Violence Against Women and Girls in the UK
CEDAW General Recommendation 19 makes it clear that violence against women and girls (VAWG) violates their human rights under CEDAW. VAWG can constitute torture as defined under the terms of the UN Convention Against Torture (CAT)
 The UK Government have been asked what steps have been taken to ensure that all cases of violence against women are swiftly investigated, prosecuted and punished and that women receive immediate protection, redress and compensation
 by this Committee. (See submission on non-state torture) Rape, domestic violence, trafficking and female genital mutilation (FGM) (See submission on FGM) can be treated as a breach of human rights by the state because of a failure to protect victims or prosecute offenders. 

VAWG is a human rights issue. Public authorities have obligations to tackle domestic, sexual and other forms of VAWG under Article 2 (the right to life), Article 3 (the prohibition of inhuman and degrading treatment) and Article 14 (the prohibition of discrimination) of the European Convention on Human Rights.

Each year across the UK up to 3 million women experience violence, including domestic violence, rape and sexual violence, sexual harassment, forced marriage, crimes in the name of ‘honour’, FGM, trafficking and sexual exploitation. More than one in four women (4.8 million) aged between 16 and 59 have been affected by domestic abuse;
 50% of women who have experienced domestic violence are raped within their abusive relationship;
 23% of women have been sexually assaulted as an adult
 and up to 6,500 girls are at risk of FGM in the UK every year.
 Apart from the physical and psychological damage that the perpetrators of these crimes cause, VAWG costs society £40 billion a year, including criminal investigation costs, housing and social services support, and statutory services that support survivor’s physical and mental health needs.
 
Violence against women, both intimate partner violence and sexual violence, are major public health problems.
 Without early intervention, they present significant social and economic costs (domestic violence costs £5.8 billion a year)
 and seriously depress women’s ability to contribute to society and the economy. VAWG bears huge costs – for women and their families, for public services and the economy as well as for our communities and society. The World Health Organisation found that preventing violence is both cost beneficial and cost effective
 however, the UK Government has not done enough to address this.  
Changes to welfare benefits also risk increasing women’s financial dependency on men, making it harder for women to leave violent relationships. The Universal Credit will be paid as a single payment to one partner in a couple and concern has been expressed that this will increase women’s financial dependency on their male partners
 and it is likely to increase incidents of domestic violence. 
Increased conditionality of benefits may also impact women who are unable to seek work because of trauma or ongoing mental health problems as a result of abuse. In focus groups run by the (now defunct) Women’s National Commission for the Department of Health, some women complained that GPs who worked as medical examiners for Jobcentre Plus had no understanding of rape and sexual violence and how this might prevent women from working. Women reported having their benefits cut because Jobcentre Plus staff failed to recognise the ongoing problems they were suffering as a result of the violence they had experienced.
 In addition, cuts to housing benefit may make it harder for women to move out of an area to get away from their attacker. The importance of financial advocacy has also been raised, including benefit and debt management. Women with children said this support was crucial in order for them to protect and provide for their children.
 This is the case particularly for Black, minority ethnic and refugee (BMER) survivors of VAWG that find it difficult to navigate the system as a result of language and cultural barriers. However, it is precisely these services which are being reduced. 
Progressive developments that seek to safeguard and address gender issues and third sector provision, such as the Compact, have been ignored, under-used or misused within local service development strategies and even removed altogether, in the case of the Gender Equality Duty. Furthermore, the language used around VAWG is also becoming gender-neutral which continues to undermine the value of women-only provision.

Call to end VAWG

In 2008 the CEDAW Committee called for a national strategy on violence against women and girls which included training for parliamentarians, the judiciary and health workers/police. A Call to End Violence Against Women and Girls
 action plan has been introduced and updated but this is not comprehensive enough and many of the Government’s other policies are in direct contravention of this and in fact increase women’s vulnerability to violence. 
The strategy has no central budget line attached to it which limits and obscures the resources available to implement it and we believe that VAWG can only be tackled effectively if policies, including prostitution and trafficking, are brought together in a single overarching strategy based on the principles of equality and human rights.
The Government has, in recent years, recognised the need for a more holistic approach to VAWG with the introduction of independent sexual violence advocates (ISVAs), independent domestic violence advocates (IDVAs) and multi-agency risk assessment conferences (MARACs) and in its 7th periodic report, describes the success of these initiatives in reducing the attrition rates of VAWG cases, which is a key priority. Specialist domestic violence courts have also been established. In 2011 however, of eight major IDVA providers, two faced total loss of funding, three faced cuts of 50%, three of 40% and two of 25%.
 Rather than reduce these services there is an urgent need to extend the programme to offer support to more women affected by violence. We are concerned that the provision of ISVAs, IDVAs and MARACs continues to be available only in high risk cases. Specialist services and multi-agency working is required for all victims of VAWG combined with greater awareness raising to ensure the efficacy of these services.
Recommendation:

· Targets are needed to increase the numbers of ISVAs and IDVAs to ensure that these roles are created around the country so that support for victims is not inconsistent. Increasing ISVAs and IDVAs would also create better support availability for women who experience multiple discrimination.
It is estimated that for every £1 spent on MARACs at least £6 of public money can be saved on direct costs to agencies every year – and that the potential savings to the public purse of a national MARAC programme are over £740m annually.

