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Refuge
Founded in 1971, Refuge has grown from a small charity (pioneering the world’s first refuge in Chiswick) to become the country’s largest single provider of specialist accommodation and support for women and children escaping domestic violence. 

On any given day, Refuge supports over 900 women and children in our refuges and through our community based outreach services. The free phone National Domestic Violence Helpline which Refuge operates in partnership with Women’s Aid also receives a quarter of a million calls per year.
Refuge is committed to a world where domestic violence is not tolerated or ignored and where women and children can live in safety. In order to achieve our vision we undertake an integrated approach to:

· Provide high quality services to women and children exposed to domestic violence;

· Prevent domestic violence through national award-winning awareness-raising campaigns, policy, training and research; and

· Protect women and children exposed to domestic violence through lobbying for appropriate legislation and developing best practice approaches to meet their needs.
As a service organisation, Refuge’s strength is the ability to ensure that the voices of women and children exposed to domestic violence are heard in national policy decision-making processes.
Introduction
1.1
Refuge acknowledges and welcomes the Government’s commitment to safeguard and support all children through better integration and information sharing across services. The creation of a system which reduces the time taken to identify and locate children as well as the professionals with whom they are in contact, is positive. Nevertheless, Refuge has several concerns about the use of this system with regard to children escaping domestic violence. 

1.2
Refuge has engaged with the Government on this issue in its responses to the consultation papers: Safety and Justice, Every Child Matters and the Children Act 2004, consistently stressing the importance of a system which takes proper account of client confidentiality and the assessment of risk to vulnerable children and their mothers. 

Security
2.1
Refuge has previously expressed concern that the creation of an electronic database containing personal contact details for children could place those escaping domestic violence at risk. Notwithstanding the security measures outlined in the guidance, this view remains unchanged. 
2.2
Whilst Refuge is strongly of the view that the presence of domestic violence (or other risk) within the home should be shared with relevant professionals, it is essential to recognise that sharing information, particularly contact details, can also increase risk. Refuge has long been aware of the dangers faced by children with special needs who are particularly vulnerable to being located by perpetrators when information regarding their whereabouts is disclosed through paperwork transfers between LEAs. We have urged Government to establish stringent safeguards to ensure that the proposed database does not allow for the creation of ‘electronic trails’ which actively assist perpetrators of domestic violence in identifying the whereabouts of vulnerable women and children. 

2.3
It is Refuge’s opinion that placing information on a database accessible by a potential 330,000 users represents a serious concern. It is clear from research and international statistics that domestic violence is a widespread social problem, affecting all ethnic, social and economic groups, including the partners and children of professionals. As such, it is highly likely that a proportion of the professionals able to access the database may also be perpetrators of abuse. 

2.4
Although ContactPoint guidance outlines steps to reduce misuse of the data base (paragraph 3.9) stressing that it is not appropriate for users to access records of their own children or those of colleagues, family or friends, it is difficult to imagine how such behaviour could be effectively monitored or enforced across 330,000 individual users.   

2.5
Safeguards against non-users attempting to gain access to the system are also covered in the guidance, with passwords and security tokens suggested as a barrier to unauthorised use. Nevertheless, safeguarding passwords within the context of an open plan office could be problematic, whilst replacing lost security tokens could become an administrative and financial burden.

2.6
Refuge is aware that Beverley Hughes, Minister for Children and Young People has stated that: 
‘ContactPoint will contain only basic administrative information about children in England - their name, date of birth, and contact details for their parents or carers, for their school, GP and other services working with the child or young person. There will be no case information and no subjective opinions about a child or parent…in some limited situations, records of children whose circumstances may mean they are at increased risk of harm may be subject to shielding. These decisions will be taken on a case-by-case basis and this approach was backed by the information commissioner’.

2.7
The proposals indicate that in some instances (such as risks of child protection or domestic violence - paragraph 4.69) a record may be shielded. This is stated to mean that the child’s address/whereabouts will remain invisible but ‘minimal’ information will be shown. Although welcoming this, Refuge believes that the disclosure of even minimal information, such as a child’s GP, school or other contact could allow a perpetrator to discover the whereabouts of a child and place them or the non-abusing parent at increased risk. For this reason Refuge chose to opt out of sharing information about children in its refuges during the trailblazer pilot undertaken in Lewisham. 
2.8
If it is necessary to shield all contact information for children at risk of abuse, this surely defeats the objective of the entire scheme, begging the question whether an electronic database system is able to safely display information only for children who are not at risk? 

