Welsh Women’s Aid response to the consultation on ‘Discrimination Law Review, A Framework for Fairness: Proposals for a Single Equality Bill for Great Britain’.
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WELSH WOMEN’S AID RESPONSE TO:

Discrimination Law Review:

A Framework for Fairness: Proposals for a Single Equality Bill for Great Britain.

For the attention of:

Communities and Local Government.

Introduction:

Welsh Women’s Aid (WWA) is one of four UK Women’s Aid Federations and was founded in 1978 to challenge, inform and lobby for improvements in public policy and government legislation in relation to women and children experiencing domestic abuse in Wales. WWA is the national umbrella organisation with a membership of 34 local Women's Aid Groups situated throughout Wales. Our 34 member groups provide emergency temporary accommodation, outreach and floating support, a 24 hour helpline and information and practical support on legal issues, benefits, housing, children’s issues and other matters related to the experience of domestic abuse. As a national organisation we also provide training, specialist support and information to affiliated groups and lobby and campaign nationally on their behalf.  Welsh Women’s Aid also manages the Wales Domestic Abuse Helpline. 

Summary of  WWA response
In principle Welsh Women’s Aid (WWA) supports the majority of the proposals set out in the Consultation Paper and agree that there needs to be a Single Equality Bill for Great Britain. WWA support the recommendations for a Single Equality Bill because the present law on discrimination is complex and difficult for people to understand and know their rights. The Single Equality Bill will encompass the duties already required of public authorities not to discriminate on grounds of race, disability or gender in one document. WWA believe that this will help many people that we support, who may be discriminated against due to a number of reason i.e. gender, race and disability, and it will make it easier for them to receive assistance as well as redress against public bodies. 

While WWA support the majority of the proposals set out in the consultation, we do have some concerns and reservations in regards to the possibility that the Gender Duty could be watered down and weakened by public bodies in the future. Having lobbied for a Gender Equality Duty and the Duty coming into force only in April this year it could mean that public authorities will not prioritise and consider the Gender Equality Duty when Race and Disability Duty are also in the same Act which may take precedence.

WWA views on Single Equality Bill.
WWA support the consultation proposals to replace the existing Race, Disability and Gender Equality Duties with a single duty on public authorities to promote these three areas. When considering these three duties they are rarely seen as a concern on their own. A number of women in society are discriminated against due to their gender and because they are disabled or because of their gender and because of their race; they are being discriminated against due to a number of grounds.

Welsh Women’s Aid supports a number of women who have experienced domestic abuse and they could be discriminated against due to their race or disability. Between April 2006 – March 2007
 1180 women were accommodated in WWA refuges. 6% of women were disabled and 5% of women were pregnant when they were in refuge. Disabled women are twice more likely to experience domestic abuse than non-disabled women.
 They are also likely to experience abuse over a longer period of time and to suffer more severe injures as a result of the violence.  In regards to pregnant women, 20% of domestic abuse begins during pregnancy. Abuse is more common for pregnant women than gestational diabetes or pre-eclapsia – conditions for which pregnant women are routinely screened.
 So if one of these women were discriminated against under the present law there could be a number of different and complicated options available to her to get redress.

Welsh Women’s Aid member groups also provide refuge for black minority ethnic women with one of our member groups, BAWSO, specialising in providing assistance to BME women. There are a number of issues that BAWSO are faced with when providing assistance to women from BME background such as forced marriage, honour killing, women with no recourse to public funds, female genital mutilation and issues surrounding the law on immigration. Between April 2006 – March 2007 2% of all women in WWA refuges had no recourse to public funds, in many circumstances this means that women are either forced to return to their abuser or they remain in refuge receiving no benefits causing a strain on voluntary organisations limited resources. These issues should be considered by public authorities when writing their policies and writing their Schemes.

WWA support the proposals of having a Single Equality Bill because this area of law is complicated and hopefully the changes proposed in this consultation will harmonise and simplify the law which will make it more effective for those who are discriminated against.

WWA concerns with having a Single Equality Bill. 

While WWA support the majority of the proposals set out in the consultation we do have some concerns that the Gender Equality Duty will be weakened and forgotten about by public bodies. We hope that the Single Equality Bill makes it clear that public authorities should not weaken the Gender Duty when grounds such as race and disability take precedence. 

The Gender Equality Duty only came into force on the 6th April this year and WWA are aware that many public bodies are still trying to understand and appreciate the concept of discrimination on the grounds of gender, especially in areas which are not so obvious, such as women experiencing domestic abuse. Due to this lack of present understanding, a Single Equality Bill could complicate matters and the Gender Duty could be seen as a minor concern for public authorities. 
Welsh Women’s Aid recommends that clear guidelines should be made available to public authorities on how they will deal with domestic abuse. WWA believes that the prevalence and impact of domestic abuse and violence, and violence against women in broader terms, is one of the key factors contributing to women’s inequality. It is an outcome of discrimination against women, in much the same way as pay inequality is an outcome of discrimination against women. 

We define domestic abuse as “the actual or threatened physical, emotional, psychological, sexual or financial abuse of a woman by a partner, family member or someone with whom there is or has been a close relationship. This abuse also relates to the perpetrator allowing or causing a child to witness, or be at risk of witnessing domestic abuse.”