Case study:

“The implementation of MARAC's has not been considered in context to sustaining the service and the remainder of the 90% cases of domestic violence. Awareness raising and the actual implementation of MARAC's has been limited due to limited resources and an under appreciation of the importance of voluntary services and their response to victims of domestic violence.”

The Government’s Action Plan contains 35 wide-ranging proposals, which require partnership working with and between government departments. It is too early to comment on the effectiveness of the action plan, but a review of IDVAs in 2009 estimated that there were less than half the number of trained advisors needed to give adequate coverage for all high risk cases in the UK. Research undertaken
 indicates that there are still gaps in provision which is a continuing cause for concern.
Recommendations:
· Allocate adequate resources within government budgets for the implementation of the Action Plan at all appropriate levels.
· The Home Office and governments in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland should establish an Independent Taskforce to look at VAWG examining the relationship between VAWG and mental health, suicide and self-harm; access to education; and the impact of cuts in public spending and legal aid on women and girls. It should also examine legal and statutory responses, including that of the police and social services, to demands for protection by women and children. This should report to relevant Ministerial Groups on VAWG.
On 8th June the government signed up to the Council of Europe's convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence (CAHVIO).
 This is welcome as signing the convention reflects the Government's commitment to tackling VAWG, we urge them to ratify it without delay! The UPR examination in 2012 also urged the Government to take more effective measures to combat all forms of VAWG and to ensure that the perpetrators of violence are taken to justice and punished.

Recommendation:
The Government should take steps to ratify CAHVIO as soon as possible. 

Localism and VAWG
The localism agenda and devolution of responsibility and funding to local authorities is a particular concern in terms of provision for VAWG. 31% of local authority funding to the VAWG sector was cut between 2010/11 and 2011/12, a reduction from £7.8m to £5.4m. On an average day in 2011 230 women were turned away by Women's Aid - around 9% of those seeking refuge - because of a lack of space.

National level policy has insufficient traction on local decision making and there is a general discord between national policy commitments on the one hand, and devolution of decision making to local areas on the other.
 We are concerned about the lack of mandatory targets related to VAWG against which the performance of local authorities can be monitored. This is at odds with the statutory Equality Duty and guidance from the Equality and Human Rights Commission that local authorities must prioritise tackling the causes and consequences of VAWG under the Duty. The Government should introduce wide ranging and comprehensive indicators on VAWG against which to monitor efforts to prevent and respond to VAWG by local authorities and other local partnerships.
 Data should also be disaggregated by protected characteristics to ensure that vulnerable groups of women are reached and don’t fall through the gaps (e.g. BMER, disabled, older women, etc.)
Case study:

“The Government has put things in place but then does not follow it through, the Borough may have excellent strategies for women leaving a violent relationship but then no housing provision for the women to stay in thus forcing them to return. There needs to be a complete chain.”
From April 2011 it was compulsory for police forces within England and Wales to collect data on reported hate crimes as part of the formal Annual Data Return process to the Home Office.
 We hope that this data will be disaggregated by gender and include specific hate crimes against women to ensure that they receive an appropriate response. 
Recommendation:

· National governments must set guidance and milestones for local bodies to tackle VAWG, with robust enforcement and implementation mechanisms. This should include guidance on the necessity to collect and publish disaggregated data on VAWG in relation to all minority groups under the new Public Sector Equality Duty in Britain.

Transfer of VAWG funding to Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs)

From November 2012 the police authorities that held the police to account were replaced by elected PCCs in 41 police force areas across England and Wales. PCCs are responsible for local policing priorities and outcomes, and have to produce a five year Police and Crime Plan setting out local policing priorities.  

As part of their responsibilities, from 2013/14 PCCs can make crime and disorder reduction grants to any organisation or person in the area.  Existing funding streams to address VAWG services will be diverted to this new fund, which will no longer be ring fenced. PCCs will act as commissioners for all local victim support services, apart from rape support centres and support for victims of trafficking, which will continue to be commissioned nationally.  
Judges have been critical of this policy as they have ‘grave concerns’ about allowing commissioners who are elected locally on political platforms to select what support services should be offered to crime victims as they may favour certain victim support services or be vulnerable to claims from private contractors.

VAWG campaigns/communications

The Government should build upon previously successful Police Service and voluntary sector awareness-raising campaigns to pro-actively target individuals at higher risk of more hidden crimes. Cultural factors, language barriers, age and a lack of clarity between offences and non-offences all contribute to a lack of public awareness in these areas. Certain groups such as BMER women find it particularly hard to access information and some do not know that VAWG is a crime. Information should therefore be available in different languages so that those with English as a second or other language can be made aware of the law, how to access help from the police, and the wider support available.
 
The current emphasis should remain in recognition of the power dynamic involved in most VAWG – which is perpetrated by men against women. The use of the more generic term ‘gender based violence’ detracts from recognising this power dynamic
 and should not be used in communications about VAWG. 
VAWG projects

Bailey review 

Disappointingly the Bailey Review continued to reinforce gender stereotypes rather than challenging them and there has been a lot of criticism
 about its simplistic and moralistic attitude to sexuality. The review is heteronormative and makes problematic assumptions about socio-economic status and race rather than dealing with the complexity of issues affecting young people, and especially girls, in the UK today. 
VAWG and education

Alongside investment in awareness raising and education on VAWG, we would like to see increased efforts to raise awareness amongst those at risk of, or experiencing VAWG about the legal remedies and services available to them. 
Recommendation:

· Raise awareness of VAWG and challenge discriminatory attitudes and stereotypes including harmful traditional or social practices through education and the media. 
Stern review

The Stern Review
 recommended that more needs to be done to explain published statistics on rape conviction rates. It is also clear that more could be done to gather information about the prevalence of sexual violence against women in the UK and to analyse and disseminate information already gathered, so that it can be used to direct and influence law and policy in this area.
 
