Violence against Women – what is it?

Violence against women (VAW) is a huge and persistent problem, which needs immediate action. It is created and sustained by the wider inequalities facing women such as poverty, unequal pay, unequal political power and unequal representation. Violence against women has been described by Kofi Annan, former UN Secretary General, as “the most atrocious manifestation of the systemic discrimination and inequality women continue to face, in law and in their everyday lives, around the world”.

The UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women defines violence against women as “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 in private life.”

It includes; rape and sexual violence, female genital mutilation, forced marriage, stalking, commercial sexual exploitation such as prostitution and pornography, crimes and murders committed in the name of ‘honour’, sexual harassment and domestic violence and abuse.
How common is it?

Violence against women cuts across boundaries of culture, ethnicity, age, wealth and geography, affecting women of all ages and all backgrounds in every corner of the globe, and every walk of life. 

Violence is increasingly normalised in the lives of women and girls in Scotland, and contrary to popular perceptions, it is the men closer to home rather than strangers who represent the greatest threat to women’s safety and security. The facts on this issue are stark:   

· Two women are killed every week in Britain by their male partner

· The Scottish conviction rate for rape is at an all-time low of 3.9%

· The most common perpetrators of rape are husbands and partners

· 26% of Scots surveyed in 2007 thought that a woman bore some responsibility for being raped if she wore revealing clothing

· Almost half of all women in the UK experience domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking
 

· Women represent around 85% of victims of forced marriage
.
· It is estimated that 86,000 women in the UK have undergone female genital mutilation and around 7000 girls under 16 are currently at risk
.
· A 2005 study of young people’s attitudes found that 1 in 5 young men believe that women’ often’ provoke violence.
  
What are the consequences of violence against women?

There are enormous social and financial costs of violence against women. Violence causes physical damage ranging from cuts and bruises to miscarriages, broken bones, permanent disability and death. Sexual offences bring additional risks of HIV, sexually transmitted infections and unwanted pregnancies. Violence can also cause lasting psychological harm to women and their children who witness assaults. Government research has assessed the cost of domestic violence alone to the public purse at £6 billion a year and placed a figure on the costs associated with individual pain and suffering at £17 billion pounds
.

What’s happening in Scotland now? 

At a government (national and local) level, good work is being done on specific forms of violence, such as:

· The pilot of domestic abuse courts in Glasgow and the ASSIST advocacy and support service;

· The ‘Safe as Houses’ project in Edinburgh, which aims to enable women suffering from domestic abuse to stay safely in their own homes rather than moving to refuge accommodation; 

· Four ‘pathfinder’ projects linked to the ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ policy which are introducing changes such as having a named Domestic Abuse co-ordinator post in every school (Dumfries and Galloway) or new Risk Assessment Tools (Falkirk)

· New multi-agency approaches in North Lanarkshire, Glasgow, Tayside and other areas;

· The National Domestic Abuse Delivery Group, which is working on a delivery plan themed around 4 key areas – Participation, Protection, Prevention and Provision – which forms part of the wider Strategy on Violence Against Women. 

And of course there are a huge range of organisations and agencies across Scotland working hard to combat all forms of violence against women. See our links page for contact details.
What still needs to change?

Despite the plethora of activity, initiatives and projects, there are still serious problems in the way in which VAW is tackled. Services for victims and many of these multi-agency projects are facing a funding crisis. The Scottish Government Violence Against Women Fund is available until March 2008 and there is, as yet, no word from the new Government as to whether it will be replaced. The move to more local authority control over funding and fewer centralised ring-fenced budgets announced in November 2007’s spending review casts yet more doubt on how services to tackle VAW will be sustained and improved. 

Partly due to funding issues, work in this vital area is often patchy and disconnected, and all too often, the few resources available are focused on helping people after violence has occurred, rather than on preventing it from happening.  There are many excellent preventative resources available to Scottish schools, youth groups and workers in this field, such as the Zero Tolerance ‘Respect’ Education Initiative, Glasgow City Council’s Action Against Abuse Pack, various Women’s Aid teaching packs, (Healthy Relationships, Bringing About Change, Reduce Abuse) and more. Yet these are used inconsistently and the prevention messages are not yet embedded in the curriculum and delivered to every child. 

Perpetrator programmes which aim to change the behaviours of abusing men are few and under-resourced. Mass media public education campaigns are infrequent and none have yet targeted young people experiencing violence or witnessing violence against the women in their lives. Community education programmes, to enable neighbours, friends and family of women experiencing violence to challenge it and assist the victims, have not taken off in Scotland as they have in other countries such as Canada. (see http://neighboursfriendsandfamilies.ca/) . So there is still plenty more to do.

Many thanks to Zero Tolerance for this article
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