Wnmens Aid

FEDERATION
NORTHERN IRELAND

Questionnaire

UK COVID-19 Inquiry: Module 2 - Rule 9 Request to Women’s Aid Federation
Northern Ireland

Reference: M2/ROR/WAFNI
Please provide the following information:

1. A brief overview of the history, legal status and aims of the organisation or
body. Please explain whether the work of the organisation or body is UK wide,
or is instead confined to Northern Ireland only.

Northern Ireland Women's Aid Federation (WAFNI) is a registered charity with the
Charity Commission for Northern Ireland, NIC 106451, and a company limited by
guarantee, registered in Northern Ireland, NI 021741. The organisation was
established in 1978 and was built upon our long rich heritage of campaigning and
has developed to become the lead expert voluntary organisation addressing
domestic abuse in Northern Ireland.

WAFNI has a membership of eight autonomous Local Women's Aid Groups covering
the whole of Northern Ireland as illustrated in Map below:-
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Women'’s Aid exists to challenge attitudes, structures and systems which perpetuate
domestic abuse and seeks through our work to enable women, children, and young
people to live free from abuse.

Our strong ethos has been built upon our rich heritage of campaigning to end
domestic abuse and violence against women and girls and this continues to be
based upon our working premise of for women, with women, by women which is
inherent in our service development and delivery.

Our core aims are to work collectively across Northern Ireland to:

e Engage with women, children, and young people to give them a voice and
ensure they inform all aspects of service development and delivery.

e Provide trauma informed support services to women, children and young
people who have experienced domestic abuse.

e Deliver preventative education programmes in schools and community
settings to promote healthy non-abusive relationships and share key
safeguarding messages.

e Educate and inform the public, private, voluntary, statutory and
community sectors of the context and impact of domestic abuse.

e Provide quality assured education and training to a wide audience, to
increase capacity to respond to domestic abuse.

e Monitor, influence and respond to government policy and legislation as
a Subject Matter Expert, giving a voice to survivors of domestic abuse.

e Work in partnership, sharing our expertise with all relevant agencies to
ensure a joined-up response to domestic abuse.

The priorities we face over the next three years is illustrated in our Strategic Plan
“Unlocking Potential — Building on Success” A road map of change (2022-2023).
Here is a link to the document The Women'’s Aid Strategy Plan: 2022-2025 -
Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland (womensaidni.org)

We are a registered charity working within Northern Ireland. Whilst we have strong
links with our sister organisations across the UK including, Women'’s Aid Federation
England; Scottish Women’s Aid and Welsh Women'’s Aid, we also work with
Women'’s Aid and Safe Ireland on the island of Ireland and have strong networks
across Europe. The work of Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland is confined to
Northern Ireland only.

2. A brief description of the group(s) which the organisation or body supports
or represents.

Women'’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland is a membership organisation that
represents our 8 local Women’s Aid member groups who provide frontline, specialist
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support to women, children and young people experiencing domestic abuse across
Northern Ireland.

A brief overview of the regional work of the Federation and its eight member groups:-

Staff Teams

Across Women'’s Aid there is a staff team of over 250 FTE staff. All Women’s Aid
staff are fully trained under one of our six Big Ideas of our Strategic Plan — Unlock
Potential which has seen the establishment of a Women’s Aid Centre of Training
Excellence. Through this Centre we provide many programmes on a hybrid model,
using e-Learning platforms and direct face to face training. All training is either CPD
Awarded or accredited NOCN programmes. The training is delivered under our
extensive Qualification Framework which includes, trauma informed; child protection;
adult safeguarding; risk assessment and ongoing provisional development
programmes.

Service Provision

We have 15 Centres across Northern Ireland our eight local groups provide services
to all areas of Northern Ireland. There are 14 Refuge provisions, some of which are
self-contained units. These are 24 hour/7 days a week coverage and support.

Monthly Forums and Change Management Process — Capacity Building

Modification, development and sustainability is an ongoing programme within
Women'’s Aid which is facilitated with two meetings a month through a Regional
Forum and a Change Management process. Meetings are twice a month attended
by all 9 CEO’s (8 Local Groups and WAFNI CEQO). This is a high priority area with
many plans to review updating refuge provision, gaps in service provision across NI
and also financial sustainability which includes mergers of local groups and shared
services.