As The Stern Review states, implementation of policies is patchy (in rank and geographical areas) and so, until training is consistent and, very importantly, monitored for results, work still needs to be done by police to fulfil international obligations to implement gender sensitive policies in relation to sexual violence and ensure legislation is used effectively by having an effective criminal justice system.
Recommendations:

· It is crucial that there is a minimum standards framework based on equality and human rights principles for all organisations working on VAWG and mandatory training for all teachers, social workers, police officers, health workers and other professionals distributed evenly throughout the country.
· The voluntary VAWG sector should be commissioned to deliver quality training on VAWG to a range of agencies as part of vocational qualifications and ongoing professional development and to increase the consistency in the implementation of existing good policy.
Sector-specific policies on VAWG

It is disappointing that tackling abuse of women and girls is still not reflected properly in key Westminster government policies. There is concern that the new ‘troubled families’ agenda fails to acknowledge and tackle VAWG and the impact of this on other issues within families.
 
The consultation and debate around porn filters
 also does not reflect issues around VAWG, and key reports
 on abuse have been undermined by parts of government. 
Domestic violence
Domestic violence (DV) is still a huge issue in the UK:
· Between 7.5% and 10% of women experienced DV in 2010-11.

· One in four women will experience DV in their lifetime.

· If sexual assault and stalking are included, then 45% of the female population have experienced at least one incident of inter-personal abuse in their lifetimes.

· DV has the highest repeat victimisation rate (43%) of any violent crime
 and accounts for one in six incidents of violence.

DV affects women of all ages and backgrounds regardless of economic or social status, race, religion or immigration status. However, some women, such as BMER women, may face additional barriers such as racial discrimination or religious stereotyping, which prevents them from accessing protection.
 Women aged 16-19 are at the highest risk of experiencing domestic violence and sexual assault, yet relevant services are rarely available.
 
Case study:

“At LAWRS, our statistics tell us that approximately 90% of the women that approach us feel unable, unsafe and fearful of approaching mainstream services. This responds to gender, cultural and language barriers, the difficulties of understanding and negotiate the system, fear of being discriminated against and also a fear of statutory services including the police due to previous negative experiences in Latin America. Some of these women will put their lives and their integrity at risk without approaching mainstream services”.
There are a range of criminal and civil law remedies which are designed to respond to and protect women from DV. However, the way that civil remedies have to be obtained can deter women from using them.
 
“What was the most important thing the police did? Referring me to [support services]… but it’s all down to the police responding correctly in the first place.”

Female victim of domestic abuse.

More than 30% of DV cases start during pregnancy and 40-60% of women experiencing DV are abused while pregnant.
 Good DV at work policies, awareness of DV by managers and colleagues along with other employment support measures need to be in place to enable women experiencing DV not to experience any detriment at work. Awareness and appropriate intervention by health professionals is also crucial to ensure the protection that women and their children need. 
VAWG and the law

Despite significant improvements in the gender sensitivity of law and policy related to VAWG in England and Wales, women continue to face significant barriers to accessing legal remedies when they are at risk of, or have experienced violence. Women are still not reporting to the police and continue to lack confidence in the criminal justice system.
 Although civil law remedies may be available to some women affected by sexual violence, there is an absence of any response to sexual violence in the civil courts.
 We are particularly concerned that there is an acute lack of specialised services that provide protection, enable women to access legal remedies, and support their full rehabilitation e.g. specialist services for BMER women. 
There have been very significant developments in the law and legal remedies available to protect women from violence and bring perpetrators to justice over the past ten years. Prosecutions and convictions for crimes of VAWG have risen by 15,000 between 2008-12.
 However, there is still a long way to go as this does not reflect the prevalence of VAWG and the root issues must still be addressed. Research
 has found that improvements in the law are not sufficient in isolation to effectively eliminate VAWG.
Case study:
 

“Most of the women that access our services are reluctant to report VAWG to the Police. Many women that have denounced have not had a good experience. For instance, some women have told us that when they sought help from the police they felt ignored and dismissed because they could not communicate clearly. In one example police officers responding to a call from the victim used the victim’s children as interpreters. Another client said that police talked to her husband rather than to her.”
Numerous independent reports have criticised the police for their insensitive and dismissive approach to victims of sexual violence. Allegations of rape are ‘no-crimed’ (meaning that the police do not believe an offence has taken place) four times as often as allegations of grievous bodily harm.
 The Sara Payne report
 featured some heavily critical comments of the police and the way in which rape complaints were handled and prosecuted. In cases of DV there is also evidence to suggest that authorities do not act effectively to protect women they know to be vulnerable.

