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Background
Refuge is the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services for women and children - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year. The organisation provides:

· Safe, emergency accommodation through a growing network of refuges (including specialist refuges for Asian and African-Caribbean women);
· Floating support (including support to sanctuary schemes and culturally specific specialist support);
· Independent domestic violence advocacy; 

· Community based outreach services (including specialist support for women from East Europe, Vietnam and Somalia)
· Individual and group counselling;

· Services for children; and
· The Free Phone 24 hour National Domestic Violence Helpline (in partnership with Women’s Aid)

Refuge is committed to a world where domestic violence is not tolerated 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.
 
Background
Refuge has supported the development and updating of CPS policy on prosecuting cases of domestic violence since the early 1990s. An active member of the CPS Domestic Violence External Consultation Group, the Violence Against Women External Consultation Group and the Project Assurance Group, Refuge regularly feeds the experiences of service users into national policy discussions in these areas. 
Introduction

As a direct provider of domestic violence services, Refuge was able to facilitate the attendance of two independent domestic violence advocates at the CPS domestic violence focus groups which took place before the formal consultation began. This included providing feedback on an initial draft of the third edition of the CPS policy for prosecuting cases of domestic violence. 
Refuge is pleased to note that the feedback it provided during the focus group discussions has been incorporated into this current version of the CPS policy for prosecuting cases of domestic violence. This is acknowledged under Refuge’s response to each of the questions below:
Response to consultation questions 

1. Does the introduction explain the purpose of the document clearly and give a good indication of the importance the CPS places on tackling domestic violence?

During the focus groups it was observed that some of the language used in the document was not user-friendly and that the document itself was lengthy. Refuge therefore welcomes the inclusion of a glossary of abbreviations (1.3) as well as the shorter version of the policy. Refuge further welcomes the inclusion of a statement with regard to equality (1.16).

In addition, Refuge would suggest that specific reference is made within the introduction about domestic violence having the highest level of repeat victimisation than any other crime. As well as cultural and religious beliefs deterring some people from reporting offences, another deterrent may be the availability of alternative routes for dealing with cases of domestic violence such as Muslim Arbitration Councils which some people incorrectly assume have the same legal standing as courts. 
2. Is the role of the CPS and the explanation of the tests under the Code for Crown Prosecutors clear?
Section 4 starts by setting out the two stages that make up the decision about whether or not to prosecute – in line with the test set out in the Code for Crown Prosecutors (4.1). It then goes on to outline the ‘Threshold Test’ (4.7). Because the Threshold Test is set out immediately under the two stages that make up the prosecution test using the same bold title it looks as if the Threshold Test is somehow a continuation of the prosecution test – this is slightly confusing. It would be useful to have a clearer distinction between the ‘two tests’, perhaps by inserting point 5.7 later on in the guidance under point 4.6 to conclude before then introducing the next test related to bail.
3. Is there any further explanation required of the things we consider in deciding to continue a prosecution against a victim’s wishes; whether it is in the public interest to prosecute; or whether to accept pleas?

Although the CPS does not have a role in civil proceedings, guidance advises prosecutors to be aware of the options open to victims or other agencies under civil proceedings. It would be useful therefore to list what some of these options are, particularly the new Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act (2007). 
4. Does this section on support and safety of victims make clear how important these issues are to the CPS? Do they provide all of the relevant information in a way that is easy to understand?
Refuge welcomes inclusion of the complaints policy for breaches of the Victim’s Code within the guidance (10.12). We also welcome the early reference to Special Measures (5.5) in the policy which was suggested within the focus group discussion. The more detailed section on this (10.13) is very comprehensive and usefully sets out in what circumstances the CPS would meet with the victims ahead of the trial. 
5. Do we give a clear indication of how we will deal with children as victims and witnesses?

It would be useful to refer readers of the policy back to point 2.5 in the introduction to section 11. 

6. Is the section on keeping victims informed clear?
The section is clear and Refuge welcomes recognition that victims of domestic violence need to be kept informed about developments of the case as soon as possible. In Refuge’s experience it can often take up to a week for victims to hear about bail decisions and court case dates which clearly impedes safety planning. 

7.  Do the sections on bail and sentencing contain the right level of detail?
There is a good level of detail in these sections and Refuge welcomes the clarification that restraining orders are only available at present for cases of harassment. Refuge is also pleased to note that an explanation has been included of what a perpetrator programme is. It would also be helpful to highlight that perpetrator programmes need to be accompanied by a Women’s Safety Service.
8. Do the sections on community engagement and complaints provide useful information for those supporting victims?
This section is comprehensive and Refuge welcomes inclusion of a link to the CPS complaints procedure.

9. Is the document inclusive of people from all communities?

The document recognises that the needs of individuals may vary according to gender, sexuality, ethnicity, immigration status, age, gender identity, religion or belief, disability or other identity.  It also usefully provides examples of how these might impact implementation of the policy on the ground.
10. Is there any part of the policy statement that you strongly disagree with?
As stated in the background and introduction to this response, Refuge has been given a number of opportunities to contribute to the development and updating of this guidance and is therefore in agreement with its contents.
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