Dear End Violence Against Women coalition

·         Would you champion a cross-government violence against women strategy?
Yes, absolutely. Domestic violence against women and girls remains one of the great social injustices of our time. It stands as a stark reminder that there is much more to be achieved before we can claim to have gender equality. I’m proud of what we achieved in this area in government – but there is more we can do. 

We need to make sure all parts of government pull in the same direction on this issue. Violence against women and girls does not occur in a vacuum. Too often we fail to make the connection between acts of violence and the wider social inequalities which exist between men and women. So as well as looking at our criminal justice policy to improve conviction rates, we also need to look at all the other issues in society that contribute to this problem. We need to find new ways to intervene early and stop violence occurring.

I want to see this happen, which is why I will make sure that we have a senior figure in the shadow cabinet who can co-ordinate action across the Party and then across government. 

·         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?
It is not right that a woman’s ability to access rape crisis centres and refuges is dependent on where she lives, and not based on need. We all know that the public finances are in a difficult position, but victims of violence should always be a priority. 

 Too often women’s services are low on the priority list for local authorities. What this typifies is not merely a desire to save money but the failure to recognise the vital role these services play and the extent to which they can prevent future violence as well. Local authorities should accord greater priority and protection to support domestic violence prevention programmes and victim support units – whether run by the state or the third sector.

 We need domestic violence services to be available to women from all parts of our society. The attempt by Ealing Council in 2008 to cut funding to Southall Black Sisters was a prime example of a Tory local authority not understanding the need for services for women from minority backgrounds. In many cases there are language barriers to overcome, cultural and religious sensitivities to take into account. The only way women from all sections of our society can gain the support they need is through adequately funded services, operated by experts. 

 

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?
 

Tackling these crimes once they have been committed is vital, but it is not enough. Our focus should be on prevention. 

That involves early intervention, and it is also involves education. In government, Labour improved relationship education in schools, and we should look to do the same with regard to educating boys about respect for women and girls. We also need to make sure that young women understand that abusive relationships are not something they ever need to tolerate.

 We need to think about how our culture treats women more generally. The vital work of organisations such as Object has exposed the ease with which lap dancing clubs have sprung up. In government we took some steps to enforce stricter controls on these establishments, but we were too slow to recognise this problem and act on it. I have already pledged that I want local people to have more power to challenge the licences of these establishments. For too long the character of our communities has suffered from a proliferation of betting shops, bars and seedy clubs. We have to stand up and say that the market can’t run riot in our communities.

 If the Labour Party is elected at the next election under my leadership I will ensure that women’s services are as well supported and resourced as possible, to achieve a meaningful decline in the incidences of violence committed against women.

