[TEMPLATE LETTER – please tailor to reflect your particular concerns]
Rt Hon Theresa May MP
Rt Hon Andrew Lansley MP

Rt Hon Michael Gove MP
Home Secretary

Secretary of State for Health
Secretary of State for Education 2 Marsham Street

Richmond House


Sanctuary Buildings

London SW1P 4DF

79 Whitehall SW1A 2NS

Great Smith Street SW1P 3PT

[date]
Dear Home Secretary, Secretary of State for Education and Secretary of State for Health

Re: Strategy on violence against women and girls

We warmly welcome the Coalition Government’s commitment to a strategy on violence against women and girls (VAWG) and the Home Secretary’s prioritisation of this issue. We particularly welcome her promise to “[end] the culture of charities having to survive hand to mouth” at the WAFE conference in July.

We are working with officials from your departments, and others, to ensure that the strategy is comprehensive and effective. However we have concerns about the impact of the Big Society on VAWG as currently framed; women’s voices are constrained by violence meaning that survivors have little influence in local decision-making, local commissioners and frontline professionals often do not understand women’s needs, and specialised support services are extremely patchy (see Map of Gaps). Some groups, such as BME women, women living in poverty and those with disabilities, are particularly marginalised but the Big Society does not recognise these inequalities at present. 

We support the Coalition Government’s focus on transparency however VAWG is a chronically neglected issue about which there is little transparency. Police data do not give an accurate picture as most victims do not report and current proposals for the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) under the Equality Act 2010 do not require public bodies to collect data, only to publish it. It is also unclear how localism will address cross-boundary issues when women fleeing violence move from one area to another, or services are provided at regional level.

We believe that we cannot risk market failure in this area as this will result in the closure of life-saving services, and potentially lives lost to violence. However, capacity building and other measures to level the playing field would enable women’s organisations and survivors to participate in the Big Society. Options include:

· Appointing local VAWG leads or Specialist VAWG Commissioners

· National oversight of commissioning

· Funding the VAWG sector to skill up commissioners and train professionals. 

· Requiring public bodies to collect data under the Public Sector Equality Duty
Esssential components of the Strategy to End Violence Against Women and Girls

We are very pleased that the Home Secretary has stated that the UN definition of VAWG will inform work across government. This would require the strategy to take an integrated approach to all forms of VAWG, including sexual exploitation, prostitution and trafficking in order to recognise the overlaps and interconnections. The women’s voluntary sector has campaigned for ten years for an integrated approach and we still believe this is essential, particularly to address multiple victimisation. All forms of VAWG must be included in the strategy.

The strategy must also include measures that enable the women’s sector and survivors to level the playing field and create sustainability for specialised services as set out above.

We welcome the Home Secretary’s statement that “This is not a Home Office issue alone. This is about schools, the NHS, Job Centres, prisons” as we believe it is critical that all parts of government play their part. In particular, the strategy must have a focus on prevention work in schools, Academies, communities and workplaces. It must ensure that all educational establishments carry out work to challenge the formation of attitudes that condone and tolerate VAWG. Central Government has a clear responsibility to ensure that young women’s attainment is not negatively affected by sexual harassment or violence on school premises, abuse in their relationships or at home, absence from school because of forced marriage or female genital mutilation.
We look forward to hearing from you about these concerns.
Yours faithfully
[etc]