Law and policy in the UK to prevent and prohibit VAWG has also focused on prosecuting perpetrators through the criminal justice system. However, this does not always work in the interests of women experiencing VAWG or lead to their protection. Many women who contact the police in an emergency feel let down by the criminal justice system.
 Women’s access to justice is also being severely reduced with the closure of Special Domestic Violence Courts and advice on complex welfare benefits issues, housing issues and immigration issues and the removal of legal aid 
VAWG prevention

Under the Beijing Platform for Action, the Government must study the causes and consequences of VAWG by collecting and analysing disaggregated statistics on violence against women and analysing the prevalence of different forms of violence including research on the impact of violence such as rape. The Government should also analyse the impact of legislation.
In Britain, the Public Sector Equality Duty under the Equality Act 2010 requires public bodies to take account of equality, discrimination and good relations, which means that local authorities, government departments, police forces and schools should examine their policies to ensure they are promoting equality between women and men including how they are preventing VAWG. 

However, surveys consistently show that different sections of society hold deeply entrenched and prejudicial attitudes about VAWG:
· 36% of people believe that a woman should be held wholly or partly responsible for being sexually assaulted or raped if she was drunk, and 26% if she was in public wearing sexy or revealing clothes.

· One in five people think it would be acceptable in certain circumstances for a man to hit or slap his female partner in response to her being dressed in sexy or revealing clothing in public.

· 43% of teenage girls believe that it is acceptable for a boyfriend to be aggressive towards his partner.

· 1 in 2 boys and 1 in 3 girls believe that there are some circumstances when it is okay to hit a woman or force her to have sex.

The recent case
 of a woman raped by convicted footballer, Ched Evans, who was named on social media contrary to legal protection of anonymity afforded to rape complainants, and abused and harassed online, has highlighted the urgency of needing to tackle such attitudes and behaviours at root.

Whilst VAWG is more prevalent amongst women in England than stroke, diabetes and heart disease,
 preventing violence has long been the most neglected part of government policy. The recent teenage relationship abuse campaign
 led by the Home Office is welcome, but prevention initiatives are usually piecemeal with little investment in research and evaluation. Schools have failed systematically to embed VAWG in the curriculum and school policies and increasing autonomy for schools through education policy risks exacerbating this problem. Government awareness campaigns have generally been ad-hoc and short-term and there has been no measurement and monitoring of community attitudes towards VAWG, despite a promise to do so in the VAWG Action Plan. As highlighted by women’s organisations
 prevention must be at the core of a strategic response.
In order to take action to prevent violence, it is necessary to identify factors that contribute to it. Reproduced here is an adaptation of a cutting edge ‘Model of factors at play in the perpetration of violence’, developed by Hagemann-White et al in 2010 for the European Commission.
 These are factors, not causal explanations. Every perpetrator makes a choice to use violence and consequently must take responsibility for their actions.
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Victim support

The UN have highlighted that societies and governments around the world must be mobilized to provide women and girls with universal access to critical support in situations of violence.
 This support must be timely and appropriate. For example there is a need for LGBT-specific support and counselling, police officers and safe temporary accommodation for lesbian and bisexual women experiencing violence as well as LGBT awareness training for VAWG support services. The lack of understanding about women experiencing same-sex partner or homophobic/biphobic abuse and violence needs to also be addressed

Older Women and VAWG 
The Government’s Action Plan makes no mention of older women or the particular services they might need. Older women’s needs are also not specifically reflected in any of the devolved administrations’ strategies or action plans, although the Scottish Strategic Framework does make a reference to age as a factor that affects women’s experiences. The British Crime Survey’s self completion module on intimate violence stops at age 59, so any intimate partner violence that women aged 60 and over might experience is not reported.
 Therefore, DV against older women remains a ‘hidden issue’ as a result of lack of data collection and monitoring at local or national level. Refuges and interventions that ignore their caring responsibilities are rarely desirable for older women and many older women have little or no access to local authority advice and support, when the violence and abuse they experience does not trigger the service threshold. Women leaving abusive relationships who are unable to access pensions or savings immediately also face financial hardship. Amongst older women there is still little awareness that rape in marriage is violence and a criminal offence
 therefore they also need support with accessing their rights. 
Elder abuse is also an issue as older women who are separated or divorced are particularly susceptible to financial abuse.
 A study in 2007 found that victims of elder abuse are predominantly women (5.4%) rather than men (1.2%).
 Best practice in the UK calls for a co-ordinated response at local level between police, health, local authority and voluntary services. Age hate crime is not covered in law in the same way as hate crime related to other protected characteristics – that is, it is not considered an aggravating feature so the penalties would be less.
 
Recommendations:

· Review the action plan to end VAWG to include policy and guidance on older women, outlining the roles and responsibilities of service organisations.
· Make resources available for service providers to meet the needs of older women including staff, accommodation and outreach services.
Funding for specialist VAWG services
The economic cost of VAWG in the UK is estimated to be £37.6 billion annually
 and funding for specialist support and preventive services should be seen as an investment or an offset that would reduce the overall economic costs of this violence. The recently adopted VAWG strategies for England and Wales are not matched by adequate funding strategies that would ensure that every women who is at risk of or experiencing violence receives proper advice and support. 
 Commitments by the Government to ensure the sustainability of the VAWG sector are not reflected in reality. VAWG services are under threat and it has been reported that the sector has lost 31% of funding and that women are turned away from refuges every day.
 Budget cuts and commissioning and procurement practices are squeezing out preventative or specialist service providers due to the economies of scale that larger, generic organisations can provide. However, this does not necessarily translate in to better outcomes for service users.
 Central government has indicated that it will consider how to address this problem
 but research demonstrates a dramatic and uneven reduction in local services to prevent and protect against VAWG and it is feared that this will lead to increases in such violence.

