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Against Violence & Abuse 

CC: Chancellor of the Exchequer, Home Secretary, Secretary of State for Housing, 
Communities and Local Government, Secretary of State for Justice, Secretary of 
State for Work and Pensions, Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, 
Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, Secretary of State for 
Education, Minister for the Cabinet Office 

3 April 2020 

Dear Prime Minister, 

Re: Covid-19 pandemic and preventing and responding to an increase in 
violence against women and girls 
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violence against women and girls must be factored into the highest levels of 
Covid-19 response planning. To achieve this, the Domestic Abuse Commissioner 
and Victims' Commissioner must be included in all relevant planning and 
coordination groups, particularly the Covid-19 ministerial group and relevant 
COBRA meetings. Every relevant Secretary of State should receive instructions 
to ensure that the interests of survivors of VAWG are represented at all levels of 
departmental Covid-19 response planning and include the prevention of 
increased levels of VAWG among their priority objectives. The inter-ministerial 
group on VAWG and National Oversight Group on Domestic Abuse should be 
urgently reconvened to prevent harm. Leadership on VAWG is vital at every level 
of the public health crisis response. 

3. Strong public messaging and guidance on VAWG: clear public 
communications should be delivered on VAWG crimes. This must include the 
message that additional pressure families and individuals will be facing at this 
time is no excuse to perpetrate violence and abuse. The scale of VAWG, its 
nature and impact and the full range of support available for women and children 
and how to access it should also be promoted. Government guidance on social 
distancing and self-isolation urgently requires specific advice for those who 
experience harm at home, which should be developed in partnership with 
specialist VAWG services and relevant public sector agencies. This should 
include the steps adult and child survivors, their family, friends and neighbours, 
and professionals can take to safeguard survivors and children and seek help 
and support if they are concerned. Neighbours have a particularly important role 
to play in safeguarding at this time. Communications should speak to all 
communities and recognise additional barriers facing women and children from 
marginalised groups. All government communications, including the daily press 
conference, should be translated into a range of languages, including British Sign 
Language and be made available in easy read formats. 

4. Equal protection for migrant survivors: controlling the spread of the virus 
requires all of us taking action, so all women must be supported as part of the 
Covid-19 response. Women with no recourse to public funds are at particular risk 
from VAWG due to the major barriers they face in accessing support. In a time of 
public emergency no woman should fall outside a basic safety net. We call for the 
urgent ending of 'no recourse to public funds' conditions so that all women 
experiencing or at risk of VAWG have immediate access to financial and housing 
support to escape violence. No women should have to face the devastating 
choice of destitution or remaining with the perpetrator. 

An urgent response to and implementation of these recommendations is absolutely 
necessary if we are to limit the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on survivors of VAWG 
and their children. Ultimately, women's lives depend on it. 

Yours sincerely, 

Sandra Honey CBE, Chief Executive, Refuge 
Nicki Norman, Acting Chief Executive, Women's Aid Federation of England 
Pragna Patel, Director, Southall Black Sisters 
Jemima Olchawski, CEO, Agenda 
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• Cover all lost income for refuge providers resulting from Covid-19. The 
majority of this loss will be loss of rental income as a consequence of having 
to decline referrals, and even close refuges, due to resident survivors 
contracting or displaying symptoms of Covid-19. This will include loss of 
housing benefit for refuge spaces that will be necessarily left unoccupied, as 
well as rent arrears built up as women struggle financially due to the 
measures taken in response to Covid-19. 

• For services to be able to source additional or alternative premises when 
refuges become full. Demand for space will increase because women and 
children cannot source alternative accommodation when they are ready to 
leave refuge, and reduced capacity if refuge spaces or entire refuges must be 
left vacant as a result of clients or staff contracting Covid-19 or displaying 
symptoms of the virus. 

• Cover lost voluntary (fundraised) income as a result of Covid-19. Much of the 
sector is experiencing significant reductions in income as fundraising events 
are cancelled and postponed and corporate funding decreases. This funding 
is not an added extra, it maintains provision. 13% of refuges in England 
received no local authority funding at all in 2018-19. 

