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Background
Refuge opened the world’s first refuge in Chiswick in 1971 and has over 35 years experience of working in the domestic violence sector. Refuge is now the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year.  
Refuge provides safe, emergency accommodation through a growing network of refuges and offers services for children, individual and group counselling for abused women, an independent domestic violence advocacy service and community based outreach services for women including specialist services for minority ethnic women.
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 communications campaigns, policy, training and research

· 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 the women and children that we support each year are heard in national decision-making processes.

Introduction
Refuge is delighted that the government is now promoting an integrated approach to work with vulnerable children and families, indeed Refuge believes this approach to be of value for all families not only those ‘at risk’. 

‘Think Family’

Refuge was most pleased to read the assertion that “to reduce the actual risk factor at source, joint working with adults services is required to tackle the parents’ problems” (2.14). Joint work with children and their mothers is at the heart of the services Refuge offers, but rather than simply creating opportunities for joint work between adult and child practitioners, Refuge works with women and children together as a family unit.

Although Refuge does not work with perpetrators of abuse, such men are an important factor in its work. Domestic violence perpetrators represent the greatest risk for the women and children they live with. Any strategy for reducing and/or responding to risk for this population must address the risks posed by domestic violence perpetrators both whilst they are within the family and after their victims have left.

The paper’s tendency to focus on mothers and their role as ‘risk factor’ in children’s lives was therefore disappointing. Sadly this approach is not unusual and reflects child protection/child abuse research in which fathers have historically been largely invisible. The paper highlights the following as risks for children:
· Mother has mental health problems

· Mother is young

· Mother’s main language not English

· Mother’s ethnicity is black

· Living in a lone parent family.

The absence of fathers from this list is particularly concerning given that domestic violence is one of 5 major risk factors identified later in the paper.
Breaking the cycle of disadvantage

Refuge agrees with the need for “a shift in mindset to focus on the strengths and difficulties of the whole family rather than those of the parent of child in isolation” (3) but is concerned about a less than positive perspective underlying the work which is implicit within the first paragraph of the executive summary - “it is necessary to focus on helping the small proportion of families with multiple problems who are still struggling to break the cycle of disadvantage” (1).
Conceptualizing vulnerable families in this way seems to imply that families themselves are to blame for their “cycle of disadvantage”. This is far from accurate. The circumstances in which we find ourselves can be influenced by forces far more potent than intra-familial relationships and ‘trans-generational patterns’. 

Factors such as where we were born, to whom, our gender, the financial circumstances of our parents, our access to education and the quality of that education, whether we live a life free from abuse or otherwise, the language we speak, the religion we are born into, access to appropriate support and advice when we need it to name but a few, are essentially beyond our control. 

Some individuals are disadvantaged from the moment of birth, by virtue of being born into an unequal society where access to the best homes, food and education (the main elements that enhance life chances) are denied to them. Inequality in all its guises (social, financial, sexual, ethnic, educational etc) is the basis for the cycle of disadvantage that we see in this society and that keeps people in a place they would rather escape. It is inequality that must be tackled, as well as attitudes that blame people for the misfortune of being poor or abused.

Poverty

Refuge is also concerned by the assertion that “the vast majority of families have seen considerable improvements in their wellbeing” (1.2) given that last September, academics at the University of York ranked the UK 21st out of 25 European member states in league table of child well-being
 and children were ranked bottom of a Unicef league table for child well-being across 21 industrialised countries this year.

Solutions to poverty, in terms of helping lone parents back to work have already been discussed by Refuge in its response to the Department for Work and Pension’s consultation on reforming the child maintenance system.
 In brief, moving poor lone parents from benefits into work does not necessarily lift them out of poverty. Recent statistics show that 13 per cent of lone parents who work full time and 27 per cent who work part-time, continue to live with their children, in poverty
.  What is needed, but which we have yet to see, is the consistent availability of high quality affordable child care, flexible working arrangements, adequate remuneration and secure and consistent contracts for all employees.  

Even where high quality affordable child care is available, one must question whether it is always in a child’s best interest to encourage both its parents to work. The statement “60% of children in workless households live in poverty compared to 8% in households where all adults work” (1.29) seems to imply that having both parents in work is somehow better for children. More worrying is a Family Nurse Partnership programme goal - “to help women become economically self-sufficient” (p13). This programme supports parents during the first two years of a child’s life, a crucial point in development. Whilst Refuge supports women’s economic independence, it would be particularly concerning if mothers were encouraged to place young children into child care just so that they could become economically self-sufficient.   

