Dear End Violence Against Women Coalition

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

The figures of women who experience violence in this country are absolutely shocking; every year 1 million women are victims of domestic abuse, 300, 000 sexually assaulted and 60,000 are raped.  With 52% of the population at risk the government has no justification for not making violence against women an absolute priority. When this is added to the estimated £40 billion a year coping with violence against women costs, it further strengthens the case. Preventing violence against women is a clear priority for social justice and for the economy. Championing a cross-government strategy to address violence against women is an absolute priority of mine whether or not I am elected leader of the Labour party.

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?

Every abused woman has a different set of circumstances and specialised services are crucial to meeting these individual needs. I would advocate for more specialised services.

In order to offer a full service to women there must be greater co-operation and collaboration between all the agencies involved in terms of sharing information, training, referral and resources. This however does not mean the taking-over or swallowing-up of organisations into larger homogenous ones, attempts we have seen in recent years. The value of individual services for rape, domestic violence and for BME women can not be overestimated. For example without the existence of rape crisis centres many women may never report or receive support after rape. Historically 90% of rapes dealt with by specialist services occurred more than six months ago and all progress in this area achieved by both local and national Government over the past few years, has been almost solely focused on recent rape. It is also certainly the case for BME groups that if such facilities did not exist in a self-organised manner that many women would not be able to access much needed support.
I would also lobby against the no recourse to public funds to allow these services to be available to women and children regardless of their immigrations status. It is unethical to employ such a policy in cases like these. The current reasons are inexcusable given the situations that these women and their children face.

The End Violence Against Women Coalition has done a brilliant job of showing where such services are available through their report ‘Map of Gaps’. The current postcode lottery when it comes to such crucial specialised services in unacceptable. Knowing where there are gaps empowers us to make these vital changes. I would champion working with partner organisations to support and expand those that exist as well as foster the creation of new facilities to ensure that each area provides a minimum level of quality provision.  This can also be achieved by government organisations lending particular resources to smaller organisations, e.g. groups struggling for translation services to have access to those provided by other agencies.

Fully accessible information on support is key. All areas and should have information ready for women and friends and family who wish to support women in these situations. 

There seems to have been no equality impact assessment on any of the cuts proposed to public services by the current Government. The Fawcett Society have recently launched a legal challenge to the Government regarding this. A comprehensive report is not needed to see the disproportionate effects this government’s cuts will have on women and to these specialised services. I am firmly against cutting services for vulnerable groups. Decreasing the deficit is important but it should not take priority over the needs of society. A few years ago the Southall Black Sisters won a case against their local council when they attempted to decrease their funding using race relations and other equalities legislation.  I would fully support all specialised services using the law to challenge cuts.

There are national factors that should also be considered when looking at services for abused women. For example the money this country spends preparing for wars is obscene. If there are cuts to be made it can be from things such as the decommissioning of Trident and the recall of troops from Iraq and Afghanistan. This releases billions of pounds back into the economy as opposed to spending it on wars which devastate the lives of other women internationally. 

Other factors affecting the capacity of specialist services include funding and staff shortages lack of public housing and NHS targets and focus on other crimes. Without concrete policies to address these, we would only be doing half the job.

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?

There has to be a cultural change in society and this begins with political leadership. Once this tone has been set we are able to successfully implement policy. 

I would certainly look towards where we have made progress in the past. A clear example, being the work that the London Strategy on Domestic violence against Women achieved under the previous Mayor of London. There are a number of schemes that have been proven to work and have had tangible results. In 2003, 29 women lost their lives as a result of domestic violence murders. After a comprehensive strategy was put into place, we saw figures decrease to 9 domestic violence murders of women, in 2007. When this strategy was no longer a priority and allowed to lapse, this rose to 22 women in 2009.  The strategy included effective visual campaigns which undermine social tolerance and approval of domestic violence, as well as challenges to inaction by either individuals or organisations. 
It is well documented that wherever there are large sporting events trafficking and prostitution increases.  With the Olympics coming in 2012 we must start now on a preventative strategy as well dealing with incidences and providing support all affected women at the time. 
We also need approach to all the different places in which violence occurs, looking into abuse of women in institutions like care homes, hospitals, prisons and immigration detention centres. An example of this is the recent National Union of Students report into violence against women on campus also shows risk to women in educational institutions.  Also there is evidence that in gang culture women are raped as a form of punishment for their boyfriends. Addressing wider issues and perceptions in society assists in challenging violence.
Instilling these ideals of non-violence, in younger people should also be a priority. I would partner with educational institutions to provide children and young people with the necessary knowledge and skills required to build relationships based on respect and mutual understanding, with a commitment to non-violence.
We have made progress with prostitution and rape but there is much more that needs to be done about the over sexualisation of society, and the soft porn that has become so mainstream. The spread of lap dancing clubs requires opposition and where they exist, greater regulation.

Perpetrators of violence against women must be held to account. Priority needs to be given to investigations to drive up the rate of conviction. This needs to be handled in a way that not only acts as a future deterrent for abusers, but also as a deterrent to potential abusers. The Con-Dem’s recent proposal to give anonymity to rape victims was an affront to years of work in the women’s movement. As it stands the punishment for perpetrators is insultingly low compared to other crimes and anonymity sends out a negative message on the seriousness of violence against women. With this being one of the first policies this government outlined I am deeply concerned about women under this Con-Dem Government,

I am proud of the Labour party’s record on legislation to protect women and decreasing levels of domestic violence and reporting of rape. The “Together We Can End Violence Against Women and Girls: A Strategy” published in 2009 encompasses all that I’ve outlined. I support its full implementation and development.

