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Police and Crime Committee – 15 November 2012 

 

Transcript of Item 4: Violence against Women and Girls 

 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Now we go to our main item this morning. We are looking at 

violence against women and girls, with a particular focus on the Mayor’s Office for Policing and 

Crime’s (MOPAC) strategy, because we understand that MOPAC will be refreshing its strategy 

early in the New Year and so this work will feed into our response.  We are starting first with 

Detective Chief Superintendent (DCS) Mick Duthie. Thank you for being here, DCS Duthie.  You 

are the new head of the Metropolitan Police Service’s Sapphire Unit, so congratulations. I 

suspect you may have your work cut out because obviously it has been a very turbulent few 

years for the Sapphire Unit in the Metropolitan Police Service. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Sapphire has had a few 

problems in the past and hopefully as we go forward there will be fewer, then none of those 

problems. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Lovely.  I think we want to ask a few questions around the past, 

but also what you see as needing changes in the Sapphire Unit. I just want to start with some 

general questions if I can.  There has been a drop in these last 12 months in the number of 

rapes that have been reported, which goes against current trends. Previously when we have 

talked to the Commissioner about previous increases in rape he has been at pains to tell us that 

there is a whole range of factors. I am just wondering, the recent drop in rape, is that a concern 

to you? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, it is, it is a big 

concern to me and the Metropolitan Police Service in general.  We are trying to understand why 

that has happened.  If you look at the rolling 12 months we have seen roughly a 10% decrease 

in reported rape to us, and if you look from the financial year to date we are looking at closer to 

a 15% reduction in reported rape. 

 

We are doing some work; the research and development team are looking at how and why this 

has happened and what the barriers are to reporting rape.  The latest Crime Survey for England 

and Wales shows that nationally there has been a drop in reported sexual offences and rape as 

well. If you look around the outside of London there has also been a drop. Thames Valley is the 

only force that has seen a rise in reported rape, whereas every other force has seen a drop as 

well. It is a concern to us and is that a lack of confidence in victims to come forward and report? 

Is that because the incidence of rape is reducing, which we doubt. We are trying to look at what 

has happened, why it has happened, and what we can do to improve the services we provide to 

victims, encourage people to come forward and make sure that they have the confidence in us. 

 

I would say that it is a complex issue.  Confidence could be one issue why victims will not come 

forward and report. However, if you look at some reports, historical reports, they will say that 

confidence in the police and the criminal justice process is very low down in the reasons that 



 

people do not report.  There are issues of, “Was this partially my fault?  Will I be believed?  I just 

want to forget about it and move on.”  We are working -- I have restarted our rape reference 

group, which is similar to an Independent Advisory Group (IAG), to work with our partners, 

including Rape Crisis, housing, the health trusts, to find out what the picture is, what they are 

encountering. For instance, have they seen a decrease in reporting, have they seen a decrease in 

referrals, which would suggest that the incidence is going down, or is it that they are seeing an 

increase or a steady reporting and it is just problems that we have in the organisation. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  In fact that is some of the questions that we are going to ask our 

next set of witnesses. The rape reference group you have set up, can you just tell us briefly who 

is on that?  Are those organisations which are dealing with women who are particularly 

vulnerable? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, it was started a few 

years ago and then it stopped last year.  I have resurrected it because it is important that we in 

the Metropolitan Police Service understand what is going on out there.  If I am trying to 

improve the service we provide to the victims of rape and serious sexual offences, people like 

Rape Crisis are the people who can tell us what exactly victims want and how we can improve.  

So it is people like the Havens, housing, Rape Crisis, and other agencies like that who are 

around the table. We had our first meeting on Friday, which was very positive, and we will be 

meeting every two or three months to identify particular areas of concern.  We have previously 

discussed areas of under-reporting in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

community, in the sex worker community. Those discussions have then led into conferences and 

then Working Groups to work with those sections of the community. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I think it would be useful if, after this meeting, we could just 

have further details of that; that sounds very interesting.  Thank you. 

 

Can I just ask as well, the Metropolitan Police Service has a rape performance improvement plan. 

Can you just briefly tell us what its priorities are, have you set those priorities or have you made 

changes given that you have now come in and are looking at the organisation? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  The rape development 

improvement plan is something that I created with the assistance of, and it is now being 

monitored by, Deputy Assistant Commissioner (DAC) Martin Hewitt, who has the national lead 

for adult sexual offences.  I came in in April, and obviously there was a worry that our sanction 

detection rate - and that is not the only important issue here - but the number of people we 

charge and then ultimately convict with rape has been decreasing over the years.  Last year it 

was the lowest for a good number of years at 555 charges. The plan was to try and look at all 

our processes within Sapphire to make sure that we are bringing more offenders to justice, but 

to remember that the main ethos of Sapphire is that we believe victims and we want them to 

come forward and report. 

 

It was looking at the whole structure, the setup, the supervision, our interactions with partners, 

Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), the whole criminal justice process, to make sure that we are 

making things as professional as possible but making things as easy as possible for victims to 



 

come forward, report and then go through the criminal justice process if that is what victims 

wish to do.  If victims do not want to go through that process then that is their right.  We as 

professionals will be there to try and guide and advise about the best course of action that we 

think, but it is ultimately victims who will make that decision. 

 

We are looking at restructuring our small remote teams into larger regional teams to increase 

the supervision of our staff, to increase our resilience, to increase our responsiveness to 

allegations of rape. We are going from 18 smaller regional teams across the Metropolitan Police 

Service into 5 big regions and probably just 7 bases, which will allow us to, as I say, be more 

responsive. More staff in the right place at the right time. We will be able to deal with 

investigations quicker.  At the minute we have had problems that some of our investigations 

have taken too long. We have had people out on bail for too long. We need to make sure that 

we take every opportunity we can to collect the evidence and present that to the CPS at the 

earliest opportunity. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Are those issues, particularly around supervision, arising out of 

the case of ex-Detective Constable Coleman-Farrow who was allowed to close cases 

prematurely? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Coleman-Farrow was 

before my time but that does not mean that we have not considered his actions.  We need to 

make sure that all our staff are properly supervised. That was one of the reasons that I have 

come in and looked at how we are structured, how we are supervised and how we monitor what 

our staff are doing.  We have increased the level of supervision on our staff. We are more 

intrusive and have a more robust performance framework to make sure that people are doing 

what they should be doing. We are looking in finer detail about how cases are progressing, what 

officer workload is, to make sure that we move our assets around quicker and more efficiently.  

On a daily basis now we have a telephone conference, which allows me to move officers and 

resources across London to meet the demands as they ebb and flow. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Can I ask, we are also doing a piece of work into victim 

satisfaction and how victims -- the service that the Metropolitan Police Service provides to 

victims can be improved.  One of the issues that has come out is that first contact with the 

police can be very varied in the Metropolitan Police Service and obviously if you have a 

particular vulnerable victim such as this-- Can I just ask, do you in the Sapphire Unit have any 

overseeing of those general territorial policing (TP) resources, or do you put best practice out 

there? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I do not have control on 

that but it is a worry to me that the first interaction that a victim has is crucial.  If we get that 

wrong then the victim may well just say, “The police do not believe me”, if we give a poor level 

of service that is a real concern to me.  We are constantly working with our colleagues across TP 

to make sure that staff have sufficient skills to do that job. We are currently looking at speeding 

up our process of engagement with the victims and forensic examination.  We did some research 

earlier this year that shows that it takes between an average of 12 hours for a victim to report, 

to then finish the forensic examination at the Haven, and that is too long.  We are looking at 



 

potentially piloting a programme in North London where a victim would be immediately taken 

to the Haven rather than have to give an account to somebody in the front office, followed by 

local Criminal Investigations Department (CID), followed by waiting for one of my staff to 

attend, followed by transport to the Haven.  We are trying to turn that on its head and get the 

victim immediately taken to the Haven where we can offer a full range of services.  If the victim 

does not want to go through the criminal justice process or does not want to go through the 

forensic exam that is fine.  As I say, it is their choice, but we want to improve the initial contact 

that victims receive. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  That is very useful and we would be interested in how that turns 

out. Perhaps when you have details of your pilot you could let us know. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, certainly. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I have two questions on this: one is about the effective sanction 

detection rate, because the Metropolitan Police Service has quite a low sanction detection rate. 