Service Provision (Annually)

Women'’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland publishes an Annual Report highlighting
the work of the Federation and our 8 Local Women’s Aid Groups. The provision of
services across Northern Ireland in respect of 2020-21, which corresponds to the
first year of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures, shows that:

6,005 women and 6,450 children received floating support services
293 women who were pregnant received support form Women'’s Aid
2,411 women with complex needs received floating support

530 women stayed in our refuges throughout Northern Ireland

319 children stayed in a refuge with their mum

10 babies were born to women staying in refuge
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e 236 BME women stayed in our refuges
e 34 women and 38 children with no recourse to public funds were supported
in refuge

This year actually saw an increase in Floating Support services of 10% on the
previous year. The refuge was full, numbers are slightly down due to reduction in
Units to comply with safe social distancing within the refuge provision e.g. some
rooms had to be closed for the duration of the year.

Alarming we had 11 babies born to Mums who were living in our refuge during this
period, the added trauma of a new Mum being in refuge during pregnancy and
having her baby during lockdown.

We also had an increase in number of BAME women in our refuges and one of our
local Women’s Aid groups runs the Trafficking Project for women trafficked for sexual
exploitation and this seen an increase in the number of women during this period.

A full copy of our annual report for the financial year 2020/2021 can be found at the
following link: Annual Report 2020/21 - Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland

3. A brief overview of the work of the organisation or body in supporting or
representing the relevant group(s) between January 2020 and May 2022 as it
relates to the response to Covid-19 of (i) the UK Government; and/or (ii) the
Government in Northern Ireland.

Covid-19
When the Government announced the first lockdown in March 2020
the key message was:-

Stay home, stay safe, safe lives

A message that did not resonate with the women we support as
home was not a safe place

On 23 March 2020 our refuge provisions were full to capacity.

The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact has been the most challenging period of
time for Women'’s Aid in our 40-year history. As the majority of our work is carried out
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on a face-to-face basis the situation for our direct services was very difficult. The
Government’s key message “Stay Home, Stay Safe” did not resonate with the
women and children we support, as for these women, home is often where the harm
is. Because of this it was very important for us to make sure that women knew that
there was still support out there for them and Women’s Aid launched the “Unlock
your Lockdown” campaign running physical and digital ads throughout Northern
Ireland to let women know they were not alone, and Women'’s Aid were still there to
provide specialist support to them regardless of the global pandemic.

What did we have to do to keep refuges safe, staffed and open?

We had to put in major contingency plans. Refuge provision did not close during
lockdown and families remained living within them. The first action was getting
support from Government officials to ensure our Refuge and Floating Support staff
were identified as Key Workers to enable them to travel to refuge services, without
breaking Covid 19 Restrictions.

Urgent physical adoptions to refuge and Centre facilities had to be incorporated to
ensure social distancing and safe working environments were put in place according
to Government Restrictions. In many cases, especially in communal living refuge
space, this reduced the units available and therefore capacity to accommodate
families. This was necessary to ensure ‘safe social distancing’ rules were adhered
to.

The lack of a coordinated response with the Northern Ireland 24 Hour Domestic &
Sexual Violence Helpline in relation to direct referrals to Women’s Aid refuge and
floating support services necessitated extensive social media awareness to let
women know we were OPEN. This necessitated a direct link with PSNI to support
emergency access to Refuge provision during lockdown for women, children and
young people who had to flee their homes. With major support from Northern Ireland
Housing Executive (NIHE), a few of our Refuge provisions implemented a ‘crash
pad’ process in April 2020 to identify ‘self-contained units’ that Police could bring
women/children to after a serious incident, this was two-fold; to protect existing
families within refuge from potential infection and, to give time to allow for testing for
COVID infection before families were relocated to full Refuge provision. There were
three areas across Northern Ireland identified to provide Crash Pads — Belfast, Derry
and Ballymena. The turnaround for ‘deep clean’ of crash pads every other day was
also a priority as was finding appropriate space within refuge provision for move on
for families, a process we provided in conjunction with NIHE.

Government Funding & Support (or LACK OF)

The Westminster Government addressed the importance of Domestic Abuse during
Lockdown and over £70 million was identified to support providers of Domestic
Abuse services during lockdown. This was to be distributed across the UK through
the Barnett Formula and the funds were allocated to the devolved Government in
Northern Ireland. WAFNI immediately addressed the Urgent Call for Action on
behalf of our eight local Women’s Aid Groups. A Letter of Concern to local MLA’s
and Ministers was disseminated on 25" March 2020. We also produced a full report
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and Costing Briefing Document which was sent to The office of the First and Deputy
First Ministers of NI Assembly on 8" April 2020. We called for a meeting and met
with First & Deputy First Minister to highlight our ‘Asks’ but no additional funds were
and/or no further meetings or offers of support were forthcoming. (both letters
attached)

Just to be Clear - Women'’s Aid in NI did not receive any additional
Government funding to deal with the added pressure of Covid 19 at all!!!