100% of BME VAWG organisations surveyed in 2011 had experienced funding cuts within the last three years and were having to consider ways of meeting the shortfall in funding.
 Rape Crisis centres are also a key example of a sector facing a severe funding crisis. Centres are closing at an alarming rate and there is a major risk that without urgent attention the sector could be significantly diminished, leaving many of their service users with nowhere to turn.

Recommendations:

· Commissioning guidance should stress the value and legality of women-only services and those targeting minority women.

· Funders need to recognise the cost-effectiveness and value of sustainable funding interventions instead of short-term projects or singular specialist posts including women-only support groups, therapeutic interventions, outreach, advocacy, and resettlement and accommodation based-support.

· The specialism of smaller groups must not be marginalised within policy and funding frameworks due to a preference for delivering services via more generic providers. 

· Particular attention needs to be paid to the funding of service provision for particular groups of women who may face additional barriers, such as BMER, disabled, transgender women and women with an insecure immigration status.

Destitution and violence

In their 7th Periodic Report the Government claims to have introduced measures which “support migrant spouses who are victims of domestic violence and do not have access to refuges because of their immigration status.” However, that support is only available to a specific category of migrant.  The Government’s VAWG strategy also does not take into account the lack of protection offered to migrant women other than those who are or have been on spouse visas and there is no mention of migrant women’s needs and challenges. 
There is no equivalent to the DDV concession for women facing domestic violence who are on some other kind of visa. These women face interlocking problems: no access to safe accommodation and support while considering and dealing with their situation. Even if the only long-term immigration option would be to leave the UK and return home,
 most women facing domestic violence will have no money of their own, possibly no access to their passports, legal issues concerning custody of children and other challenges faced by migrant women, and will not be able to pack and leave the UK quickly, even if such were appropriate. 

Also, from April 2013 there will be no legal aid to assist those women understand their immigration situation or choose properly between available options. The availability of legal aid is dependent on provision of specific pieces of evidence, while the substantive entitlement in each of these categories does not depend on this. This means that a woman who fits one or other of these legal requirements may be denied legal aid to advise and represent her in the event of a refusal. 
Gender-related vulnerabilities put women at risk of destitution if their asylum application is refused. The poor quality of decision-making in relation to support applications demonstrates a failure to take adequate account of such vulnerability.
 Women are also often reluctant to disclose experiences of gender-based violence at asylum interviews.
 
Vulnerable migrant women may find it more difficult to leave situations of violence and abuse than settled women because of problems of language, social isolation, patriarchal cultural expectations, fear of repercussions from family members and the wider community, inappropriate responses and/or racism from mainstream agencies, reluctance to report or approach generic agencies, as well as the impact of the ‘no recourse to public funds’ rule. Women who are in the UK on a spouse or partner visa may fear that they cannot leave a violent relationship without jeopardizing their leave to remain here during the two year ‘probationary’ period. This probationary period has now been increased to five years which means that women on dependant visas are likely to be trapped for longer in violent relationships. 
BMER women and VAWG
The Government’s report is silent about initiatives to support BMER women victims of DV despite a high proportion of victims being from BMER backgrounds. There needs to be coordinated government action to tackle and prevent violence against BMER women and girls and to consider their obligations under the Public Sector Equality Duty to ensure issues affecting BMER women and girls have a specific focus within these policies and not as an after-thought.
The context within which some BME and refugee (BMER) women experience gender-based violence may also differ. For instance, women may experience violence from multiple perpetrators including intimate partners and/or through familial and wider community or group based structures. For some BMER women, direct experiences of discrimination will be a significant factor in a preference for accessing specialist VAWG services that provide safety and support within spaces that are responsive to women’s needs in the context of race and gender.
 BMER women face multiple barriers to accessing services including: multiple discrimination, unsecure migration status, mental health issues, language, cultural barriers, fear, isolation, difficulties in reporting, reluctance to approach generic services and cuts in funding for specialist BMER services.

BMER women and girls need specialist services to empower them and tackle issues around multiple discrimination, language, culture, religion and immigration at a local level. 87% of women prefer to be supported by a BMER service.
 However, there is a lack of appropriate support for BMER women and girls including those affected by forced marriage, FGM and ‘honour-based’ violence and BMER providers are facing challenges in the context of increased service demand and cuts.
 These services have been historically under-funded and require dedicated grant-based funding by national governments, local authorities and other local bodies to prevent further closures. Funding for specialist provision within mainstream organisations is also needed, particularly in rural areas or where there is no existing or potential for specialist BMER women’s services.
 In 2009 nine out of ten local authorities had no specific provision for BMER women who have experienced violence. Where there are services, they tend to be located in a metropolitan area.
 One study found that in England over 800 BMER women, at least, were known to have been unable to access services.

BMER VAWG provision has been further undermined by the Community Cohesion policy which encouraged local authorities against the funding of single-issue groups.