We have heard from some victims groups that quite often sanction detections include cautions. 

There is a concern that perhaps the use of cautions may have been overused to improve the 

sanction detection rate and therefore it is not necessarily the best way of looking at outcomes. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  The number of cautions 

that Sapphire would use, I am not aware of any.  I think we had 4 in the last 12 months, a very, 

very small number.  We deal with some cases where we have very, very young victims and very, 

very young offenders, and it might be that the course of action would be suitable as a caution. 

However, that will be run past the CPS, past senior managers within Sapphire.  We are aware 

that could send out a wrong message to victims, but we consider it in the whole.  So cautions 

are very, very rarely used, if hardly at all, within Sapphire. 

 

Sanction detections are just one measure of success and one measure of how we are 

performing. It is one that is important to the Commissioner, where we want to be the best force 

in the country, we want to move towards the other similar forces, and that is what we are doing.  

This year, currently, our sanction detection rate for an organisation is 23%, which is 8% up on 

last year.  We have charged over 100 cases more this year at this time than we had last year. I 

think that may send out a message to the public and to victims that we are taking victims 

seriously, we want to take as many offenders to court and convict as possible. We do everything 

we can to try and identify as quickly as possible offenders and bring them to justice. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  OK, thank you.  My last question is about how you measure 

satisfaction of survivors of rape. Previously forms and surveys were given out at the conclusion 

of a case. Are you continuing that practice? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes.  I am looking at how 

useful that is.  We have around about 3,800 cases of rape a year.  Our victim satisfaction survey 

continually shows us at 85% to 95% satisfaction, but it is a 5% return, which is very low. I am 

now working with Professor Betsy Stanko [Deputy Head, Strategy and Performance, 

Metropolitan Police Service] to try and develop a more informed victim satisfaction feedback 



 

survey, whether we put that online or not that is a possibility, but we want to understand more 

about how we are dealing with victims.  So the 95% that do not respond, why do they not 

respond and what are the issues that stop them responding in the first place?  We are trying to 

develop that and, although it shows success, is it reliable? 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Will you be talking about that with your rape reference group? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, I will. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  You will, OK.  John. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  It was a question about resources, which follows from your comments 

about restructuring.  In going from 18 to 5 teams, or thereabouts, there will presumably be a 

reduction in staffing? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  No. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Not at all?  So the same number of staff? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  We will not be losing staff. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I have to be careful in my use of words.  Staff and officers. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  We have a very, very small 

number of police staff within the command. The number of officers we have are sufficient at 

this time to meet the demand and meet the number of victims and take cases through court.  

There is no indication that Sapphire will be losing any officers. In fact we will look to change the 

profile of the command slightly in that we would look for more detectives and less sexual 

offences investigation trained (SOIT) officers, but the overall number of officers would not be 

reduced. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  So you are confident that there will be no reduction in staffing, whether 

uniformed or non-uniformed officers then, as part of the current restructuring? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK.  I was expecting you to say no. I have a tiny supplementary then, and 

that is very reassuring and we will test that elsewhere I am sure, which is, are in any way the 

thresholds through which cases are referred to you changing as part of this restructuring? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  There are no indications 

yet.  The Metropolitan Police Service change programme is still ongoing; the final decisions 

have not been made.  There is some suggestion that Sapphire may go into a larger safeguarding 

command, but those decisions have not been made.  Rape investigation and victim care is a 

priority for the Commissioner.  I am fully engaged with the Metropolitan Police Service change 

programme, both at the operational end and at the strategic end. We are working across the 



 

organisation so that areas that impact on us, including territorial policing and importantly the 

intelligence work from the Met Intelligence Bureau (MIB), we are fully engaged in that. I do not 

want to see any dip in any level of the service that I am currently getting or currently giving to 

London. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK, thank you. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  If I just pick up from John before I move into my 

question, you said you were going to be reducing the number of SOIT officers? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  What I am trying to do is I 

currently have about 210 SOIT officers and 170 detectives.  They do not share the skills so I 

have a smaller number of detectives who have a high workload. What I am trying to do is give 

people a dual role.  Therefore, some of my SOIT officers will become trainee detectives and will 

take on lower-level sexual offending investigations, not rape, to free up some of the resilience 

within the detectives.  Then I am also trying to develop a training package for detectives to give 

them the skills to become SOIT officers as well.  It will increase the capacity of the command 

that you will have officers that can do both jobs.  Looking across the country, a number of 

forces already do that, but when we get an allegation of rape of serious sexual offences we will 

still deploy a SOIT officer to deal with the victim needs and a detective to investigate. It just 

might be that on one day you are deployed as a SOIT, on the next day you are deployed as the 

detective. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK, I was just a bit concerned if we were going to lose 

those specially trained officers. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  No, what I want is all my 

staff to be specially trained in being a SOIT officer and have the knowledge to be an 

investigator as well.  It will only be substantive detectives that investigate rape. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK, lovely, thank you for clarifying that.  I want to talk a 

bit about the idea of rape prevention strategy, which I think you have talked about. In some of 

the information I have seen around that you have said that, while it will challenge male 

behaviour, it will also be about speaking to women about how to reduce their vulnerability to 

rape, which I think really has caused quite a lot of concern, particularly in some of the women’s 

groups who support women who have been victims. It is almost like normalising victim blaming.  

How do you respond to that? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I first want to say that 

victims are not responsible for rape. Suspects, rapists are responsible for rape.  We are aware 

that 87% of victims that come to us have got one form of vulnerability or another. Whether that 

is through a permanent or a temporary vulnerability, through alcohol, drugs, mental health, or 

age. Whether it is because there is a particular location they visited. There is stuff that we can 

do to try and prevent rape.  We know areas within the night-time economy, we know that there 

are some perpetrators out there that will be targeting vulnerable members of the community.  

We want to make sure that people are aware of the dangers out there.  We are not blaming 



 

victims; we are not trying to target women to say, “Do not go out and enjoy yourself on a Friday 

and Saturday night”.  We want to target the people that are committing rape. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  But the language that has been used could suggest that 

and basically say that -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I am aware of previous 

media campaigns that have blamed women, or you could read into it they have blamed women. 

That is not the way I want to go.  I was up in Scotland two months ago looking at the Scottish 

Police’s campaign about educating young men about consent and the offence of rape. That 

really interests me that we target the perpetrators, not the potential victims. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK, I think you are treading on eggshells there because I 

think the language, you have to be so careful and I think I would interpret it possibly differently 

to you. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  We want to work with our 

rape reference group to get this right. I think as an organisation, if we know that there are 

individuals out there and we know there are vulnerabilities or there is stuff that we can do to 

prevent rape happening in the first place, I think we would be wrong if we did not do that. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK. I think obviously you have talked about new 

approaches for the Sapphire Unit, you have talked about using licensing laws to shut down pubs 

and clubs that you think generate high levels of rape and sexual assault.  You have also talked 

about using covert tactics to target men who have not been convicted of rape but where 

intelligence suggests that they are perpetrators.  What resources are you likely to be putting 

into those covert operations and what are the likely success rates? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I do not know what the 

success rates will be. I hope they will be high.  We have small numbers of individuals that we 

know have either targeted vulnerable members of the community, have been arrested numerous 

times, have even been charged, stood trial, but not convicted.  We have run them through a risk 

matrix, we have intelligence on these individuals, but we know that they could well be out there 

committing further offences, sexual offences or rape. We have our complex case team, which is 

a unit within Sapphire, that, as we have restructured our smaller teams into bigger ones to 

increase resilience, it has freed up some capacity within the complex case team. They are then 

able to develop the intelligence further on these small numbers of individuals that we want to 

target. 