“’Violence against women’ refers to any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.” (UN Definition, Beijing Platform for Action)
WWA recommend that public authorities should priorities violence against women when identifying their gender equality objectives, and specifically domestic abuse, is taken into account. This is something that we believe that a number of public authorities have not incorporated since the Gender Equality Duty came into force in April this year. WWA propose that the specific gender duties should include a requirement for public bodies to develop an action plan to monitor and take action to eliminate violence against women.
WWA recommend that each public body should be aware of how they are going to tackle domestic abuse and violence against women. Almost half of all adult women in England and Wales have experienced domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking.
 One in four women in England and Wales has experienced domestic abuse, a crime that has the highest rate of repeat victimisation of all crime and of all violent crimes. Nearly a third of violent incidents against women are domestic abuse related. One in three women seeking emergency medical care in UK inner city hospitals has experienced domestic abuse at some point in their lives.
 In addition to the domestic abuse they have experienced, 16% of women who have experienced domestic abuse have also experienced sexual assault by a partner since the age of sixteen. The rate of conviction for reported rape has decreased from 1 in 3 cases reported in 1971 to 1 in 8 reported case reaching trial in 2004 with only 5.3% ending in conviction. The abuse that they experience causes a great deal of physical and mental injuries to the women. Domestic abuse has long term consequences on the mental health of its victims. Over a third of female victims are likely to suffer emotional problems as a result; this includes depression, anxiety, psychosomatic symptoms and eating problems.

Women and children are more at risk of domestic abuse but most public resources devoted to domestic abuse are spent on men: catching, prosecuting and imprisoning them uses 90% of all resources dealing with the protection and convictions in the criminal justice system. Indeed very little resources are devoted to prevention, early intervention and support to women and their children to enable them to move on from abusive circumstances. The cost of not providing this support is substantial and includes; mental and physical illness, children in care and failing at school and women not able to work. As well as the human costs there are costs to health, social services, housing, employment and education. The total cost of domestic abuse for the state, employers and victims is estimated at around £23 billion.
 Domestic abuse has devastating consequences for both the individual victim and the wider society. It drains resources both to the public, voluntary services and of employers and causes untold pain and suffering to those who are abused. This needs to be addressed and public authorities need to be made aware of the significant cost to society as a result of domestic abuse. 

WWA responded to the consultation on the Gender Duty ‘Advancing Equality for Men and Women’ (Gender Duty) in January 2007. Our proposals and recommendations are the same now as they were then and it does seem that some public authorities are struggling to appreciate the Gender Equality Duty in its present format. In our previous response we were in favour of the Gender Equality Duty and hoped by addressing systematic discrimination this would lead to better equality of opportunity for both women and men, by systematically addressing the practices and attitudes that continue to maintain the power imbalance by discriminating against women. We did have some concerns about the Gender Duty and we hope that the Single Equality Bill could address these concerns.
The concerns that WWA had in responding to the Gender Equality consultation was the fact that as the proposals stood in the consultation, and still stand, it would fail to address systematic discrimination against women, there is no integrated approach to address the needs of all women, and there needs to be a greater focus on actions needed, to achieve the outcome of gender equality.

WWA believe that the success of the public sector Gender Duty and the Single Equality Bill depends on a strong and thriving women’s voluntary and community sector. Without the women’s sector we would lose huge amounts of expertise in gender equality issues, and experience of delivering needs-based services to women. Women’s Aid groups provide essential, and often life-saving, services and support to thousands of women and children in Wales.

We also strongly believe that there needs to be a commitment to invest in the women’s sector and not just buy services from them or provide limited project-specific funding on an ad hoc, short-term basis. Every one of Welsh Women’s Aid’s affiliated member groups has difficulty in obtaining and maintaining long-term, reliable funding. This uncertainty affects our groups’ ability to plan strategically, which inevitably affects the service that they are able to offer the vulnerable women and children they support. The service that WWA member groups provide has a significant impact on the women who we support but also the governments spending. The net benefit for the public purse in Wales, by providing refuge to a woman fleeing domestic abuse, is £47,946,346 largely by avoiding costs to the criminal justice system and NHS.
 Welsh Women’s Aid believes that, under the Single Equality Bill, each public body and central government department should report regularly in their Gender Equality Scheme on funding for women’s organisations. 

Conclusion

In conclusion WWA support the majority of the proposals set out in the consultation paper but we need to make it clear that public authorities can not and should not weaken the present duty on them in regards to Gender Equality. WWA support the fact that these grounds should no longer be seen as individual inequalities issues and there should be a more coherent legal structure. By having a Single Equality Bill WWA hope that it will make public authorities drive towards better policy making, more effective use of resources and improvements in public services. We do hope that the Gender Duty is not weakened and an strong emphasis is given in the Single Equality Bill on the extent of discrimination on the grounds of gender is in this country. 
Welsh Women’s Aid 31st July 2007.

For further information please contact: 

Nesta Lloyd – Jones. Legal Issues Co – Ordinator. 

Welsh Women’s Aid, 38-48 Crwys Road, Cardiff. CF24 4NN.
Telephone: 02920 390 874 

E-mail: NestaLloydJones@welshwomensaid.org.uk. 

Website: www.welshwomensaid.org
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