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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, research, policy and training 
· 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 are heard in national decision-making processes.
 
Introduction 
Refuge welcomes the multi-agency practice guidelines which have been developed by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s (FCO) Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) to assist professionals in handling cases of forced marriage. 
This is because Refuge believes that the act of bringing together into one document what had previously been separate guidelines for different professionals encourages a more integrated response to forced marriage. It clearly articulates the roles and responsibilities of different government agencies and demonstrates how they can work together effectively in order to keep women and girls safe. 
Overall, Refuge believes the guidelines are very good. However, there are several points which Refuge would like to highlight about the guidance as a whole:

1. Whist it is acknowledged that around 85 per cent of forced marriage cases handled by the Forced Marriage Unit relate to forced marriage experienced by women and girls, the document does not explain why forced marriage disproportionately impacts females (i.e. because of gender inequality). 
Furthermore, the majority of the language used is gender neutral (i.e. use of ‘individual’ and not ‘woman’). This is disappointing, especially in light of the current Government consultation on developing a ‘violence against women’ strategy. Refuge is also concerned that the definitions presented at the beginning of the document do not define what is understood by violence against women and how forced marriage fits into this. 
2. Although the document notes that forced marriage is not just an ‘Asian’ issue, all the case study examples illustrating the text feature young women whose families originate from the Indian sub-continent. Refuge is currently undertaking research which explores the experience of forced marriage by young women from Middle Eastern and North African backgrounds (including women repatriated to the UK by the Forced Marriage Unit) and would be happy to share some of these case studies in order to better reflect the situation on the ground.  
(Initial findings from this research also indicate that an additional motive for forced marriage is family members not wanting their daughter/sister/niece to be a single mother)
3. Similarly, Refuge believes that that the presentation of the ‘no recourse to public funds rule’ does not reflect the real obstacles professionals face in accessing safe accommodation for women in this situation. Unfortunately the ‘Last Resort’ fund is no longer in operation and the circular to chief executives which reminds them that women and children may be eligible for assistance under section 47 of the NHS and Community Care Act, section 2 of the Local Authority Act and the Children Act (1989)  is an advisory notice and is not enforceable.

In addition, no mention is made of the scheme which is due to be implemented by the Home Office in May 2009. This proposes to provide 3 weeks back-dated benefit payments to women who have been granted indefinite leave to remain in the UK, but does not provide the upfront funding that would allow women to escape forced marriage.
Evidence from Southall Black Sisters, who have been provided with money by Oxfam and London Councils to administer a fund for women with no recourse, suggests that even when refuges can access up to 6 weeks funding are choosing not to do so. This is because women with no recourse to public funds are typically in refuge accommodation for around 3 months to 2 years.
4. Health: No specific mention is made in this section of female genital mutilation and how this can sometimes be a warning sign that a girl/woman is to be forced into marriage.

5. Police: No mention is made of Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences in respect to protecting forced marriage victims who are at high risk; nor is the need to ensure that specialist risk assessment is conducted for women from BME backgrounds i.e. fear of family members, violence related to honour 
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