 

Then we will be looking at going through our normal tasking process within the organisation to, 

if necessary, obtain covert tactics and covert resources to target these individuals, to try and 

bring them to justice before they are able to commit further rape. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  What sort of numbers are we talking? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Tens. 



 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  You have operations already underway? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK.  On the other hand, there could be some risks to 

people’s civil liberties if you are targeting particular individuals when they have not been 

charged with a crime.  How would you respond to that? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  All our covert policing 

tactics will be risk-assessed.  We work through very, very tight guidelines. We have human rights 

to consider, we have all that other legislation that we need to consider.  As I say, these are high-

risk individuals that we think are going to commit further offences.  All the activity will be 

looked at under proportionality and necessity.  Everything that we will do will be legally 

watertight to make sure that we are not breaching any of the legislation that we work with. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  So there is a very high threshold before you would put 

this operation -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Absolutely. As I say, we 

are talking about very, very small numbers of high-risk individuals that we have concerns about, 

that we know about them and we do not want to allow them to commit further rapes.  We could 

sit and wait with these individuals, and wait until they commit a further rape, then we have 

another victim that has gone through a horrific ordeal. Or, we can go after these individuals and 

maybe bring them to justice with something else.  These are people that are under no control at 

all, there are no prevention orders, there is no restriction on their movements, so it is a fine 

balance. As I say, it is a small number, but I think it is something that we need to do. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK, we will be interested to hear in the future about how 

successful that new tactic has been. 

 

I further wanted to know about the Sapphire officers. We have talked about SOIT officers and 

detectives. How you are looking at sharing skills there, what training do the Sapphire officers 

undergo? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Every officer who comes 

into the command receives specialist training at the start of their attachment.  The SOIT officers 

are all volunteers. They then go through a selection process, then through a comprehensive 

four-week training package. We are now providing them with continual professional 

development, so we are currently running development days for staff.  The SOIT officers who 

are generally young in-service uniform officers who come and join us, they are given training in 

securing best evidence from victims, and that would be via video-recorded interviews or taking 

victims’ statements; how to handle exhibits and package exhibits; legislation on the Sexual 

Offences Act, including points to prove and defences to rape; the significant issue of disclosure, 

to make sure that we are complying with legislation; record-keeping in their contact with 

victims; importantly the victim perspective, the fight, flight or freeze, to understand why victims 



 

act in a particular way.  A victim may not immediately come to the police and report, so it is a 

comprehensive package that the officers get.  This is nationally accredited, delivered at the 

Crime Academy, and, as I say, we are now giving continual development to our staff. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  That sounds very good.  Do you involve women’s groups 

in any of that training? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, and we have victims 

come forward and give an account, which has really impacted. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Excellent; that is very good to hear.  In terms of the first 

responders’ response, which we talked about and Joanne touched on, what other training are 

you doing for other officers to make sure that the first response they get is the right one? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  The frontline officers, the 

training that they get at the minute, I am concerned about the level and knowledge.  They are 

provided with training in recovering evidence via our early evidence kits; that is mouth swabs, 

urine samples, before a SOIT officer is deployed.  We are working with the National Policing 

Improvement Agency (NPIA) at the minute with a computer-based training package for 

frontline staff that was developed with another force. We want to bring that in and give it to all 

frontline staff.  We as Sapphire continually give guidance and support to territorial policing 

supervisors. Part of our development programme is to have better engagement at the local level 

to make sure that local detective inspectors (DI), local sergeants, local detective sergeants (DS) 

are aware of what we require. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  I think there is an issue about making sure the frontline of 

policing have the right skills as well. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  There is, and that is why 

one of the reasons that we are looking at trialling this, sort of turning everything on its head 

regarding victim engagement and getting them to the Havens is to limit the exposure the victim 

has with the frontline staff and bring them quickly into a specialist environment. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK, thank you. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  On these points that have just been mentioned I have Andrew 

and Navin and then I am going to return to John’s question. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Certainly, thank you, Chair.  Caroline Pidgeon alluded to earlier a strategy 

of closing down pubs and clubs that generate high levels of rape and sexual assault.  Is there a 

risk that this will discourage pubs from reporting sexual crimes that they witness? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  The vast majority of 

offences that are reported to us are via victims.  I have previously worked in the licensing field 

within the Metropolitan Police Service for three years and I know the vast, vast majority of 

licensees want to work with the Metropolitan Police Service to make sure that their premises 



 

and the surrounding environment is safe for people to go out and enjoy themselves.  However, 

we are aware that small numbers of premises generate higher levels of crime, including sexual 

offences.  We have already been into some premises. We have spoken to people where sexual 

offences have taken place, and we have had a very good response from the licensees, from the 

door supervisors, from people that work in licensed premises, to make sure that these things do 

not happen again. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Can you give me an idea, when you say a very, very small number, is it a 

statistically negligible small number reported, third party, licensees, or is it -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  This is where victims will 

come forward to us to say that they have either been raped or seriously sexually assaulted in a 

premise and we can see that those premises time and time again we have similar problems there.  

Or where a person goes in, is heavily intoxicated and is forced out of the premises into the 

street where they are then attacked.  The licensees have a duty of care to those individuals, to 

their patrons, not just to throw them into the street or put them into a minicab where 

something could happen to them.  They have a duty of care to these individuals and that is 

what we are looking at, to try and educate the licensees, to educate the bar staff, to explain 

what the issues are that if people are drunk and incapable of looking after themselves they are 

vulnerable to attack. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  OK.  Still worried. Thank you. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  On the matter of training, how successful are you in engaging with the 

women’s groups who have mentioned, for example, from different diverse cultural background, 

etc.  Do you have any specific diversity training so that cultural sensitivities, etc, that you deal 

with in individual cases, are properly understood? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, we do, we have quite 

an active diversity forum within the command, within Sapphire.  I was at the Diwali celebrations 

last week, I had a member of staff who was at four temples of the Diwali celebrations giving out 

advice and guidance, personal attack alarms.  We work very closely with the LGBT community to 

identify areas of under-reporting and the barriers to break those down.  We now have a 

subgroup that works with the LGBT community. This year we have had a big push to engage 

further with the sex worker community to understand the barriers there, had a big conference, 

and again we now have a subgroup that works with the sex worker community to encourage 

people to come forward and report rape. 

 

I think we could improve our interaction at a local level. That is something I want my partnership 

team to take on, that our local detectives could be more proactive in going into mosques, 

religious premises, to find out what is going on.  We are also working with the Trident gangs 

command to try and understand what is happening in the gang world.  We see a very small 

number of reports of gang rape. We see quite a large number of multiple-perpetrator rape, but 

gang rape we see a very, very small number.  The indications are that this is happening but it is 

not being reported to the police, so we are working to try and build up our intelligence on that 

and then develop plans to engage with victims. 



 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Does this happen on a borough-by-borough level, or is this something that 

happens through your central command?  The initiatives, which are very welcome, whether 

visiting the places of worship or -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  That generally comes 

through our diversity forum.  We are looking at particular areas where we think we are not 

engaging with particular communities. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Yes, sorry, so it is the diversity forum, which initiates everything.  I was just 

going to -- my question was as to how the borough, at borough level, how are the police 

involved are taking up this initiative so that it is more effective and widespread. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes. The diversity forum is 

made up of all of my investigative teams, so the work that sits within the central diversity forum 

is then pushed out to the local teams to deliver. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Thank you. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I have two other little questions before the main thing.  The first is, when 

the police are considering licence applications for premises, is it standard practice to ask 

whether there is a method statement or approach to dealing with vulnerable people, and should 

there be? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I do not know. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  It might be a question worth asking.  I will park that question but it might 

be worth asking. 

