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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 (including specialist refuges for Asian and African-Caribbean women)

· Floating support (including support to sanctuary schemes and culturally specific specialist support)

· Community based outreach services (including specialist support for women from East Europe, south Asia, Vietnam and Somalia)

· Independent domestic violence advocacy (IDVA) services 

· Psychological support for women and children including individual and group counselling 
· 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 this vision Refuge undertakes 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 review of the ‘No Secrets’ guidance. As the consultation document notes, there has been a great deal of legislation since ‘No Secrets’ was first published. In relation to domestic abuse specifically, there is now the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victim’s Act (2004) and the Forced Marriage Civil Protection Act (2008). 
In addition, there have been a number of developments in the domestic violence field, including the national rollout of Specialist Domestic Violence Courts (SDVCs) and Independent Domestic Violence Advocates (IDVAs), alongside Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARACs).
In particular, Refuge welcomes the opportunity to review the definition of the term ‘vulnerable adult’. Refuge recognises that there are some particularly vulnerable groups of women (such as disabled women and women with mental health problems) who may be less able to take steps to protect themselves than other women experiencing domestic violence. However, it is certainly not the case that all women who experience domestic violence are inherently ‘vulnerable’ in that they are ‘unable to protect themselves against significant harm or exploitation’ (as set out in the definition). Domestic violence is a prevalent social issue - indeed, according to the British Crime Survey (2004) one in four women will experience domestic violence in her lifetime. Refuge’s day-to-day experience as the main provider of services nationally shows us that a victim of domestic violence may well be a successful family lawyer or the local head teacher. 

It is also Refuge’s experience that abused women routinely put strategies in place to manage the risk that they face until they can access the support they need to leave the abuser. Refuge finds that the numerous myths about domestic violence and who might be a victim of it continue and are often held by professionals. It is for this reason that it is very important for any interventions with domestic violence victims to be undertaken by people trained in domestic violence and that they seek to empower the victim to increase her autonomy and self-esteem.
Furthermore, although the consultation document recognises that safeguarding issues need to be looked at from an equalities perspective, the significance of gender is not sufficiently addressed. Any response to protecting victims of domestic violence must recognise that violence is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality. As Kofi Anan (former Secretary General of the United Nations) has stated: 

‘Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human rights violation. And it is perhaps the most pervasive. It knows no boundaries of geography, culture, or wealth. As long as it continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress towards equality, development, and peace’
Consultation questions
1. Refuge suggests that leadership for safeguarding adults should lie with independent bodies made up of key agencies at both the national and local levels. At the local level, good outcomes monitoring could be built into the safeguarding strategy, with the results of each area published locally.
Again, at the local level, all agencies should be signed up to the Protection of Vulnerable Adults (POVA) scheme. A template for a ‘local safeguarding job description’ would be useful; but the introduction of a template and national procedures would need to allow for flexibility since each area is different geographically and will have varying levels of resources. 
Minimum qualifications or vocational experience should be put in place for staff working in the care sector and spot checks (without notice) could be implemented to ensure the level of care provided is appropriate. 
2. Refuge believes that there is an urgent need for more work to focus on the prevention of domestic violence. Because domestic violence is both a cause and consequence of gender inequality, preventing it is not only the responsibility of professionals but of society as a whole. 
At the national level, Refuge works hard to educate the general public about domestic violence through national awareness raising campaigns which seek to communicate that women have a right to live free from violence from their partners and that violence towards women should not be tolerated or excused. At the same time, Refuge works hard to ensure that women are aware of the domestic violence services that exist and how to access them. Refuge is also lobbying for domestic violence to be addressed as a gendered issue (within the wider context of violence against women) as part of the new Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) curriculum which will soon to be introduced into schools.
At the local level, Refuge’s experience is that more resources need to be made available in order to allow professionals to undertake prevention work. In addition, appropriate referral pathways and partnership working need to be strengthened. 

Refuge therefore believes that a national prevention strategy for safeguarding is necessary. This needs to encompass all the different agencies that victims of domestic violence may come into contact with – many of which are already involved in Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences. This would be particularly useful in rural areas.

3. At the local level, annual reports should be more evaluative and could be made more accessible to the general public (for example, advertising them in libraries, one stop shops and post offices etc.). 
In relation to national level work on domestic violence, two National Indicators were developed (National Indicator 32 on repeat incidents of domestic violence and National Indicator 34 on domestic homicide) within the Government’s new Performance Framework. However, aside from the fact that these indicators are proving problematic to implement, local authorities are able to pick and choose from the menu of National Indicators provided by the Government when developing their local area agreements, so there is no guarantee that they will be selected. 
Refuge has, however, developed its own outcomes framework for safeguarding victims of domestic violence within its own services. Based on these outcomes Refuge has fed into national level work on the development of occupational standards across the domestic violence sector. Refuge hopes that these occupational standards will soon inform the commissioning of domestic violence services. 
There are a number of ways that we can learn from people’s experiences of harm. For instance, at local level, an individual’s progress could be checked after the event and follow up procedures could be introduced to monitor continued safeguarding issues. Learning from people’s experiences of harm and the safeguarding process can also be taken from domestic violence homicide reviews which were made statutory under Section 9 of the Domestic Violence Crime and Victims Act (2004), although this part of the legislation has yet to be implemented. Refuge has repeatedly called for domestic homicide reviews to include any children that may also have been killed. Combining domestic homicide and serious case reviews would not only be cost effective in terms of time and resources, but would also promote multi and cross-disciplinary learning about adults and children at risk from domestic violence. 
Refuge further believes that the dissemination of aggregated review findings and the implementation of a national database of recommendations would lead to a reduction in homicides and improved services for those who survive. It could also play a valuable role in triggering the need for an agency review to pre-empt a serious case review. 
Finally, Refuge supports joint inspections since they help facilitate a wider diversity of experience and knowledge. 