In 2012 the Tell MAMA campaign
 was launched to provide support and assistance to victims of anti-Muslim prejudice and to work with partners like local Police forces, Victim Support and Neighbourhood Watch to ensure that they get the support that they need. Initial findings were that Muslim women are coming under increasing harassment and the vast majority of victims are overall women, (over 70% of cases received). Over half of the women who have suffered anti-Muslim incidents and prejudice wear the Hijab (head covering) and women who wear the Niqab (face veil) stated that they are more likely to suffer sustained attacks with the majority of incidents involving white male attackers. It was also found that members of the extreme right-wing party the English Defence League (EDL) and/or sympathisers were involved in one in four cases. This demonstrates a worrying development in hate crime and violence against BMER women that cannot be ignored. 

Recommendations: 

· The Government should ensure that specialist service provision is accessible for BMER women survivors of VAWG. Funding for specialist organisations/services for BMER women should be ring-fenced and protected. 

· The Government must develop a multi layered strategy to prevent and tackle hate crime and violence against BMER women and girls. 

‘Honour’-based violence
‘Honour’-based violence (HBV) can take a number of forms, including forced marriage, forced suicide, murder, assaults, imprisonment, blackmail and rape.  HBV differs from other forms of violence in that it is normally collectively planned and carried out by the victim’s family, sometimes with the wider community. It therefore requires a specific response which recognizes that the victim may be at risk from multiple parties. At present, the Government’s failure to train key frontline professionals leaves many victims of HBV without the help they need. 

Case study:

IKWRO provides advice and support to women and girls from the UK’s Middle Eastern communities. In 2012 they catalogued 15 incidents where professionals including social workers, police officers, health professionals and housing officers have failed to protect women and girls at risk of forced marriage or ‘honour’ killing.  

In 2010 the Government undertook a review of local service provision on HBV. The Government’s VAWG action plan
 promised to release the findings from this review and to share examples of best practice in areas where service provision is insufficient. It also promised training on HBV for police officers.
 These commitments have not been delivered on and are now postponed until the end of 2012,
 by which time the local review will be out of date as many services have closed since 2010. Training for the police was also promised as early as 2008. The fact that neither has been completed indicates that HBV is not being given sufficient priority. Recent research by IKWRO revealed that over 2800 cases of HBV were reported to police in 2010
 and in some areas, reports of HBV increased by up to 400% between 2009 and 2010. 
Recommendations:

· Training for the police and other front line agencies on HBV must be undertaken without any further delay.
· Urgent steps must be taken to improve schools’ response to HBV, including making training in HBV compulsory for all school staff, making response to HBV part of the schools inspection regime and ensuring that forced marriage is included as a compulsory part of the PSHE Curriculum.
FGM 
The paucity of statistical evidence of the extent of FGM in the UK together with a lack of prosecutions under existing legislation indicate a real need for improvements in the way in which FGM is addressed by the UK as CEDAW recommendations from 2008 have not been addressed. Much work still needs to be done to ensure that women and girls are adequately protected and existing actions on FGM are inadequate and piecemeal and fail to include clearly resourced targets that address prevention, provision and prosecution. The Cross-Government FGM Coordinator post has been abolished despite campaigns by civil society
 for the post to continue and there is the evidence that there are GPs and other health professionals in the UK illegally performing FGM.
 In general policy on FGM disproportionately focuses on enforcement and criminal justice and there is a general lack of integration of different guidelines within Local Authorities and the National Health Service.
 

Recommendation:
Training for all statutory professionals on the identification, management and support of those at risk and affected by FGM should be conducted routinely, in particular for teachers, social workers and health personnel. This will form the foundation for identifying cases and increased reporting. Training should also target legal professionals, police and immigration officers.

VAW in health and social care 
The endemic levels of VAWG are a major public health issue and one the Government has been slow to act upon cross-departmentally. Sexual violence and abuse puts women and girls’ lives at risk and can have serious consequences on their health and wellbeing. There are direct physical health consequences of sexual violence and child sexual abuse including physical injury, sexually transmitted infections and unwanted pregnancy. Long-term consequences of sexual violence and child sexual abuse include posttraumatic stress disorder, anxiety and panic attacks, depression, social phobia, substance abuse, obesity, eating disorders, self harm and suicide.
 
At the strategic level, policies and guidance have been produced which evidence the impact of gender inequality and VAWG on health and make recommendations for gender-specific approaches to be implemented,
 such as encouraging women-only wards and training for all mental health staff on violence against women, because of the high rate of women accessing mental health services who have experienced gendered violence. However, this has not yet translated in any mainstream way in to practice or better outcomes for women service users, and policy continues to be produced by the Department of Health which does not join up the dots and fails to even mention gendered analysis; VAWG or the women’s voluntary and community sector.
The effects of domestic and sexual violence on women’s physical and mental health are treated by health and social care professionals on a daily basis and must be considered when planning any reforms to NHS services. As has been highlighted in the Alberti review of the NHS’ role in tackling VAWG, the NHS is one of the few places aside from organisations who provide women-only spaces where women who have experienced violence feel able to disclose this information.
 Healthcare services available to women need to reflect this and provide appropriate support and referrals to other services.