 

The second one is, I think there is a read-across to some extent between domestic violence and 

the way that is dealt with and sexual violence. I think a lot of us have been on this sort of 

journey where, working with our borough police services and more corporately, we are in a 

position where the presumption is to pursue charges even when the victim does not want to do 

that.  Of course this is a different scenario in many ways and there are all sorts of vulnerabilities, 

but do you have a corporate approach to questioning, cautioning, involving other agencies, 

when clearly something has happened but you are not going to progress towards a charge? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, it is important that we 

do our job as the police and victims get the ongoing support and guidance from experts, so that 

is the other agencies that we work with.  Earlier this week I was with Rape Crisis in North 

London. I was with Rape Crisis in South London last week. We have Independent Sexual 

Violence Advisors (ISVA) that we use.  As I said, if a victim did not want to go through the 

criminal justice process we will try and inform them as best as possible about what the options 

are. Later this month we will be launching a website that will hopefully fully explain the criminal 

justice process if that is what victims want.  “It is my decision”, it is called.  It is going to be an 

interactive website that will allow victims to understand what the process is. 



 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK, but where we all know that somebody has done something but it is not 

going to lead to a criminal prosecution, there is still a thought-through systematic strategy for 

dealing with that? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes.  We work very closely 

with the domestic violence units, the community safety units, within the TP boroughs. It may be 

that, as Metropolitan Police Service change develops, that if we move into potentially the future 

safeguarding command, it may well be that the community safety units are in that area as well.  

We have a close working relationship because there may be a rape investigation going on, but 

there may be a long-term holistic problem that the victims are encountering that was being 

dealt with by the community safety unit, so we need to make sure that matches up. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  So the presumption is that, when somebody reports to you an incident, 

something will happen, even if that person then withdraws their -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Yes, OK.  That feeds, I suppose, into the more substantive question I have, 

which is that, if we are not careful, you cannot pick up a newspaper without hearing about these 

terrible crimes of stranger rapes and people being drugged in nightclubs and so on. However, 

the majority, I think the evidence tells us, is that the vast majority of sexual offences will be by 

people who are known to each other and are in a domestic or less-reportable settings.  In terms 

of your strategy, how do you deal with that mismatch between perceptions and reality? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  It is very difficult, because 

you speak to the normal member of the public in the street and they think that rape is 

somebody jumping out of a bush on a dark night and that is not the case at all. 70% of the 

cases we deal with are in a domestic situation or acquaintances. A very small percentage of the 

rapes we deal with are the terrible attacks that I have just mentioned.  All those cases, whatever 

the cases are, they will all get the same response from us.  However, it is difficult to inform the 

community about what rape really is and that is something that I have been discussing with the 

newspapers to try and highlight what rape means. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK.  So there is the potential for quite a lot of productive multiagency work 

on this I would have thought as well. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Ranging from sex education in schools and getting people to think about 

consequences of behaviour and so on and so on, but yes.  OK, thank you very much for that. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Andrew. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Could you tell me what more Sapphire can do to improve the 

Metropolitan Police Service culture and attitudes towards victims? 



 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I think that my staff have 

a very positive engaged approach with the victims. We believe victims, that is what Sapphire is 

about. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Can I just interrupt you. I am aware of Sapphire’s very good work in this 

area. I was talking specifically about the Metropolitan Police Service in general. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Where we identify areas of 

concern, poor investigation, poor victim contact, that will always be taken up with the 

management of that individual.  The organisation at the minute is just going through a 

professionalism programme. The Commissioner is running that, 10,000 members of staff will be 

given training and guidance about making sure that we are giving the best level of service to 

Londoners. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  That is good, it sounds like a leaflet.  How specifically will you improve 

the response of the Metropolitan Police Service to vulnerable victims such as sex workers or 

those with an uncertain immigration status or other vulnerable people who might feel a little 

reluctant to come in to the police? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  We are in the business of 

investigating rape; we are not in the business, within Sapphire, of questioning somebody’s 

immigration status.  If somebody has been raped I want them to come forward so we can 

investigate that rape.  I have previously worked within the human trafficking world and we 

worked very closely with the United Kingdom (UK) Border Agency. We worked very closely with 

other agencies, local authorities, to make sure that victims of serious crime were supported.  

Within the human trafficking world, we never had a victim who came forward deported, 

removed from the country. We worked to make sure that they were safe and there was ongoing 

safety for those individuals. That is what I am committed to do within Sapphire as well. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Of course, after Merseyside had introduced a number of measures to 

encourage workers to report crime, which included the introduction of things like Independent 

Sexual Violence Advisers (ISVA) and Independent Domestic Violence Advisers (IDVA), their 

conviction rate increased to 75%.  Do you think London can learn from that model? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  We have been. We have 

had a look at the Merseyside project. Very small numbers in a very different setting.  It has been 

discussed a number of times about whether we would treat crimes against sex workers as a hate 

crime. I think because of the structure of the organisation with community safety units, with 

Sapphire, I think we have the measures in place that we are able to protect vulnerable victims. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  When that first contact of a victim with the police is so very important -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, it is. 

 



 

Andrew Boff (AM):  -- as has been identified by this Committee in the past, would not 

independent agencies working alongside the police sometimes provide a better option? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, absolutely, and that is 

something I was discussing with Rape Crisis, both in North and South London, is how we can get 

ISVAs and advocates into the police station so when a victim first presents themselves we have a 

SOIT officer to look at the evidential side of it. Then we have an advocate or some expert to 

provide the ongoing support.  I have previously done that when I worked within this community 

safety world and it was very useful. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I am encouraged that you prioritise the crime that is in front of you, the 

rape or the assault that is in front of you.  Sometimes that is talked about, about turning a blind 

eye.  That is not what the police do though, is it? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Sorry, I -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  A blind eye to perhaps other crimes that may have been associated with 

the victim; that the victim may be -- 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I think we have a duty, if a 

crime is disclosed to us, then we have a duty to look into that.  If you are talking about a sex 

worker who has been raped or trafficked in a brothel, we are not looking at those minor 

offences. We are looking at the substantive offence of rape. That is where our priority is and 

that is where we focus our efforts to try and identify the perpetrator and to support the victim. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  As a slight aside, because you raised it, you used to head SCD9 - which is 

now SC&O9, either way it is an acronym that is not exactly friendly - was it a mistake for the 

former Government to remove the initial human trafficking unit and instead set up a trafficking 

unit from the vice team? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I cannot say why the 

funding was removed from the previous trafficking team, because that happened again before 

my time.  What I would say is the trafficking team now is seen as a centre of excellence, both in 

London, nationally and internationally.  They have high levels of success and they rescue-- 

continue to increasingly recover more and more victims. It is an intelligence-led approach 

working very closely with law enforcement across the globe.  A number of joint investigation 

teams and European funding secured is increasing.  I do not think it was a mistake at all. I think 

it is a far better response, I think the structure is better, I think it is more professional, and I 

think it was the right way forward. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  OK, thank you.  Finally, what influence has the Mayor’s Violence Against 

Women Strategy had on Metropolitan Police Service operations. Can you quote an example of 

how the Mayor’s strategy is being used to inform something, a change that has been taking 

place? 