Supporting People 

HM Treasury calculated that families experiencing 5 disadvantages - depression, alcohol misuse, domestic violence, periods of homelessness and involvement in criminality can cost the state between 55k and 115k per year (1.61).  Women and children currently living in refuges or other forms of temporary accommodation can be affected by all these disadvantages at one time or another, often in combination. Unfortunately the terms and conditions of Supporting People agreements do not allow refuges to use Supporting People funds to provide a holistic response to these problems through the provision of counselling support to women nor work with their children. Such restrictions actively frustrate organisations such as Refuge in its attempts to properly meet the full spectrum of need presented by this client group. 

Funding

It is important to join up approaches to funding services for families in order to implement coherent programmes.  Currently, Refuge must apply for funds under separate adult and child streams and hope that both bids are successful if it is to deliver an integrated service to women and their children. This also results in duplication of effort and therefore expense. 

The paper suggests that clear local vision and flexibility of funding can lead to innovation in services (2.72) and that “the state is not always best placed to work directly with disadvantaged families….. which is why …it also provides funding to a range of private and third sector organisations”  (1.65). There is however, a risk that as domestic violence ascends the local authority agenda (for example, through Local Area Agreements) that local vision will not always be clear. In the worst case scenario, the voluntary sector could be frozen out as a professionalisation and gender blind analysis of domestic violence comes to dominate the work, marginalizing established community based services run by women for women and their children.

Early Intervention

Refuge welcomes the recognition of early intervention as a preventative strategy
 and by the creation of Sure Start Centres and initiatives such as the Family Nurse Partnership and extended schools. Government guidance in ‘Aiming High for Children: Supporting Families’ is also welcome as is the recognition that “family circumstances, parental behaviours and the home environment shape children’s outcomes and life chances, especially during the very early years before eternal influences such as school, peers and the neighbourhood increase in significance” (1.13).

Refuge is uniquely placed to offer specialist support to women and children at the point of crisis following an abusive incident whether this is in the form of a domestic violence advocate supporting a woman in court, a refuge worker helping a newly arrived family obtain necessary benefits or a psychologist supporting a woman and her children to understand and manage the emotional and psychological consequences of abuse. Early intervention of this type is vital to reduce risk to the individuals, as well as to others in the family.

It is crucial however that these services are accessible to all who need them and extra effort must be made by the statutory sector to ensure the participation of ‘hard to reach’ and or BME families.

Service standards

Refuge supports the views put forward by families themselves. In particular the need for:
· A better system for responding to crisis and emergency situations

· Better systems for initial information, signposting and referral to appropriate services

· Better public education and education of problems about the needs of young people in special family circumstances

· More services for children where there is violence in the home. But Refuge would recommend such services are closely allied and interlinked with services for the non-abusing parent.

Refuge agrees fully that “trust is key to success” (2.19), that time is often needed to build trust with hard to reach and/or excluded families and that there is a need for “tailored, flexible holistic services” (2.57). Nevertheless, there is considerable pressure upon services, including Refuge’s own, to offer short-term ‘one size fits all’ solutions to long-term problems because this is seen as the most cost effective way, or sometimes the only way in financially straitened circumstances, of delivering services.  

Training

Refuge agrees whole-heartedly with the need for training, supervision and support to all those working with vulnerable families. Developing a ‘shared script’ which reflects a consistency of aim and approach is also important (2.91) but it will take a great deal of energy, resource and commitment to achieve this across all disciplines and between child and adult services.
Domestic violence

The paper highlights the links between domestic violence and pregnancy, suggesting childbirth “is a trigger for parental conflict” (1.50). Whilst research does indeed show a link between the two, it is not the birth of a child which triggers conflict, but rather that the power dynamics in a relationship can shift when a woman becomes vulnerable through pregnancy and or childbirth, allowing an abusive partner the opportunity to exert greater control, often through physical assaults. This is also more likely during pregnancy or when a woman has a young baby, because she is less likely to fight back or have the financial resources to leave.  

Women and children without recourse to public funds

Refuge is most disappointed that the inability to access public funds was not identified as a significant risk factor for families. Abused women without recourse to public funds face the very real risk of returning to an abuser who has secured leave to remain in this country rather than return to another land and face the potential for even greater risk and or retribution.  The daily struggle for survival which faces such women and their children is almost impossible to convey, nor their sense of powerless as they battle against a system from a position of no rights to anything. As Refuge stretches its own resources to breaking point to support and protect these families, it wonders what government plans to do for them? Surely these families are at the greatest risk of all. 

� When women and children are most vulnerable
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� “The aim is to intervene as early as possible after the identification of risk. This type of intervention is targeted to prevent risk escalating and minimize the impact of their problems on other family members”(32)


� A report into the effectiveness of Sure Start Services (17th July 2007) identified problems in accessing families from ‘hard to reach’ communities
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