Acknowledging and addressing VAWG as a health issue would contribute to the overall reduction of VAWG as well as ensuring that appropriate and accessible support is available for the many women and girls who are experiencing violence and abuse.
 Violence against women also has significant financial costs to the NHS. Investment in health services (both statutory and voluntary) which identify and address VAWG would result in significant cost savings. For example, it costs the NHS £1.2 billion a year for purely physical injuries with an added £176 million for mental health care.

Recommendations:

· Violence against women needs to be a Department of Health strategic priority within their plans to cut health inequalities.

· The Department of Health should engage with the women’s sector in a review of how it is ensuring compliance with the CEDAW Convention.

Disabled women and VAWG 
Concerns of disabled women survivors seen to have remained invisible in current VAWG strategies. In 2009-2010 16.29% of women seeking advice from the Rights of Women telephone helpline on sexual violence issues identified as disabled indicating that it is key for any strategy on sexual violence to address the needs of disabled women.

The financial dependency of disabled women, particularly on their families, may result in living arrangements that subject them to different forms of abuse, including mental, physical and sexual violence.
 Changes to benefits for disabled people may increase disabled women’s financial dependence on their partner or family. This will increase these women’s vulnerability to financial abuse and may make it harder for women to leave violent relationships.
Recommendation:

· Increase the number of accessible VAWG services for disabled women including supporting adaptation of refuge provision. 
Rape and sexual offending

Based on regional data from the British Crime Survey 2010/11, it was estimated that there was a minimum of 109,000 women and girls aged 16-59 who had been a victim of sexual assault in the past year.
 2.3% of women in the UK experienced rape or sexual assault in 2010-11.
 19.7% of women have experienced rape or sexual abuse since the age of 16.
 Women from BME communities are more likely to experience rape within marriage.

Although the Government does commission crime reports, and sexual offences are included in these, there has been very little detailed research widely disseminated regarding how many of those women who are known to have experienced sexual violence would identify as one or more of the protected characteristics in the Equality Act 2010. There has also been no widely disseminated research regarding the prevalence of sexual violence against women who have an insecure immigration status.
 
Recommendation:

More research is needed to truly understand the extent and prevalence of all forms of VAWG. There needs to be an improvement in the collection and analysis of statistics across all agencies. Improved and disaggregated data including protected characteristics is essential to underpin effective strategies to prevent and respond to VAWG and monitor the effective implementation of law and policy.

Government figures show that the number of rapes reported has more than doubled over the last decade but convictions have collapsed. 90% of rapes were committed by someone known to the person, yet these are the cases least likely to result in charging, prosecution and conviction. The heavy focus of reducing repeat victimisation and reducing the attrition rates hides the bigger problem of the vast number, 85% of women and girls nationally, who do not report to the police. The needs of this vulnerable group remain hidden and marginalised. However, the (much needed) energy that is going into addressing the criminal justice system’s response to rape is not echoed at other levels, particularly front line services to assist women to deal with the aftermath of sexual violence.
The Rape Support Fund (RSF) from the Ministry of Justice provides three years of core funding for Rape Crisis centres in England and Wales, a minimum of £30,000 per annum. In 2011/12, half of member groups (25) and nine new and emerging groups were awarded funding from this pot and for most it is their only source of core funding. This central government commitment has provided much needed stability, and has reversed a previous pattern of closures. 

However, this progress is threatened by plans to devolve the RSF to local areas when the three year grant expires. Localised commissioning is fraught with danger: few if any commissioners have knowledge about the gendered dynamics of VAWG. Almost half of (46%) of Rape Crisis centres surveyed in 2012 reported being challenged by local commissioners about providing women-only services. A number of reports
 have documented this continuing misinterpretation of equality legislation. A trend towards fragmented commissioning frameworks which favour generic large providers offering lower unit costs, but lack expertise on VAWG,
 has intensified under the Westminster Government’s localism agenda.
There is currently only one Rape Crisis Centre in Wales, covering the north, although the RSF will support a new service in mid-Wales to open within the next three years. The majority of women in Wales still do not have access to specialised support from Rape Crisis, despite the Welsh Assembly Government publishing an integrated VAW strategy in 2010.
 

The failure of the criminal justice system to deal effectively with reported rape cases was highlighted in the last shadow report, which showed an increase in reporting but a falling proportion of cases prosecuted and convicted. Whilst some efforts to reverse this trend have been taken by the police, the Crown Prosecutors and through judges at trial, we have seen a very small upward trend in the conviction rate to 6.5/7% of reported cases. A number of high profile cases were noted by the Stern Review
 in which the standard of investigation by the police was sorely lacking. Rather than address this, and the impacts it has on public confidence, the Government has suggested that the conviction rate should not be calculated from the number of reports, but on those cases which are charged and prosecuted. This disguises the fact that almost 80% of reported rapes never proceed beyond the police investigation stage. Women reporting rape need an assurance that not only will their complaint be taken seriously, but that it will be investigated properly by trained officers. 
The Stern Review also concluded that support for victims was patchy and inadequate. Government figures show that only around one in ten women who experience serious sexual assault report it to the police
 and a focus on criminal justice responses has led to the neglect of survivors’ support needs. Sustainable funding for specialised services is vital if equitable distribution of support is to be achieved. 
Recommendations:

· Further legislative measures such as the introduction of victim advocates present in court at some stages of rape proceedings (which have proved effective in other jurisdictions such as France and Ireland) should be considered.
· Adopt and implement gender-sensitive policies to prevent and respond to violence against women at all levels – Police, CPS, UKBA, Legal Services Commission etc.

