Dear members of the End Violence against Women Coalition, 

Thank you very much for writing to me, asking me to set out my position on your campaign. 

It goes without saying that I firmly believe that violence against women and girls is completely unacceptable and, like all forms of violence, has no place in our country. It scars our society and has its roots in the attitudes and beliefs that give rise to the violence that hurts and demeans women and girls. The problem is therefore cultural and systemic, meaning that there is unfortunately no single action or 'quick fix' that can end it. Instead, we need action on many fronts and the determination to sustain that action into the long term. Our aim should be to make sure that each successive generation is less effected by these attitudes and behaviours than the ones that came before, so that eventually we eradicate this problem altogether. That's a big challenge, I know, given the evidence you and others have presented about the attitudes held by the current generation of young people.

There is widespread support though - certainly on the Left - for the idea that violence against women and girls should not be tolerated. However, as with the related issue of progressing equality for women, all too often it has been women who have been left to lead the charge, without the full commitment and engagement of men. I believe that has to change and if I become Leader of the Labour Party I will see it as my responsibility to demonstrate that this is not just an issue for women, but an issue for women and men together. 

Governments must give a positive lead, and that's why as Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families in the last Labour government I warmly welcomed the cross-government Strategy on Violence against Women and Girls which Alan Johnson led at the Home Office, after his predecessor as Home Secretary, Jacky Smith, began the process of its development. Quite rightly, the Strategy covers a great range of issues and I thought it was crucial that DCSF made a major contribution because it is as children and young people that we develop the attitudes and beliefs that stay with us through our lives. In particular, schools must play their part in ensuring those attitudes are positive, and challenge young people constructively and effectively when they are not. 

That is why in Government I tried hard to make Sex and Relationships Education compulsory - with an opt out for parents up the age of 16 as an additional right but one I hoped would be exercised only rarely, if at all. And I wanted this SRE provision, which was to include considerable input on mutual respect and self-respect, to be part of a revised and strengthened Personal, Social, Health and Education curriculum. We established an expert group to take this work forward, under the excellent leadership of Gill Frances. In the event, as you will know, shortly before Parliament was dissolved for the Election, the Conservatives blocked the legislation that would have given effect to these proposals - a decision that I believe was wrong and misguided. At the first legislative opportunity we must try again to get these provisions in place. 

Now, as you say, there must be doubts over the willingness of the Tory-Lib Dem Government to put all the elements of the Strategy into action, especially since their track record on supporting women so far is poor, as I have discussed in an article which you can access at http://www.labourlist.org/men-must-champion-these-issues-not-just-women <http://www.labourlist.org/men-must-champion-these-issues-not-just-women> . Putting pressure on them to make progress on these issues is clearly important and I would be pleased to work with you to do so once Parliament resumes in September. 

 In answer to your specific questions: 

*

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

Yes, very willingly, as I did during the process of its development and would certainly want to do again.  

*

 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? 

We need to find ways of ensuring that Rape Crisis Centres get more stable and longer-term financial support. That would actually be more efficient too, as it would make it easier for Centres to make plans and stick to them. Theresa May, the Home Secretary, has said she wants to direct some of the money from fines to funding new Rape Crisis Centres but, while I have no objection to this idea in principle, I doubt it will generate many new services very quickly, if at all. I think we have to view Rape Crisis Centres, domestic violence refuges and specialist services for Black and other Minority Ethnic women as core provision, with a legitimate call on mainstream Government funding. Admittedly there are a lot of pressures on public spending at present, but this is in large part because the Tory - Lib Dems are cutting too hard and too fast, for their own ideological reasons. Under a Labour Government there would be more money available for public spending and I think there would be a good case for giving more priority to these kinds of services, the demand for which is certainly not falling at present.  

*

 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? 

I agree prevention is crucial. We need to start with the better and more effective SRE and PSHE provision in schools I have already talked about, but we certainly shouldn't end there; for example, our Strategy set out a wide range of recommendations, including systematic training for all the professionals who work with children, young people and families in how to address these issues and how to provide positive role models for children. All the Strategy's proposals need to be progressed. Some people have pointed to the lyrics in rap and hip-hop music and some other forms of youth culture as having a role in promoting bad attitudes towards women and girls. They may be right, but even so I am not convinced that it is possible or desirable to 'crack down' on this, much of which originates outside the UK anyway, especially from the USA. Even though I deplore this kind of material I fear that moves to ban it would make it more attractive to some young people. Instead, I would put more stress on helping all children and young people to develop media literacy skills, and the capacity to think for themselves and critically assess music and other material by reference to their own well-founded values and beliefs. And I would support parents to help their children with this too, since they have a big responsibility as well.  

Yours sincerely, 

Ed Balls. 