Subject access requests

3.1
Refuge is pleased children and their parents will be able to access the information stored on the database but has some concerns about the process permitting access. At paragraph 4.12 the guidance suggests that a parent or carer will be required to provide proof that they are resident with a child prior to accessing the file, but the flow chart ‘B9 subject access request on behalf of a child’ outlining the process for allowing access, asks only whether the applicant has parental responsibility for the child and requires the database user to simply “seek proof of identity/relationship” Refuge believes further checks should be required before information is released to non-resident parents, including whether domestic violence has occurred. In this regard, 

Refuge is pleased to see that the existence of court orders against a parent/carer would preclude access to information, but cautions that not all domestic violence perpetrators and or child abusers come before the courts. Abuse is still a secret crime which often happens without the benefit of witnesses or appropriate legal redress. 
New identities

4.1
Refuge is pleased to see the proposals regarding new identities. We have experience of working with women and children who have found it necessary to assume new identities in order to escape violence and abuse and so we welcome the proposal to dissolve any visible link between new and old identities. Nevertheless, it seems important to find a way of safely sharing information when the child (and non-abusing parent) remains at risk of discovery or harm. Though, whether this information can be safely shared via a database system is debatable.
Cost effectiveness and child protection

5.1
It is estimated that ContactPoint will cost around £41 million per year to run. At Refuge, where our specialist services for children are funded entirely through our own efforts, we cannot help but wonder whether the money might be better spent improving services and communication systems on the ground.  We are of course, well aware that statutory services also struggle to meet the needs of their clients. Only this week, a government report
 which followed an investigation by the National Audit Office (NAO) into Sure Start Centres expressed concerns about the shortage of trained staff available to carry out the work. Even more worryingly, the NAO reported that only a third of the 134 staff working in children’s centres felt well qualified to perform their roles. 

5.2
The report also responded to NAO criticisms that 1 in 3 centres were not doing enough to reach the most disadvantaged families and recommended that centres develop effective outreach with community and voluntary organisations who have a better track record and expertise in work with ‘hard to reach’ groups. Refuge would wholeheartedly support these recommendations and believes Government should invest in services for the 3035 children living in refuges across England and Wales
  every day and to also provide better training, supervision and appropriate levels of pay for those working with vulnerable children and families. 
Confidentiality and consent

61
Refuge believes it is crucial to build effective, well supported teams who are able to work with vulnerable adults and their children in non-stigmatising confidential settings. It is also important to allow families, where release of contact details might place them in jeopardy, to decide whether their information is entered on to a database. Compulsory entry of contact details onto the database might deter individuals, particularly those from hard to reach groups from seeking essential services. 
Safeguarding vulnerable adults 

7.1
Refuge is concerned that the guidance does not address the needs of parents who might be at risk, nor suggest the need for strategies to developing information sharing and or communication between adult and child services where this is appropriate.

Families with no recourse to public funds and/or asylum seekers

8.1
Finally Refuge is concerned that the database will only hold records for children who are ordinarily resident in England (paragraph 3.20). Does this mean that asylum seekers, those without leave to remain or those on visiting from other UK countries or abroad will not be logged even if they have accessed services? Will this create a loophole in the system whereby vulnerable children, such as trafficked children or those born to mothers awaiting deportation will not be monitored and therefore not protected in the same way as other children? And perhaps most significantly, would information have been shared about Victoria Climbie who was not ordinarily resident in this country, using this system?
8.2
Refuge is aware that this question was indeed raised by Lady Morris during a recent Lords debate on ContactPoint.
 Whilst the response from Lord Adonis was that Victoria Cimbie would have been on the register (because her aunt was claiming child benefit and had registered Victoria with two GPs), the consultation paper indicates at 3.20 that ContactPoint will not hold records of children who are not ordinarily resident in England even if they are receiving services. The fact that there is not a statutory definition of ‘ordinarily resident’ and that the guidance within the consultation paper suggests ordinarily resident should be ‘determined by parents’ is problematic. Therefore Refuge recommends that, should ContactPoint be implemented nationally, all children must be recorded.
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