Adult women survivors of childhood sexual abuse (CSA) continue to be a ‘lost group’ in public understandings of sexual violence and in support provision. The legacies of CSA where survivors do not receive specialised support are individually and socially devastating, including poor mental health outcomes, likelihood of involvement in offending and revictimisation.
 The majority of women accessing Rape Crisis centres are adult survivors of CSA, but the vital contribution by the sector in supporting these women is rarely recognised. 

There are now 45 Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCs) in England and Wales. These have an essential role in immediate health care and forensic examinations, but very few offer long term support, and many refer victim-survivors to their local Rape Crisis services for this. Yet SARCs receive core funding from central government and there is also evidence that in some areas local monies are diverted to SARCs in the mistaken belief that they are an alternative to Rape Crisis centres.
 Implementation of SARCs should be consistent and comply with national standards to guarantee that there is not a ‘postcode lottery’ of services.
Telephone helplines are a vital form of service provision, providing information, support and a referral route into other locally based services. They are a crucial resource for disabled women and women living in rural areas who may not be able to physically access services in their locality. Rape Crisis South London operates a helpline which is available to survivors regardless of their geographical location, but this is not funded as a national service and they are only able to answer a quarter of all calls. The Westminster Government funds national helplines for survivors of domestic violence and a recently launched service for survivors of stalking. Both are open for longer hours than the Rape Crisis helpline: sustainable resourcing means more provision. There is an urgent need for a national sexual violence helpline to also be centrally funded, delivered by Rape Crisis.  
Recommendations:

· Other government departments, especially the Department of Health, should contribute to the Rape Support Fund to boost resources available in light of the support to adult survivors of child sexual abuse and the absence of any specialised services within local health services. 

· A national helpline for victim-survivors of sexual violence should be funded by the Westminster Government and delivered by Rape Crisis. 

Trafficking and prostitution are inextricably linked to unacceptable levels of vulnerability, coercion, exploitation, violence and abuse. Research shows high levels of client violence experienced by sex workers over their lifetime - in the six months prior to interview, 37% had experienced some form of client attack. Streetworking prostitutes most often reported being ‘slapped, kicked or punched’ (47%), 28% reported ‘attempted rape’ (vaginal or anal). Of violence reported by indoor prostitutes, the most frequently reported was vaginal or anal ‘attempted rape’ (17%).
 Organisations working to support sex workers are concerned that police attitudes towards sex workers mean that they often did not see them as having the same rights as other women when they had been sexually assaulted. In some cases the police in fact seem more interested in prosecuting the victims. The negative relationships sex workers have with some police officers mean that they find it difficult to come forward and report victimisation because they do not trust the police.

Recommendation: 

Ensure police are more informed about the impact of trauma on women’s choices seemingly to place themselves at risk, which would help improve their response to sex worker victims. Such training could be delivered by ex-service users and voluntary sector agencies.

Non-state torture

All forms of VAWG that may entail severe pain or suffering (whether physical or mental) violates the right to be free from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.
 Discrimination exists for women/girls who suffer torture by non-state actors in the private/domestic sphere when this form of gender-based violation is not socio-legally recognised as a specific crime and a distinct violation of their human rights.
 Women and girls who are tortured in this way must be recognised as a specific vulnerable group. Unless there is a specific non-state torture (NST) law and this law is enacted, criminal-legal data fails to record acts of gender-based NST therefore NST remains invisible.  
Recommendation:

In the light of the evidence in recent years of very serious cases of failure to protect women and girls experiencing violence from very serious harm and cruelty and, in some cases, torture, further action must be taken to ensure that statutory services, including the police, social services and NHS, understand their duty to protect women and girls they know to be at risk, and to prevent abuse and torture.
UK work to tackle FGM overseas
Recommendation:

FGM is an entrenched cultural norm which is a major problem across Europe and it is important that the UK Government engages with other European policy makers who have been more successful in engaging affected communities and implementing laws on FGM.

Other international work to address VAWG overseas 
 
UK civil society has welcomed the positive show of commitment by the UK Government to tackling VAWG internationally. This has been demonstrated through the appointment of Lynne Featherstone MP as the UK’s Ministerial Champion for international VAWG, and by a number of new policy commitments made across the UK’s international departments to prevent VAWG.
 For these positive commitments to translate into real differences in women’s lives, challenges to effective operationalisation and implementation  must be addressed. In particular, there are concerns about adequate prioritisation, resourcing and cross-government policy coherence.
 As international VAWG cuts across so many different areas of work, strategies and departments, it is vital that there is oversight of all of these processes and steps to ensure that the range of strategies and policies across government are coherent and mutually reinforcing for maximum impact. 
The VAWG strategy emphasises the work being undertaken by the UK in relation to VAWG at an international level and also refers to this in its report to the CEDAW committee. Yet successive governments have failed to make the link between the UK’s commitments to dealing with VAWG in the context of international development and any concerns for the women and girls who arrive here fleeing VAWG. Thus whilst the UK Government works through the Department for International Development to tackle VAWG overseas, the UK Border Agency (UKBA) may refuse to protect women in the same situation who reach the UK, despite their having been affected by VAWG and having been denied state protection in their country of origin.
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