Dear End Violence Against Women Coalition,

Thank you for your letter which raises important issues.

Violence against women ruins lives, splits up families and causes lasting damage. In a country where around a million women experience at least one incident of domestic abuse each year, ending violence against women is key to our mission for greater equality.

I am proud of Labour’s record in office which contributed to a 64% reduction in incidents of domestic violence. We passed legislation, we invested in The Survivors’ Trust and rape crisis centres, and at the last election pledged additional support to Sexual Assault Referral Centres. But although we have made progress, one victim is one too many. 

The Labour Party I aim to lead would make ending violence against women a priority. During this leadership campaign, Ed Balls and I have come together to fight the Tory/Lib Dem decision to scrap Domestic Violence Protection Orders. These orders were designed to protect women from abuse and were central to improving safety. I will continue to oppose these callous cuts. 

I also strongly opposed the Government’s plan to end anonymity for rape defendants – which they have thankfully now dropped.  In a country where a rape is reported every 34 minutes and there is evidence of significant underreporting, prioritising anonymity for rape defendants defied logic. 

It was the vigorous and sustained opposition by members of the Labour Party, including MPs such as Harriet Harman and Caroline Flint that helped ensure the Government’s climb-down. I was proud to have joined them in signing in the Early Day Motion calling for the policy to be reversed. 

In terms of your specific questions, I have set-out my answers below:

Would you champion a cross-government violence against women strategy?

As you highlight in your letter, Labour delivered the cross-government strategy Together We Can End Violence Against Women and Girls in 2009. This paper set-out the framework for a co-ordinated approach, which is vital if we want to tackle this head on. I will continue to highlight and promote this strategy in opposition, using it as a benchmark against which to judge coalition measures.

What policies would you put in place to ensure that all women have access to specialised support such as Rape Crisis Centres, services for ethnic minority women and domestic violence services?

In the 2009 strategy, we stressed the need for a tripartite approach to the problem: provision, protection and prevention. This requires not only investment in specialist services, such as Independent Sexual Violence Advisors but needs health staff and social workers to work together more effectively. This will help us better identify domestic abuse and ensure women receive specialist support at a far earlier stage.

What policies would you put in place to prevent violence so that future generations of women and girls can lead their lives free from its threat and reality?

Getting our support services right is key. In particular, probation officers are crucial to ensuring not only that fewer men re-offend but that they do not pass on violent behaviour to their children. Therapeutic services for children who have been abused also help to prevent the cycle of violence. 

But to tackle the root of the problem we need to change attitudes in society. That’s why in Government we made provision for lessons on gender equality and preventing violence against women to be included in the school curriculum. This was a major step forward and Labour needs to push for these proposals to be implemented in their entirety. 

We also need to look at patterns of work and care in society. Enabling women to work and promoting their rights in the workplace helps build financial and emotional independence. We made huge strides forward in Government with two Equality Acts, rights to flexible working and the national minimum wage – but we must build on and extend these achievements. 

Specifically the gender pay gap still needs closing; it cannot be right that for those in part time work it is still around 40%. We should also take another look at high and low pay, asking employers to advertise jobs as part-time or a job share unless there is good reason not, and we should look at tackling gender segregation in apprenticeships.

Thank you once again for your letter and please keep me updated about your campaigns and events.

Yours Sincerely,

David Miliband