 



 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  The Mayor’s strategy is 

monitored by the Commander. It was Simon Foy, it is now Peter Spindler who has just taken 

over as an internal Violence Against Women and Girls Group which looks at the Mayor’s strategy 

and makes sure that we work in partnership with the Mayor to remove vulnerabilities of victims, 

make sure that we are meeting their needs.  With regard to Sapphire, the Violence Against 

Women and Girls Strategy of the Mayor has recently started a meeting process with partners in 

the criminal justice process. That is to educate and train barristers, judges, trying to develop 

potentially rape-only courts, trying to improve the level of service to victims at the court and 

through the criminal justice process.  I think that is one area where it has improved our working 

relationship. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Will Sapphire be involved in the refresh of that strategy? 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  Yes, we sit on the Violence 

Against Women and Girls Panel. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  It might be useful for this Committee to be associated with your views 

and how you are refreshing that strategy prior to that happening. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  I have a very good working 

relationship with the team at MOPAC. I previously worked with them in the trafficking world 

and I think we all have the same vision, which is to reduce the incidence of crime against women 

and girls and young people as well.  I think a lot of the work that we do does complement each 

other. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Still, I think it would be useful for this Committee, rather than just -- I 

know your dialogue is with MOPAC, but it might be useful to see what you are feeding into 

MOPAC, you know, what changes you would suggest and that kind of thing. 

 

Mick Duthie (Head of Sapphire, Metropolitan Police Service):  One area where we work 

together is the rape improvement plan that I have developed.  That is monthly, we sit and 

discuss the progress that we have made, so the Mayor is looking at what we are doing and 

making sure that it is linking in with his strategy. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  OK, thank you. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Thank you, I think we have come to the end of the questions, so 

can I thank you very much; that has been very helpful and I think you have outlined some what 

appear to be quite major changes that you are making that I think we will be very interested to 

hear the outcomes, so thank you very much. 

 

[There was a short adjournment] 

 

 

 

  



 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  We now come to our next part of our meeting, which is to talk to 

some of those organisations that assist and support women and girls who have been subjected 

to sexual violence.  Can I think you all for coming along this morning and if I can just say for the 

people watching at home who we have here.  We have Yvonne Traynor, the Chief Executive of 

the Rape Crisis, South London; Tracy Blackwell, Head of Development at Refuge; Julia Dwyer, 

National Advocacy Manager at Refuge; Sarah Green, Campaigns Manager for End Violence 

Against Women Coalition; Sumanta Roy, Policy and Research Manager at Imkaan; and Nicki 

Norman, Deputy Chief Executive of Women’s Aid.  Thank you very much. 

 

What we want to do today really is just to get your views on a range of issues so that we as a 

Committee can feedback to the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) with some 

authority having heard your views.  Perhaps I could start with a couple of general questions and 

arising out of our previous session, because I know you were listening, and that is firstly that 

rape reporting has decreased in the past year. We heard from Detective Chief Superintendent 

(DCS) Mick Duthie [Head of Sapphire] earlier that he is not convinced that is because there has 

been a fall in rapes and they are looking at what may have contributed to that fall.  Can I just 

ask, and perhaps I could ask Yvonne and Sarah this question, because you deal in particular with 

survivors of rape, has the fall in reported rape over the last year been replicated by a fall in 

women coming to your services?  Yvonne, if I could start with you. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  No, definitely not, it is not 

reflected in the number of women contacting us.  It is an interesting phenomenon and I am so 

surprised because year on year the increase in reporting has escalated out of all proportion and 

then suddenly this year it went down.  It has not gone down in every single borough. For 

instance, in Croydon it has gone up. In several boroughs it has gone up and in other boroughs it 

has gone down, so it is really difficult to understand why in any particular borough it might have 

gone down. 

 

We carried out some research last year with our survivors, with women who had contacted us, to 

find out if they had not reported, why they did not report. It was an interesting discovery and I 

think Mick Duthie touched on it. The reason women did not report was not because they were 

worried about the police, in fact police involvement came quite low on the list.  The worry was 

that they would have to talk about something that was so intensely personal and most women 

thought at that time that they wanted to get over it, that they did not want to go and tell a 

whole bunch of strangers what had happened when it was something that was quite horrendous 

to them.  The trauma in fact made women less likely to report it. I think the very angry women 

were more likely to report what happened. 

 

However, having said that, it did not stop the increase in people reporting and - I kind of put a 

feather in my cap – thinking, well more people were reporting in Croydon because we did quite 

a bit of advertising in Croydon and South London so that was likely to have been the increase.  

But we really have no idea why people would not report.  We do know that women are very 

aware of the misguided statistics that 6% of cases are convicted. I do not think we should 

discount that.  Moreover, I do not think we should discount the fact that some officers in the 

Metropolitan Police Service were found guilty or were being investigated because they did not 



 

treat cases very well.  But it is a phenomenon; I think it is something we really need to get to 

the bottom of. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Sarah. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I think the 

scandal in Sapphire this year is shocking and upsetting to everybody concerned and working in 

the field of sexual violence.  However, I would give it a very, very broad point that whenever you 

talk about measuring reporting of sexual violence, whenever you talk about the numbers of 

women going to the police, women and girls, it is already a very, very small number of the rapes 

that happen. I think it is really important that we are on top of the fact that the vast majority of 

women and girls who are raped never go anywhere near the police, and if we are looking at 

tackling incidents of rape we have to be looking at measures, much broader measures than 

crime and policing measures around why women and girls do not report. 

 

I was pleased that Mick Duthie alluded to some of that. He talked about the importance of the 

victim’s whole experience, the importance of education programmes and the police in London 

are involved in some of those.  There is some good work going on sporadically here and there in 

London schools, for example, on challenging attitudes to rape and sexual violence.  However, 

the broad solutions stretch beyond policing and crime. They have to be about tacking 

perpetrators, because it is a very repeat offence, rape is a very recidivist offence. They have to 

be about doing work with young people in schools and challenging attitudes from a young age.  

As I said, London has some quite good examples of that, but it tends to be left to the will of 

some interested volunteering teachers. 

 

The other point I would make, in answer to your question, is it was also very welcome to hear 

Mick Duthie talk about this very important measuring of victims’ experience when they do come 

forward to the police. What happens in women’s and girls’ lives when they make decisions about 

whether to report is that they are relying on knowledge that we all share and that we have 

because of previous experience or because of what we know has happened to friends and 

family.  Therefore, when somebody goes anywhere near the police with a report, that experience 

is known by other women in their families and their communities. It is very important that we 

evaluate the victim experience. 

 

What is important and what academics who have looked at this have found is that what women 

say is it is not only the sheer conviction rate, that we end up in court and we get a prosecution 

and a conviction, what is important is that women are believed.  It is quite simple but from the 

beginning, and this is why it is also so important that police are talking about those initial 

encounters, it is important that from every stage women and girls are believed. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  It is very interesting, Sarah, because you have almost half answered the 

question without me even asking it. One of the things that struck me is that we are seeing a fall 

in the number of reports to the police, but, Yvonne, you were saying that you were getting no 

equivalent fall in the people seeking support from you.  I would be unsurprised if that was 

across the board nationally.  So, Sarah, the point you raised, is there a better metric that we 

could use to get a more accurate idea of the scale of the issue that we are dealing with here, 



 

rather than just focusing on purely the police?  Because, if the message is coming out - and it 

has been coming out over and over again, and I completely understand, I have a huge amount 

of sympathy with why this message is being promoted - but if the message is coming out that 

so few reports of rape end up in a conviction, it may well be that the victims are hearing that 

and thinking, “Well I will seek support but there is very little point in me seeking a police 

remedy”.  I am worried that we are getting a bit of a counterproductive result from that 

message. That is one issue. 

 

The other issue is, that if that is the case, should we look at different ways of getting our head 

around the genuine scale of this issue. I think we all know that reported rapes are the tip of the 

iceberg, but really beyond that I still think we are very low on knowledge.  Your thoughts on 

that? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I think you are right. The 

national statistics from the crime survey I think is that 1 in 10 report to the police. In our 

organisation I would say it is more like 1 in 20, so I do not think there are real statistics.  Rape 

Crisis could do an overall survey ourselves, but frankly we do not have the capacity. We do not 

have the money to do research like that, we do not have the capacity.  That is a difficulty. 