During this same period the Scottish Assembly identified £1.2 million to address
additional pressures that Covid 19 will place on Domestic Violence Services with
similar initiatives taking place within Women’s Aid Federation England and Wales.
There was major infrastructure for IT and phone systems were addressed across the
rest of the UK but not in NI. Our sister organisations in Republic of Ireland received
additional funding from the Irish Government.

We had to resort to income generation and fundraising and this became the major
priority of the small WAFNI team from March 2020 and remains a priority today.

We applied for a NI Wide Regional funding bid on behalf of the eight Local Groups to
Comic Relief’s Big Night In Fund and successfully received £400,000 which was
distributed across the eight local Women’s Aid groups to allow immediate support to
women, children and young people, including provision of IT equipment to facilitate
remote support and online schooling. It also was used to support IT infrastructure
across some of the local groups.

We also were successful with other funding bids and income generation.

Our campaign Unlock Your Lockdown created a major surge of support from the
citizens of Northern Ireland and there was a variety of Just Giving fundraising events
which provided additional unrestricted income for the local groups.

We want this issue noted as a major inequality for the women, children and young
people living in Northern Ireland who were not only affected by the trauma of
lockdown and Covid 19 but also domestic abuse, and some remained within a home
which was not safe. This issue has been raised at Government level and the
Secretary of State for NI (two SOSNI) who were unaware of this lack of distribution
by NI Devolved Government in respect of addressing Domestic Abuse.

BUT the major issue with this lack of distribution of funding was the NI Assembly’s
decision to return £300M in March 2021 of unspent funds allocated from
Westminster to address Covid 19.

How did we let Women know we were still OPEN?

During this period of time the majority of the high street shop front offices (Centres)
were closed under Lockdown restrictions but the services were still being provided
remotely. BUT did women know we were still open and they could access
support???
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One of the major concerns for Women’s Aid was that women thought everywhere
was in lockdown and our services were not available, whilst perpetrators of
coercively controlling behaviour and abuse were very happy to that ‘there was no
way out’. Our high street centre in towns across NI may have been closed due to
restrictions but our refuges remained open with families living within them and our
Floating Support Services offered remote support and provided gate check-ins.

We focused on social media awareness to ensure Women knew they could reach
out for support and this was creating so much additional work for local groups who
were exhausted trying to continue to provide full services with reduced staff. This
was due to staff who had to ‘isolate’ due to health concerns or absence due to staff
being infected by Covid-19 or having close family members infected and unable to
work due to Covid 19 Restrictions.

With financial support from Comic Relief and ‘in kind’ support from a Belfast based
Comms Firm — Jago and Design Company Krow we developed a major social media
and adshel campaign — Unlock your Lockdown

4
—
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We had to urgently address the issue of women fearing there was no escape,
nowhere to flee and concern that our services were not available. We needed a
regional campaign to get this message out to all women in Northern Ireland that:-

Women’s Aid are still here to help

The entire population felt the trauma of lockdown, being isolated from family and
friends, not being able to go to work/school, not being allowed out and social
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engagement restricted — well this is Domestic Abuse, women living within a coercive
controlled relationship have many and more of these restrictions every day.

The biggest issue for women during the Covid-19 initial lockdown was the fear that
Women’s Aid was closed and they had no option but to stay locked in. Extensive
messages via social media were launched by individual local groups to ensure
women in their area knew that Refuges were still open and that support could still be
accessed via numerous media platforms. This took time and energy from all local
groups and our reach was not wide enough. It was agreed to look at a regional PR
campaign for all Women’s Aid services, this was a great success with the
demographics of our reach changing considerably, especially within the 18-25 year
old age bracket. The use of Instagram, Facebook and Twitter with a direct link to our
service provision enabled women to use a safe help seeking process via their phone
— in the palm of their hand.

We regard this campaign as the highlight of our contingency plans during this period
of time. The Campaign has since won several gold, silver and bronze awards in the
Advertising arena.

Seismic Shift on how we provide support

Face to face contact was 100% of our service provision — 2 metres apart is not
how we ever worked. Working remotely from home was not something any local
group had in policy or practice, we were all very much at the front face of the
service provision — this had to be addressed.