• Enable services to increase capacity to work with survivors with complex 
needs such as those with substance misuse and mental health issues in 
recognition that many survivors are reliant on this wider infrastructure which is 
now experiencing similar restrictions on the support they can provide. 

Home Secreta 

Representation and leadership: we call on the Home Secretary to chair the inter-
ministerial group on VAWG and lead the establishment of a government working 
group on VAWG and Covid-19 which should include representatives from the 
specialist VAWG sector. Further, a meeting of the National Oversight Group, which 
concerns the police response to domestic abuse, should be convened by the Home 
Secretary in order to understand and monitor any changes in domestic abuse-related 
reports to the police and ensure that all police forces have what they need to 
prioritise responding to domestic abuse offences. 

Funding and supporting services: as detailed above, there is an urgent need to 
support the specialist VAWG sector during the pandemic with a dedicated fund, 
which the Home Secretary has acknowledged publically. This should include 
increased funding for Home Office funded helplines which are particularly important 
at this time. The Home Office should work with the Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport to repurpose the final £15 million Tampon Tax fund as unrestricted 
grant funding for specialist women's services to assist them in coping and adapting 
during the Covid-19 emergency. Such grants must work equally for all devolved 
nations and be available to all migrant survivors. 

Communication and awareness raising: it has never been more important to 
communicate that domestic abuse and other forms of VAWG are crimes that will not 
be tolerated and to let women know that there is help and support available. We 
recommend that the Home Office launch an awareness raising campaign 
highlighting that there is never an excuse for any form of VAWG, sitting alongside a 
nationwide advertising campaign for the National Domestic Abuse Helpline, the 
Welsh National Live Fear Free Helpline and other forms of support. The campaign 
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VAWG and the steps needed to protect and support survivors are taken into 
account. 

Funding and supporting services: the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government has a crucial role to play in supporting accommodation-based support 
services during the pandemic. As part of supporting a central emergency VAWG 
fund as outlined above in the recommendation to the Chancellor, we call on MHCLG 
to: 

• Compensate refuge services for any losses, which should include working 
with local authorities to provide block housing benefit payments to protect 
refuge providers who may have to leave refuge spaces unoccupied during 
and immediately after the Covid-19 crisis. 

• Require local authorities to suspend all competitive tendering for VAWG and 
women's services to ensure staff can focus on frontline responses and 
managing increased demand. 

• Continue funding for any refuge service which is due to close due to funding 
coming to an end, to ensure no reduction in provision during the crisis. 

• Where refuge accommodation is not available, enable local authorities to work 
with specialist VAWG organisations to provide immediate alternative 
accommodation for survivors. This could include coordinating with hotels to 
provide safe and secure rooms free of charge, with referral and ongoing 
support delivered through specialist services, subject to this being provided in 
a safe way — who will need additional funding to deliver this. This is 
particularly important for migrant survivors and survivors with additional 
support needs and multiple disadvantages. 

Social services and social care continuity: we urge central Government, local 
authority leaders and directors of social services to make the specific risks facing 
vulnerable women and girls during this crisis a high priority. Even as face to face 
visits and case management conferences become more logistically difficult, we need 
dedicated work to gauge the risks to girls under child protection plans who may not 
be supervised while schools are closed, as well as vulnerable women with 
disabilities and mental health problems whose usual support arrangements may be 
disrupted and who can face much higher levels of domestic and sexual violence. We 
urge you to engage with experts in the VAWG sector about the enhanced risks 
women are facing and about everything that can be done locally to try and mitigate 
these, which we strongly want to support. We are concerned about the suspension 
of measures in the Care Act which protect the rights of disabled people. We call for 
adult and children's social care to ensure that no care support package for disabled 
adults and children is reduced without a full domestic abuse risk assessment, and 
that safeguarding measures are maintained as far as possible, including 
regular independent contact with women in institutional care. 

