with some service users being successful and other unsuccessful, despite being in similar circumstances. The research undertaken across Refuge’s services into economic abuse also discovered a case in which one service user found out that her ex-partner had forged her signature and taken out a £500 social fund loan, making her ineligible for another one and meaning that she was responsible for having to pay it back (Sharp, 2008). Again, Refuge recommends the development of a protocol for dealing with cases of domestic violence so that women in this situation are treated sympathetically. Priority could also be given to women experiencing domestic violence within applications to the Fund.
No recourse to public funds 
Finally, Refuge would like to express concern about the continuing situation whereby women seeking leave to remain in the UK have no recourse to public funds. Refuge welcomes Government’s recent attention to this issue but believes current plans to back-date benefits over the period it takes for successful applicants to apply for indefinite leave to remain does little to ease the current funding crisis for refuges supporting this group of women. In addition this proposal does not help women access the financial support needed to leave the perpetrator in the first place.
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