With lockdown various communication platforms were set up to support women
and children to ensure they were able to continue to access support. IT and
phone systems had to be updated to allow remote access to systems and to
enable support calls to women, children and young people. A regional review of
IT and phone systems was put in place by WAFNI and funds secured via Comic
Relief to facilitate upgrades to systems. This was required across all eight Local
Women'’s Aid groups as well as WAFNI. This enabled remote working and
provision of online support.

Our helping hands programme was used via FB and other platforms to support
children with the additional trauma of lockdown, no school and potential
escalating violence within the home.

This was a major benefit to all Local groups and has also created several new
communication platforms for women and girls which continued to be used due to
personal preference.
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Women'’s Aid and the local Community — staying in touch

All local groups linked in with their geographical areas and with the generous
support of the community, food banks, corporate sponsors, our local groups were
able to do 'gate check-ins' bringing parcels e.g. Easter Eggs, books, puzzles etc
kindly donated by major food chains which enabled key workers to deliver to
homes and also check in at a safe distance.

The support from local communities was amazing and our Unlock Your Lockdown
further developed these networks in towns, villages and cities.

Overview of Services Provision

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland
represented and supported our member services to deliver frontline support to
women, children and young people experiencing domestic abuse during a time of
considerable challenge. In addition to our ongoing work, we:

e Secured and distributed additional charitable funding for our members;

o Worked closely with key statutory agencies such as PSNI and NIHE to ensure
that safe processes were put in place to (i) utilise any available bed spaces,
(ii) emergency access to 48hr crash pads for the high risk victims identified by
PSNI, (iii) support to women and children placed in alternative
accommodation rather than refuges;

e Provided support and development of an enhanced multi-platform IT support
system to support safe and GDPR compliant remote support services;

e Two groups established a web chat service for women who didn't feel safe to
talk on the phone, enabling them to be able to chat to a Women’s Aid support
worker safely and confidentially.

e All local groups linked in with their geographical area’s resources and with the
generous support of the community — food banks, corporate sponsors,
community organisations — the groups were able to do ‘gate check-ins’
bringing families parcels of food, books, toys etc, which enabled Women’s Aid
key workers to deliver to homes and also check on the women and their
children at a safe distance;

e We continued to support children by adapting some of our programmes such
as ‘Helping Hands’ to a digital platform to support children with the added
trauma of lockdown, no school and potential escalating violence within the
home;

e Sourced protective clothing and equipment for frontline staff to allow them to
keep providing specialist services for women and children;

e Co-ordinated a COVID-19 Strategic Development and Communication
Network to improve collaboration and joint working across our membership
and with our sister organisations across the UK and Ireland.

e Campaigned on essential and lifesaving changes to the law in Northern
Ireland in order to enhance protections for victims and survivors of abuse, in
particular the commencement of the Domestic Abuse and Civil Proceedings
Act 2021 which brings us in line with the rest of the UK.

INQO00119338_0009



4. A list of any articles or reports the organisation or body has published or
contributed to, and/or evidence it has given (for example to UK Parliament or
the Northern Ireland Executive) regarding the impact on the group(s) which the
organisation or body supports or represents of the response to Covid-19 by (i)
the UK Government; and/or (ii) the Government in Northern Ireland. Please
include links to those documents where possible.

e Covid-19: One Year On - Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland
(womensaidni.org)

e Women’s Aid launch Unlock Your | ockdown campaign - Women's Aid
Federation Northern Ireland (womensaidni.org)

o VAWG Sector Statement on COVID-19 - Women's Aid Federation Northern
Ireland (womensaidni.org)

o Women’s Aid NI Statement on Covid-19 and the Domestic Abuse Sector -
Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland (womensaidni.org)

e Annual Report 2020/21 - Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland
(womensaidni.org)

e The Women’s Aid Strategy Plan: 2022-2025 - Women's Aid Federation
Northern Ireland (womensaidni.org)

e Covid-19 Resources for Parents, Children and Young People - Women's Aid
Federation Northern Ireland (womensaidni.org)

5. The view of the organisation or body as to whether the group(s) it supports
or represents was adequately considered when decisions about the response
to Covid-19 were made by (i) the UK Government; and/or (ii) the Government in

Northern Ireland. Please also explain the reasons for the view expressed by
the organisation or body in this respect.

COVID-19 affected us all, but it did not affect us all equally. It was clear from the
outset that lockdown measures would exacerbate women and children’s experiences
of violence and abuse and shut down routes to safety and support. Despite this
knowledge it was concerning that the safety of women and children experiencing
domestic abuse was not a key consideration in the initial stages of the NI (or UK)
Government’s response to COVID-19.