Support for survivors at risk of homelessness: domestic abuse is a core driver of 
women's homelessness and we are concerned this will increase further as a result of 
Covid-19. We welcome the action to halt to all evictions from social or private rented 
accommodation and this should now be built upon with measures to ensure families 
do not accrue rent arrears as a result of the pandemic. Automatic priority need for 
homelessness assistance must be extended to survivors of domestic abuse and 
survivors that are homeless or at risk of homelessness must have access to single 
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sex hostels. Work should be undertaken to keep local authority housing options 
services open to survivors. Local authorities should also be asked to work in 
partnership with specialist VAWG services to identify women and children who need 
to access safe accommodation and prioritise their placement into suitable and safe 
housing. 

Support for migrant women: migrant women with no recourse to public funds or 
whose asylum applications have failed are at particular risk at this time. We urge the 
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government to follow the 
example set by the Welsh Government in offering increased protection for migrant 
survivors through requiring local authorities to identify and support women with no 
recourse to public funds to access safe accommodation and support. 

Secretary of State for Justice 

Representation: decisions taken by the Secretary of State for Justice will have a 
particular impact on the protection of survivors and monitoring of perpetrators during 
the pandemic. It is therefore vital that the Domestic Abuse Commissioner and 
Victims' Commissioner are represented in key departmental planning committees. In 
addition, steps should be taken to ensure that there is equal representation of 
women within all planning and decision-making committees within the Ministry of 
Justice. This will help ensure the risk of VAWG and the steps needed to protect and 
support survivors through the criminal justice system and victim support services are 
taken into account at the highest level. 

Funding and supporting services: as well as working with the Chancellor on the 
establishment of a VAWG fund outlined above, we urge that additional funds are 
made available for Ministry of Justice funded services supporting survivors of 
violence against women and girls, which are likely to see an increase in demand 
during and immediately after the Covid-1 9 emergency. 

Supporting survivors with child contact arrangements involving perpetrators: 
the safety of child contact is a serious concern for survivors of domestic abuse 
during the Covid-19 crisis. Perpetrators have always used child contact 
arrangements as a tool of coercive and controlling behaviour, and may threaten to 
not adhere to contact arrangements due to Covid-19, or use it as a justification for 
flouting contact arrangements. Survivors are also concerned that they will be 
accused of breaching a court order if they limit or prevent contact during the crisis in 
order to keep herself and her children safe, for example. Whilst the President of the 
Family Division has issued general guidance which states that if parents cannot 
agree to an arrangement they may exercise their parental responsibility and vary the 
arrangement to one that they consider to be safe, the guidance is open to 
interpretation. With severe barriers to accessing legal advice at the current time, 
clearer guidance on varying contact arrangements in cases of domestic abuse is 
required. 

Supporting survivors whose perpetrators are in prison: whilst we are mindful of 
the significant risk of Covid-19 spreading throughout prisons, we urge the Secretary 
of State to develop particular safeguards in relation to prisoners due for early release 
who are perpetrators of domestic abuse, to ensure that survivors are kept informed 
and protected. This should include monitoring and assessment of the National 
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which have disproportionate impacts on women, including the benefit cap and two 
child tax credit limit. 

Secretary of State for Health and Social Care 

Representation: the necessary public health measures taken to stop the spread of 
Covid-19 pose significant threats to the health and safety of survivors of violence 
against women and girls. This threat should too be regarded as a public health 
emergency. It is crucial that the Department for Health and Social Care invites 
advice from VAWG specialists as part of its Covid-19 response, including the 
Domestic Abuse Commissioner, Victims Commissioner and representatives from 
the specialist VAWG sector. Further, women should be represented equally within all 
key planning and decision-making committees within the department to help ensure 
the impact on women of decisions taken is considered at the highest level. 

Supporting services: in order to operate safely, it is vital that refuges and other 
VAWG services continuing to work directly with survivors should be given access to 
testing kits and personal protective equipment for staff, such as gloves and aprons. 
This will help identify the virus early and reduce the spread of it, protecting staff and 
survivors. It will also allow the isolation of staff who test positive and ensure staff who 
do not have the virus can continue to work to support women and children. Face to 
face support can be critical for deaf and disabled survivors who will now struggle to 
disclose abuse safely and access support. We know many survivors suffer from 
chronic conditions and issues with their immune systems, and ask that they be 
treated as a vulnerable group. 