4. As set out in the introduction, Refuge’s experience is that the majority of domestic violence victims are able to identify strategies to manage their own safety as best they can. Whilst the abuser may try and limit their independence through a number of control tactics such as fear, intimidation and physical violence, this does not mean that they are unable to exercise choice and control when they get the opportunity to do so. 
Refuge already recognises that the majority of domestic violence ‘service users’ are active citizens, able to assess risk and make decisions about the quality of their lives. Women using Refuge’s services are supported and empowered to work with their key worker to identify the level of risk they are facing and to develop a specific safety plan to address that risk.  Clearly this process also addresses particular risks faced by more vulnerable women – for instance mobility impairment can make it more difficult to get out of the way of the perpetrator at the time of an attack or leave the house to access domestic violence services. However additional funding is needed to support more women in their own homes.
5. Refuge recognises that agencies need to acknowledge that there is an element of risk with regards to safeguarding when individuals exercise the right to choose for themselves – such as choosing to stay in their own home. Agencies involved with the individual should consider how to ensure that the individual at risk is offered alternative forms of support – such as floating support – building up understanding and trust so that further abuse can be reported. 
6. Refuge believes that regional safeguarding forums would be useful. However, no one person can take the lead on safeguarding since different individuals will have a different area of expertise. 
At local level, there needs to be improved information sharing to implement the safeguarding guidance. For instance, the role of GPs is crucial for safeguarding in the NHS. As the British Medical Association recognises, identification of domestic violence falls largely on GPs and the services most frequently accessed by women seeking medical attention because of domestic violence tend to be their GP or local A&E department. However, MARACs and other multi-agency forums often find it difficult to engage GPs who are concerned about patient confidentiality. There is a need for this issue to be addressed.
7. Agencies need to work together to protect vulnerable adults from abuse through multi-agency policies and procedures. Housing providers can contribute to safeguarding in a number of ways. Examples include: offering appropriate housing for vulnerable adults (and not housing them in areas of high crime); evicting violent men; allowing women to take over tenancies that were in their partner’s name; offering support packages – such as a sanctuary scheme for women wishing to stay in their home (extra security features added to their property, along with the checks, support and safety planning that can only safely be provided by a specialist domestic violence agency); and through recognising that rent arrears and unusual financial activity may be as a result of financial abuse (see response to question 8 below).
Refuge believes that training across the criminal justice arena is needed to better identify vulnerable adults and offer appropriate intervention and support. For example, training is needed for all police officers to understand the dynamics of domestic violence so they are able to identify and respond appropriately to scenarios in which they may be dealing with a person who is at risk. For example, there may be cases where the perpetrator claims that the victim initiated a physical attack when she may, in fact, have been defending herself. Similarly, a woman may be charged with shoplifting but officers may fail to consider that she may have resorted to stealing basic necessities for herself and any children she may have as a result of her partner withholding money as part of his control over her.

This second example is of financial abuse which, as the consultation papers acknowledges has grown steadily and diversified. Recent research undertaken across Refuge’s services found that 89% of women reported experiencing financial abuse as part of domestic violence. One of the recommendations made by the research report suggests that high street banks could consider implementing a protocol for dealing with banking issues related to economic abuse – indeed this recommendation has been taken up by the Conservative Party within its Violence Against Women Strategy (see additional attachments – ‘What’s yours is mine’ research report and ‘You can afford to leave’ - a financial guide for women and children experiencing domestic violence).

In rural areas, police units are often not appropriately staffed due to the number of geographical areas to be covered. In relation to Community Safety Units (CSUs) which regularly deal with domestic violence incidents, there are usually only a few members of staff which leaves individual officers with high case loads to manage. Despite their ‘specialist’ role in relation to supporting victims of domestic violence, it remains the case that not all officers in CSUs are adequately trained about domestic violence, risk assessment and safety planning.
8. Again, as indicated in the introduction to this response, Refuge believes that there is a need to update and refresh the ‘No Secrets’ guidance. It may be useful to produce specific guidelines for different agencies in the same way that the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the Home Office have done on forced marriage. This would mean working with the Association for Chief Police Offices on guidance for police officers, the NHS on guidance for health professionals etc. 

Refuge believes that more needs to be done in relation to risk assessment of vulnerable adults, with new legislation on information sharing so that abuse can be pre-empted and prevented. This would help clarify when information can be shared.
9. Refuge believes that the definition of vulnerable people could be changed to people ‘at risk’ which could then list how particular groups might be at risk alongside particular risk factors. For instance, it is often not understood that all women are at risk of domestic violence. However additional risk factors and barriers to seeking help could be flagged – for example, younger women, disabled women etc. 
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