The government took unprecedented measures to support businesses, and the
clinically vulnerable during the COVID-19 crisis, but there was a critical lack of a
coordinated strategy to protect women and girls and prevent abuse, and many of
these measures did not reach Northern Ireland, in particular, additional funds to
address provision of domestic abuse services during lockdown.

10
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This was reflected in the lack of join up between the UK government and devolved
government nations in many aspects including funding and communications.

Women'’s Aid specialist services in Northern Ireland did not receive any additional
funds resulting in millions of pounds of underspend Covid 19 funds — a wasted
opportunity to increase resources that Women’s Aid across NI so desperately
needed.

None of this was helped by the fact that there was already a state of chronic
underfunding within the sector which made services extremely vulnerable to crisis
and put further pressure onto an already stretched workforce. While this is the case
across the UK. Northern Ireland is significantly behind England and Wales when it
comes to funding.

As mentioned above one of the biggest issues for women during the Covid-19 initial
lockdown was the fear that Women'’s Aid was closed and they had no option but to
stay locked in their unsafe home, this was due in part to the Government’s lack of
communication around when the ‘stay at home’ rules did not apply.

One of our first actions was getting support from Government officials to ensure our
Refuge and Floating Support staff were identified as Key Workers to enable them to
travel to refuge services, without breaking Covid 19 Restrictions, this proved to be an
ongoing challenge throughout the crisis. There was also issues around access to
PPE for frontline staff, and a lack of detailed guidance for managing social distancing
and infection control measures in refuges.

By 2021/2022 as lockdowns were easing and we began as a society to start and try
and live with COVID-19, we in Northern Ireland welcomed a change in priority
around Violence against Women and Girls at a government level. There’s been a
seismic shift in legislation for Northern Ireland for example with a number of key
pieces of legislation going through the Northern Ireland Assembly, despite these
positive movements, these changes were long fought for and in many cases only
bring us in line with what has already been in place in the rest of the UK for a
number of years. Now with the collapse of Stormont it is our view that the NI
government’s response to Ending Violence Against Women and Girls is as
piecemeal, fragmented, and unequal now as it was before and during COVID-19.

6. Whether the organisation or body raised any concerns about the
consideration being given to the group(s) which it supports or represents with
(i) the UK Government; and/or (ii) the Government in Northern Ireland, when
those governments were making decisions about their response to Covid-19.
Please provide a list of any such correspondence or meetings with (i) the UK
Government; and/or (ii) the Government in Northern Ireland, including the
dates on which the body or organisation wrote or such meetings were held, to

11
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whom the correspondence was addressed or with whom the meeting was held,
and any response received from the UK Government or the Government in
Northern Ireland addressing such concerns.

As highlighted throughout this submission, Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland
raised several concerns to government officials around the safety of women, children
and young people throughout the region and our serious concerns around resourcing
and additional funding being made available to us to cope with the increased
demand to our services and as such, sent several correspondences to NI
Government officials throughout the pandemic raising our concerns.

Below is a table outlining our correspondents relating to the attached documents:

Title of Letter Date Sent
Contingency Plan 25/03/2020
Letter of Concern to the NI: 25/03/2020

e Department for Communities
e Department of Health
e Department of Justice

Women’s Aid Northern Ireland 08/04/2020
Costed Briefing: Responding
to support for Women, children
and young people affected by
Domestic Violence and Abuse
during the COVID 19 Pandemic

7. A brief summary of the views of the organisation or body as to any lessons,
if any, that can be learned from any consideration which was given to the
group(s) that the organisation or body supports or represents by (i) the UK
Government; and/or (ii) the Government in Northern Ireland when they were
making decisions about their response to Covid-19.

The pandemic brought into focus that women, children and young people
experiencing domestic abuse were given insufficient consideration from the NI
government when responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. As were the services that
support them.

12
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The two main lessons for the NI government to learn is the importance of meaningful
and strategic engagement with domestic abuse and VAWG experts in preparing for,
and responding to a pandemic and not giving back to Westminster, funds that have
been allocated to Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland was already significantly behind
the rest of the UK when it came to funding and while during lockdown the
Government at Westminster committed £72million across the UK to address
increasing numbers of domestic abuse, the Northern Ireland Government were
returning £300million of unspent funds to the Treasury by March 2021. Funds given
to Northern Ireland should never be returned to Westminster and Local Government
should have clear plans and processes to enable them to distribute additional funds
as efficiently as possible, with clear transparency and accountability, to help those
most vulnerable in our community.
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