 

What I have discussed with the Metropolitan Police Service, with Sapphire, is third-party 

reporting.  In the past we have been really quite reticent to do that because it meant that, if 

there was a crime that the police wanted to investigate, we had to give them the name of our 

client, and because of confidentiality, we were breaking all sorts of confidentiality.  However, 

we wanted to tell the Metropolitan Police Service, we wanted to tell Sapphire about some 

certain cases that we perceived to be going on. As Mick Duthie said we had a meeting last week 

about how we can make that information more readily available to the police without 

compromising the confidentiality of our clients. He is working on that and I think we are going 

to work some way towards a compromise there so that women are not going to compromise -- 

their confidentiality is not going to be compromised but the police will know a little bit more 

about what we see in our organisation. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Can I just ask, and let me know if you want to come in on this, 

but could I just ask what your general observations were about the Sapphire approach that 

DCS Duthie highlighted, because he seemed to be making some quite different changes than 

had happened before.  Were some of them welcome or did you have some concerns about 

anything you heard?  Perhaps I could start with Nicki, if I go from this side? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women's Aid):  I wanted to just pick up on the last 

point a little bit if that is OK. I noted there has also been a reduction in the reports of domestic 

violence. Just to build on what has already been said really, I think anecdotally we are hearing 

through Women’s Aid that there is a reduced confidence in the police. Although there is 

national guidance that clearly is very good around police responses, I do not think that always 

gets to the ground level and to the police first response. It was mentioned a couple of times 

earlier that initial response is the one that is absolutely crucial. 



 

 

Also, most victims of domestic violence, pretty much all violence against women issues do not 

report to the police, the majority do not report to the police, but that is not replicated in what 

we are seeing in terms of service users’ access and services in London. In fact we have seen a 

slight increase in refuge service provision being utilised and we have seen quite a significant 

increase in non-refuge based services being used. 

 

In terms of Sapphire, I think I will let Rape Crisis speak to that. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Yvonne, if I could start with you again about Sapphire and the 

approaches -- you said you went to a meeting last week; was that quite a refreshing change to 

do that? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  It was.  We work really well 

with our borough Sapphire leads in the south of London. We work really closely with them, and 

have a good relationship.  Unfortunately, they change every couple of years so you get right to 

a really good relationship and then they change again, so it is always a bit frustrating.  However, 

I think this is the first time somebody in Mick Duthie’s position came to visit us, came to see 

what a rape crisis centre looked like.  I think that was a huge step. We were able to sit and 

discuss the work we are doing, the work they are doing.  That was a really big step forward. I 

have been doing this work for 12 years and this has gone from standing in New Scotland Yard in 

their conference suite, talking to 100 detectives, telling them what the problem was and being 

virtually lynched, to now having somebody coming and having a discussion about how we can 

take this forward.  We discussed quite well the role of the Independent Sexual Violence 

Advocate (ISVA), which I think Andrew [Boff AM] brought up, because one of the difficulties is 

the attrition rate, one of the difficulties is getting cases to court. There is a small percentage of 

clients that get to court and when they do get to court the conviction rate is much higher. I 

mean it can be around about 50-52%, I think I have heard 70%, but I am not really convinced 

about that.  However, a lot of clients drop out because there is such a long wait from the 

moment they report - which is horrendous to have to go and talk about it, when you are 

completely traumatised, go and talk about it - there is a long wait between then and when the 

trial comes up.  The Sapphire Units have been referring very vulnerable witnesses to us, so 

young girls, people that they think may drop out of the system, and we have virtually a 99.9% 

non-attrition rate.  People just do not drop out if they are being supported independently. I 

have been trying to stress this because I know that the Metropolitan Police Service and Sapphire 

do have a problem with women dropping out of the service. 

 

The criminal justice meeting that MOPAC set up has been awe-inspiring because we have had 

judges, we have had the Bar, we have had barristers, we have had the charging units, everybody 

has come together and we are now talking about how we can improve that system.  The police-- 

it is ongoing. We are always going to get rogue officers, you know, in any huge organisation 

there is always going to be rogue officers.  As long as we can keep on top of keeping a 

relationship going with the boroughs I think we are going to be OK.  However, the other side of 

it, the court side of it, nobody has been monitoring what has been going on in the courts. We 

have had horrendous situations during trials where women have been castigated and called 

names and nobody was doing anything about it.  I was really relieved that MOPAC set up this 



 

meeting and everybody is taking it very seriously.  One of the things that has come out of it is a 

feedback form, not only about the police, but about the trial judge, about the barristers. It is 

about the situation that the survivor found herself in, in court, what was that process like?  If 

women are frightened to come forward because they are afraid about talking about what 

happened to them, can you imagine what it must be like to go to a trial and be told that you are 

a liar and this and that.  We need to look at that system, where are the guidelines for defence 

barristers?  What can they say to a client who is already completely traumatised? 

 

We are working towards that and we are working towards the feedback form.  There is a pilot 

going on at the moment and hopefully in a year’s time when the pilot is over we will be able to 

look at that.  We are approaching it from two sides. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  That is helpful.  I think we have some further questions shortly 

about some of those wider issues. That is very helpful. 

 

Regarding what DCS Duthie said, does any other member of the panel want to comment? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  I was interested in what he said about 

how the Sapphire Units were properly resourced and that is really in great contrast to what we 

see with the community safety units (CSU) dealing with domestic violence as well as frontline 

policing.  Too often we see that they have far too many cases, the officers come into the CSU 

without having received proper training, they do not do full investigations of domestic violence 

cases. Which means too often there is not a proper gathering of evidence from third parties, 

from neighbours, gathering of medical evidence, photographing bruises once they have come 

out, all kinds of things, and I think in part that is connected to a resource issue.  There is also a 

lack of training going on there.  We see quite a great contrast.  We hear stories from survivors all 

the time that they have called to report a very serious incident of assault and no officer has 

arrived for four or five, six hours sometimes. We find out later that was because there was 

another serious crime that had happened on the borough at the same time, which is hugely 

concerning to us that a borough would not have the resources to be dealing with two very 

serious crimes at the same time.  So, as I said, I am glad that Sapphire Units are properly 

resourced; that is certainly not what we are seeing with the community safety units as well as 

frontline policing. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I think we have a range of questions on some of those issues 

shortly, but with regard to Sapphire, does anybody else have any comments on the new 

approach that is being taken there?  Did it seem positive to you or is there anything you would 

like to see them further do? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women's Aid):  I think, just generally, it is great to 

see a commitment.  I think there are certain things that need to underpin that.  There was lots 

of talk about the training of professionals and officers within the unit and I think that is 

absolutely key.  I think it is most effective when it comes from the violence against women 

sector, but also that it has to be supported by a range of violence against women services that 

can be referred to. I think the concern is that those are really being depleted at the moment, 

both nationally and within London to some degree.  Women are much more likely to engage 



 

with the criminal justice system and stick with it if they receive sufficient support. However, 

most women do not want to pursue criminal justice action so those support services are 

absolutely crucial and I am really concerned that at the moment they are actually being 

depleted. I think Refuge have specific examples in London of where that is happening.  

Nationally it is happening across all of our membership, in particular it is happening to children’s 

services and I think those are often the forgotten victims.  We noted that between last year and 

this year the dedicated outreach services for children affected by domestic violence in London 

halved through loss of funding.  Clearly that is concerning. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  That is helpful.  I think this is something that we could explore a 

little later when we come on to some of those topics.  That is useful.  I think, John, you had a 

quick point and then over to Caroline. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I had a really quick point, which was I just wanted to challenge what 

Yvonne said in a very friendly way when she said that there will always be rogue officers. 