Support survivors: for many survivors of domestic abuse their GP surgery is a safe 
haven and many disclose the abuse they are experiencing for the first time to their 
doctors. Whilst we understand the need to reduce in person appointments to protect 
healthcare staff, the Department of Health and Social Care should work with NHS 
England to support GPs to keep lines of communication open and ensure women 
are alone and safe to speak wherever possible. Frontline health workers should be 
encouraged to make routine inquiries into domestic abuse. 

Guidance and awareness: In addition to physical health risks, measures to 
decrease social contact are likely to have significant mental health impacts on the 
population, and this could be acute for survivors coping and recovering from trauma. 
There is an urgent need for Public Health England guidance for statutory agencies 
warning of the increased physical and mental health risks to survivors of domestic 
abuse and other forms of VAWG during the Covid-19 crisis and how to support adult 
and child survivors at this time. 

Secretary of State for Education 

Planning and response: With school closures likely to be in place for many months, 
we urge that child protection arrangements recognise and respond to an increased 
risk of child sexual abuse, child sexual exploitation and relationship abuse. While 
high priority measures must be taken to maintain vigilance over those on the child 
protection, schools are often aware of many other children who are at risk of harm 
where attending school involves the only daily contact they may have with individuals 
outside their family. Vulnerable girls and young women, who will not be in regular 
contact with teachers and school staff, will have reduced opportunities to disclose 
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abuse or for problems and risks to be detected. There will also be an enhanced 
vulnerability to abuse by peers or adults in homes or online. We urge the Department 
for Education to estimate and record schools' concerns for children who are both on 
and not on the child protection register and to work creatively with school leaders to 
develop appropriate protection measures. The VAWG sector is available and eager 
to support the development of specific responses. 

Guidance: This potential child protection disaster must be addressed with guidance 
for school leaders and local authorities on self-isolation and safeguarding vulnerable 
students against abuse. Abusers should not be enabled to use isolation as a cover 
for abuse. 

Secretary of State for Digital. Culture. Media and Sport 

Equal representation: of women within all key planning and decision making 
committees within the department is crucial to help ensure that the potentially 
different impact of decisions and measures on women is taken into account at the 
highest level. 

Funding: we welcome that the Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport is playing a key role in discussions with the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
regarding the impact of the Covid-19 emergency on the charity sector and what 
support is needed. It is crucial that the particular impact of the crisis on survivors of 
VAWG and the charities that support them is given a high priority during these 
discussions and an emergency VAWG fund, as outlined above, is established as 
part of the Government's response to the issues the charity sector is experiencing. 
The Secretary of State should work with the Home Secretary to repurpose the final 
£15 million of the Tampon Tax fund as unrestricted grant funding for specialist 
women's services to assist them in coping and adapting during the Covid-19 
emergency. 

Guidance: perpetrators of abuse commonly use technology to control, monitor and 
isolate survivors. It is likely that this will intensify as survivors spend more time at 
home and must use online forms of communication to communicate with family, 
friends, public services and support services. In addition, many services are 
operating remotely for the first time, which brings considerable cyber security 
challenges. There is a need for DCMS guidance for frontline services to support 
them to deliver services in a digitally secure way and assist them in supporting 
survivors to communicate as securely as possible. Abusers should not be enabled to 
use isolation as a cover for abuse. 

Minister for the Cabinet Office 

Representation: ensure that there is equal representation of women within all key 
planning and decision making committees within the department. This will help 
ensure the risk of VAWG and the steps needed to reduce violence and abuse and 
protect survivors are taken into account at the highest level. 

Planning and response: we strongly welcome the inclusion of life-saving VAWG 
professionals in the Government's list of critical workers and their inclusion must be 
maintained as the pandemic progresses. Survivors who speak other languages, 
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