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HEADLINE AREAS

INTRODUCTION

CROSS-CUTTING THEMES

1 Domestic violence

2 Rape and sexual assault

3 Trafficking and the sex industry

4 Crimes in the name of honour

5 Forced marriage and the marriage of
children

6 Female genital mutilation

7 Refugee and asylum-seeking women

8 Stalking and sexual harassment at work
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H E A D L I N E A R E A S
The essence of the human rights agenda is the
pursuit of human dignity: what this looks like and
how it can be achieved. The human rights
framework specifies what individuals should be
able to do to achieve, maintain and protect that
dignity and places on states the obligation to
ensure that these rights are made real. Violence
stands in contradiction to dignity as a violation in
itself of those rights and, through its impact, is an
impediment to the realisation of a significant
number of rights. The framework also espouses a
commitment to the elimination of discrimination
against women and understands that violence
against women is a cause and consequence of
gender discrimination.

Any state that claims a commitment to human
rights must take seriously the eradication of
violence against women. The UK government has
promised to uphold and implement international
law on the elimination of discrimination against
women. Yet, despite a myriad of government
initiatives that seek to address violence against
women, the UK still fails adequately and coherently
to tackle the problem. This report illustrates some of
those shortcomings.

The UK has a justified reputation for its thriving NGO
sector and strong research culture on violence
against women. These achievements, however,
have been despite and not because of
government engagement, which has remained re-
active and limited, for over two decades. Scotland
can claim to have been more strategic and has
invested in basic services for women in recent years.
The UK also has a history of pilots and experiments,
the lessons from which are rarely rolled out
nationally, and a professional culture in which
implementation of national policies is patchy and
un-coordinated. Most importantly, the UK policy
context is one that suffers from disconnections:
between forms of violence, with most resources
and policy development being focused on
domestic violence; and of all violence from gender
equality.

The authors of and signatories to this report
welcome the increased attention from government
to the issue of violence against women and girls
over the last nine years, as reflected in the greater
attention and space afforded to violence against
women in the 2007 report to CEDAW. However, we
argue that limited financial investment and a lack
of strategic infrastructure and oversight mean that
the UK is still not in compliance with the
responsibilities of states as elaborated in CEDAW

and the Beijing Platform for Action. A number of
issues highlighted in the report have been
recognised for well over five years. The UK
government is consistently and knowingly failing to
meet due diligence standards of human rights
protection with respect to its female population.

Below we note the overall conclusions and insights
to emerge from this Thematic Shadow Report on
violence against women in the UK:

• Outside Scotland, work on violence
against women is not located within a gender
equality framework and is primarily dealt with as
a crime issue.
• The introduction by the government of a
Gender Equality Duty was eagerly anticipated by
the women’s sector yet the reality has proved
disappointing. There is a misconception among
local government agencies that gender equality
means that women-only services cannot be
provided or that anything provided for women
must also be made available for men. There is
concern that this may reduce the specialist
violence against women sector.
• The domestic human rights framework has
yet to find an adequate balance between the
rights of families and defendants, on the one
hand, and (victims’) rights to live free of violence
and to dignity, privacy and protection on the
other. There is also inadequate understanding of
the links between violence against women and
economic, social and cultural rights.
• Currently, victims of crime have limited
statutory rights in the legal system. Whilst there
are some procedural protections (such as giving
evidence behind screens), most are won through
application, not given by right, and are subject
to judicial discretion. These rights are thus
differentially experienced.
• There is no Strategic Plan of Action on
violence against women for the UK as a whole, or
for England and Wales. This in turn has the
following results:

o Policy, research and provision on
domestic violence dominate government
approaches yet remain inadequate.
o There is a failure to make connections
between forms of violence in terms of their
dynamics, consequences and underlying
causes.
o There is duplication, fragmentation and
lack of knowledge transfer across sectors.
o Whilst there has been some linkage
across three inter-ministerial groups on
violence, this takes place in a gender-neutral
framework and there is still no strategic
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oversight body, such as a Commission on
Violence Against Women or an Observatory.
o There is a consistent lack of sanctions
against violent/abusive men, evident
through low levels of prosecution/high
attrition rates across offences of rape and
sexual assault, domestic violence, child
sexual abuse/exploitation, trafficking and
prostitution.
o There is no funding stream designed to
sustain the specialist NGO sector.
o Whilst there is significant innovation in the
UK, mainstreaming is slow and uneven,
resulting in an absence of minimum levels of
provision and inadequate protection,
prosecution and prevention – in terms of
both institutions and certain geographical
areas.
o There is lack of transfer into mainstream
policy agendas such as child poverty, social