Obviously with 32,000, or whatever it is, police officers, there may be one or two who are 

distinctly rogue and find themselves in jail or whatever, but clearly underlying that statement 

there is a risk that we are accepting cultural attitudes among male blokish cultures, which do 

need to be challenged.  I just wanted to put that down. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, I absolutely agree. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes, I wanted to pick up, we have heard that the Mayor’s 

Office for Policing and Crime are going to be refreshing the Mayor’s Violence Against Women 

and Girls Strategy, I think it is next April. We are looking at that.  Work has already, we heard, 

started on that.  I am just wondering, in terms specifically of sexual violence and rape, what the 

action plan and the refresh of the strategy should include?  I do not know who wants to start.  

Sarah. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I think it is 

really important that the Mayor builds on that strategy.  It is a great strategy and the Assembly 

and lots of women’s organisations contributed to it. It has been admired, I would emphasise, 

internationally and by other cities, so it is a great thing for London to have started and to be 

refreshing and building upon. 

 

What is important, picking up on what we have been discussing about sexual violence, is that we 

know there is massive under-reporting, not only of rape, but lots of other forms of abuse of 

women as well.  It is important that it has a very, very powerful message about prevention in it. 

That means that the commitments, which the original strategy has, to doing publicity 

campaigns, getting a strong zero tolerance message across in London, getting the message 

across as is done, for example, Lambeth Council do this really well.  They have some very good 

public campaigning around how sexual harassment, how abuse of women working in 

prostitution will not be tolerated.  That kind of commitment to prevention and to sending 

strong messages to potential perpetrators is really important. 

 



 

I want to pick up on and to make as strong a point as I can about what is happening in schools 

in London.  I am very aware as I do this that obviously the Greater London Authority (GLA) does 

not have powers over schools and education, although I know that our Mayor would like to have 

some more powers.  The boroughs certainly do, and it is so important, with our very special level 

of London government, that the Mayor and the Assembly and those working with them give a 

really strong leadership role to our boroughs, so that in our schools we have strong prevention 

work. That we have - as one of the Members mentioned already - really good sex and 

relationships education, that discusses not just biology, not just pregnancy and contraception, 

but that gets on to consent and equality and respect. How adults treat each other when they 

respect each other and when things are consensual. 

 

I do not even need to mention the abuse that is in the news at the moment and why this 

discussion is so important.  I know that MOPAC or the Mayor cannot immediately institute these 

things, but we have to have some leadership. We have to have people saying, “This is 

important”.  We have to have people saying that, “In the long term this is how we will prevent a 

lot of abuse happening in the first place”. 

 

Just to give examples of why this is important.  In London we do come across cases at the 

moment - and it is very enlightening to look at it - of what happens when there are sexual 

assaults, for example in schools.  Girls who are assaulted at school, perhaps by a boy in school - 

so another pupil - can actually be treated very differently from the way adult women are treated 

in the outside world.  Girls will often remain in a school and the boy will remain as well, because 

the school will feel a duty to treat victim and perpetrator equally until there is an outside 

criminal justice resolution of the case.  This really urgently needs looking at.  It is important that 

individual schools, school leaderships and local authorities are on top of it, in terms of training 

and appropriate responses to abuse, to allegations and to doing preventative work in the first 

place. 

 

As an aside, what tends to happen is, when there are horrible incidents like that, schools might 

then voluntarily seek advice from an agency - like Rape Crisis, for example - to come and do 

some workshops.  That is an “after the horse has bolted” kind of approach.  It would be better if 

schools were doing this kind of work in the first place, but urgently we need to look at the 

horrible scale of the sexual assault of girls.  Girls and young women are particularly targeted 

with sexual violence, are particularly vulnerable to it. If we had from our Mayor and from the 

Assembly leadership, public speaking, emphasis of the importance of prevention messages for 

young people, on preventing all forms of abuse, then we would be a long way towards making 

London this great big beacon city for safety for women and for equality. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  From what you say, it is really prevention, strengthening 

the area and the strategy on prevention, looking at schools particularly, as well as wider 

campaigns, for targeted work.  Is that the challenge with the different sorts of schools we now 

have in London? 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Yes, it is a 

challenge. 

 



 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Some of the faith schools, perhaps, particularly? 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Certainly, 

it could be challenging with faith schools and it is a challenge in the national policy context 

where schools are becoming ever more autonomous, but it is not a complete barrier.  The Mayor 

has two academies of his own, the two schools in North London. Those schools, you could have 

a vision of those schools being beacon schools for absolutely whole school approaches to 

preventing abuse. Having really good sex and relationships education where kids can talk about 

stuff, questions that they really want to ask and discuss with trusted adults at school, and really 

good teacher training - I would emphasise - on recognising all forms of abuse. Not only teen 

relationship abuse and teen violence, but also sexual harassment, also forced marriage and 

female genital mutilation (FGM).  Teachers desperately need more training in recognising the 

signs of abuse and that things can happen, and in responding appropriately to girls who come 

and disclose to an adult that they trust.  Sadly, we do hear of awful cases at the moment where 

teachers are not sure what to do, are embarrassed, and send kids away with a charity helpline, 

etc.  That is not a good approach. 

 

In London - I know education powers are limited - we could make something of those two 

Mayor’s academies.  We could make them beacon schools.  We should have that vision, and we 

could have really good leadership, speaking and lobbying of national government on a better 

approach.  Those of us who are a long way from school, or who are not parents or who are not 

talking to kids regularly, are not aware of the amount of pornography, frankly, in kids’ lives that 

adults do not want to talk about, or they are not using the same technology and devices.  The 

amount of assaults and sexual harassment within schools: we have done surveys on a third of 

girls experiencing, frankly, groping and sexual harassment at school, in ways that adult women 

in the workplace simply do not have to put up with or can do something about. Whereas, in 

schools it is common for teachers and so on to say, “Oh it is just what boys do.  You just have to 

get used to it”.  That is not OK either. 

 

That is very long winded but I want to emphasise how important both the scale of abuse that 

girls can face at the moment is, and how important action in schools is.  Boroughs certainly can 

do something about it, and the Mayor can lead on it more.  You are the Crime and Police 

Committee, though.  These issues are so much more than crime and policing. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes.  I am wondering if there is also a role, in terms of 

relationship education, primary schools as well.  We focus on secondary, but whether there is 

something more we should be looking at, perhaps for primary schools as well? 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Definitely 

there is.  Whenever we give interviews on this subject, people are always horrified when you 

start talking about sex education - which should always be sex and relationships education - for 

primary schools.  Of course you should be doing it in primary school, in an age appropriate way.  

Of course those kids are not too young for talking about consent and respect.  If you are talking 

about recognising abuse, so picking up FGM and making sure we have a really solid approach to 

dealing with FGM, you have to talk about primary schools.  In London you have to talk about 

how we have trained teachers and how we have our child protection services working with 