inclusion, mental health, regeneration or rural
affairs.
o There is failure to integrate across nations
and regions: Scotland has an explicit focus
on violence against women and gender
equality but this is not the case for England,
Wales and Northern Ireland.
o There is a risk that the needs of and
dangers faced by immigrant, refugee and
asylum-seeking women may become
eclipsed or deformed by current security and
terror concerns.
o Inadequate attention is paid to the issue
of self-defence for children, young people
and women. Its role in raising awareness and
in contributing to the prevention of violence
and routes to recovery is poorly recognised
by policy makers.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
Violence against women remains a key factor that
undermines the ability of women to participate as
full and equal citizens in UK society. The violation of
their human rights by acts of rape, domestic
violence, sexual harassment, stalking, crimes in the
name of honour, female genital mutilation,
trafficking and forced marriage continue both to
circumscribe the lives of women and girls and to
undermine their participation at every level of
society.

It is clearly the case that the UK government has
increased the priority given to issues of violence
against women since the last CEDAW examination
in 1999. This is both acknowledged and applauded.
The role of a shadow report is to complement the
government’s account by highlighting areas of
work that remain to be addressed and by
commenting on the efficacy or otherwise of
existing initiatives. This report represents the
consensus voice of the NGO sector working against
violence against women; as such it is an extremely
well informed response that offers a commentary
on, and critique of, the UK situation.

The 2007 report was produced through a process
of consultation across the violence against women
sector. A list of organisations that formally endorse
this document is provided (see inside front cover).

The fundamental message of this report is that all
issues of violence against women are interlinked.
For reasons of government policy and service
delivery architecture, and in order to highlight
specific concerns, this report addresses the
different forms of violence against women
separately. We begin, however, with a number of
cross-cutting issues: multiplicity and coherence;
refugee and asylum-seeking women; rural women;
prevention and awareness raising; professional
training; community, faith and fundamentalisms;
strategic infrastructure; and research.

Why and how this document has been produced
As various UN documents and policies have made
clear, violence against women is an issue of
gender discrimination, representing a barrier to the
achievement of gender equality. It has been
placed squarely within the international Human
Rights agenda since the 1993 Vienna conference,
confirmed in the 1993 Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women. The
CEDAW Committee has made clear that it
considers violence against women to fall within the
umbrella of discrimination against women on which
governments are expected to report – although

the mechanism for doing so is somewhat dispersed
given that a discrete section on violence does not
appear within the Convention articles – and
violence against women is pertinent to several
General Recommendations.

We have produced this report to assist the
committee in foregrounding the issue of violence
with the UK government. We have fed into the
Women’s National Commission process for the
official shadow report and chosen to provide the
Committee with more detailed material in support
of this. This report updates and supercedes the
Shadow Thematic report produced in 2003.1

Developments in international human rights
discourse, including the Beijing Platform for Action,
and practice have consistently called for the
establishment of national strategies on violence
against women. In response to the UK’s report to
CEDAW in 1999 the Committee raised the need for
a national strategy on women. Such a plan is not in
place in the UK. A national strategy should provide
clear goals for implementation, timelines for
achieving these and funding lines to enable their
achievement across the UK. Clear strategies
should also harmonise and integrate multiple
relevant government policy and practice threads,
such as the Gender Equality Duty and the work of
the new Equality and Human Rights Commission.

Commitments made in Living without Fear2

promised much with respect to violence against
women but implementation in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland remains fragmented, with only
‘pockets of good practice’. In contrast, Scotland
has had a National Strategy on Domestic Abuse
since 2000 within which significant government
funding has been allocated to improving and
enhancing direct service provision. This is now
being transformed into an Action Plan on Violence
Against Women. Furthermore, within this a specific
prevention policy has been outlined. The different
approach in Scotland has had positive outcomes
in terms of provision, as evidenced by a recent
study mapping violence against women support
services3.

1 P Sen, C Humphreys and L Kelly, 2003, Violence Against
Women in the UK, CEDAW Thematic Shadow Report.
2 Women’s Unit (1999) Living Without Fear: An Integrated
Approach to Tackling Violence Against Women, London,
Cabinet Office.
3 M Coy et al (2008) Map of Gaps: The Postcode Lottery of
Violence Against Women Support Services, London,
EVAW and Equality and Human Rights Commission.