 

schools, particularly where there are high-practising communities.  It simply will not do to have 

primary school heads and teachers unaware of what FGM is, who is vulnerable and what you do 

about it if there is risk.  Primary school girls as well, often they are too young to just make 

services available and expect that the girls will find them.  It will not do.  They are too young.  I 

am sure my colleague can talk further on that later. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Yes, we will come on to that later.  John Biggs, you wanted to 

come in. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I have an obsession with the concept of multi-agency approaches. It is 

based on the observation that policing is only really successful when it is policing by the whole 

community of itself, and the police service is just a small part of that, if you like.  I am sure 

everyone agrees with the principle that we should have a multi-agency approach to this, but is 

there enough in reality being done, and are there enough resources out there in other agencies 

to cope with this expectation?  That is a big question.  It is meant to be a small question. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  We have some of the specifics on that later. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I know we have stuff on domestic violence later on but is there a quickie on 

that, in terms of do we have the priorities the right way round? 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  Over the past couple of years services 

have faced cuts, and we are facing another round of cuts, and those decisions are made in local 

town halls.  The effect of the cuts is pernicious and there are fewer and fewer specialist services 

out there.  A multi-agency approach is really, really important, but we can see this erosion.  I am 

responsible for commissioning across our London services.  We work in 13 London boroughs, 

and there is constant re-commissioning of services, so there is inconsistency.  You probably do 

not get more than a two year contract.  Generally it is a one year contract, so you have this 

constant change and pushing down of standards, so that the value of contracts I can see is 

going down.  Every time I see a re-commissioning process they want more for less. I can see 

non-specialist organisations coming in and delivering those contracts, who do not necessarily 

have the skills and expertise to work in that co-ordinated way to deliver these services. That 

really concerns me.  There are not the resources out there, and I think I can only see the 

situation getting worse. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I was just going to 

reiterate a little bit that, as frontline agencies, we are expected to be working in a multi-agency 

setting, but I think what everybody forgets is we are frontline agencies and we are dealing with 

clients on a daily basis. We have to have different hats on: we have to have our funding hat on; 

we have to have our communications hat on; we have to have our training hat on, and so we are 

kind of split in so many different ways because we have a finite amount of funding.  For that 

finite amount of funding we have to virtually be everything to everybody. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK.  I would be disappointed if any of you did not say you were under-

resourced, but -- 

 



 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We will not disappoint you 

there. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  My tiny supplementary on this was that the police guy said there was a 

possibility that this might be subsumed into a more broad safeguarding command.  Do you 

think there might be a role for a more broad set? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I always worry about when 

you broaden specialisms.  A little bit of concern I had was when he was talking about sexual 

offences investigative technique (SOIT) officers being trained as detectives and detectives being 

trained as SOITs.  They are very specific roles and work very well.  I do not think there are 

enough detectives, but I think they are very specific roles and when you start diluting roles, you 

lose your specialism, and that is a bit of concern.  I am not really quite sure how that is going to 

pan out and that is something that needs to be looked at because we need the specialism.  That 

is really where they have the training to work with survivors.  Detectives do not really have very 

much to do with survivors, but we do not want them diluting their specialism. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Back to my question about what the action plan and the 

strategy should include.  Sarah has given us some good thoughts there.  I do not know if 

anyone else has anything to add to that. Perhaps what currently works, what improvements are 

needed in any particular areas.  Yvonne? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, I was going to go 

back to the prevention.  Our organisation is about the prevention, protection and provision.  

The prevention part of it is work we have been doing for quite some time, along with a Met 

initiative which is called Growing Against Gang Violence.  They work in schools from year 6 to 

year 10, and so they brought us in to work with the year 10 girls.  It is an amazing programme.  

It is quite hard hitting.  It is for children who know the streets, they know what is going on in 

the streets.  It is an excellent programme.  However, it is trying to get the boroughs to 

understand that, trying to get the schools to understand that.  We can do that in Croydon 

because we know every school there and we are in those schools, but we are looking across 

London to go in from year 6 to year 10, and it is age appropriate the training that is going on. 

 

Again, it is getting the boroughs engaged. I think that is something that maybe the Mayor 

needs to be looking at - not strong arm - trying to engage the boroughs more.  They seem to be 

so autonomous.  They do not really read the recommendations.  I do not think they even read 

the strategies and are not really aware of what is happening on the streets.  I think maybe if 

there was more intervention from MOPAC to engage some of the borough leads we might be 

getting somewhere. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  That is helpful.  Does anyone else want to comment 

particularly on that? 

 



 

Can I move on then and ask about the fund.  We have a new unring-fenced community safety 

fund that is going to be paid directly to the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime, and they will 

decide how money is spent locally.  This is in terms of commissioning victim care and so on.  I 

was wondering what areas you think the Mayor’s Office should be prioritising to support rape 

and sexual assault victims?  Who wants to start within that? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women's Aid):  Focusing just on rape and sexual 

assault? 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes, at the moment.  Sorry, that is my area of questions, 

yes.  In terms of, we have this fund coming into the Mayor’s Office and they are going to be 

commissioning victim care.  I was just wondering what areas you think should be prioritised? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Well, schools.  I think 

prevention is very important.  We have to be tackling it from different areas, and I think 

prevention is so important, going into schools, we need to change the attitudes of young 

people.  When we did some research last year with young people, it was absolutely astounding 

the desensitisation that was going on around – 

 

[At this point in the meeting a party of primary school children entered the public gallery of the 

Chamber.] 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes.  I know timing is everything, isn’t it?  I do realise 

that.  Normally it is my Transport Committee and we are talking about buses and trains, which is 

absolutely fine but today’s subject maybe not so. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I would like there to be more 

thinking around diversity and levels of under-reporting, because I do not think we have a clear 

enough picture around particular groups1, where they are going or not going, and what and how 

the Sapphire Unit might need to respond in terms of that. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes, OK.  Sorry, Yvonne. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  The research that we did 

in schools with young people from pupil referral units and inner-city schools was the de-

sensitisation around sexual violence, and that it was almost acceptable to be pinched and sent 

text messages with parts of your body, and how pornography was quite an accepted part of 

growing up.  In the old days I think boys used to look at underwear catalogues or something, 

and nowadays they are looking at hard porn.  In two clicks you can have free hard porn, and 

there are titles like Rape Heat - and I can’t think of them - which are free, which is absolutely 

free.  It is young women simulating - whether they are simulating, I do not know - being raped, 

and all our children have access to those pornographic sites without having to pay any money. 

Without having to do anything but two clicks on your computer you are into hard core, and 

those children are looking at hard porn.  We need to stop that.  We need to do something about 

                                                 
1
 Where there may be levels of under-reporting 



 

pornography, it is so important.  I know there is some work that has been going on looking into 

that and how difficult it is to stop websites.  China can stop Google but we can’t stop 

pornography on our computers.  I do not understand it.  We really need to be doing something 

about that.  We need to change the culture of Great Britain, instead of going down a route that 

we do not really want to go down.  We need to halt it.  We need to bring back some level of 

understanding about what is going on, and normalise relationships, normalise sexuality, rather 

than this horrendous state of affairs at the moment. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Education is obviously key here, in terms of the actual 

plans, strategy, but also in terms of this commissioning victim care. Are there any other things 

that you think the Mayor’s office should be prioritising to support rape and sexual assault 

victims? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Sorry, I thought Yvonne had 

finished, so I started. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  Yes, Sumanta, do you want to carry on?  Diversity, you 

were saying. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Yes, I was thinking that there 

needed to be more thinking around diversity and particular levels of under-reporting.  I know 

that from the work that we have done sometimes people look at these forms of violence in quite 

disconnected ways.  They look at, for example, forced marriage or they look at FGM in isolation.  

We know that when you look at forced marriage inevitably you are looking at rape, you are 

looking at coercion.  I think there needs to be more thinking done around how we can improve 

levels of reporting, how we can make the responses much more integrated. A lot of local 

authorities, professionals, I do not think they still have a clear enough understanding of that. It 

goes back to better quality training, better awareness around harmful practices, as a form of 

violence against women and girls, as opposed to something that is different, cultural, that 

happens over there to other people. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon (Deputy Chair):  OK.  Thank you. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  Just a quick question to Sarah on the issue of education.  You told us 

about the importance of that.  I am sure you were listening to the discussion earlier on with the 

Met police officer as well, about that potential grey area and that fine line between providing 

awareness to women and girls about how they can minimise risk, and the danger that has of 

becoming a “blame the victim” rather than the perpetrator message.  I am just wondering what 

your views are on how that balance can be struck between providing advice to women about 

how to minimise risk, while being very clear that it is the perpetrator that we need to be 

targeting and blaming, not the victim. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  There are 

two fora where you would think about where that should be addressed, both when we are 

talking with kids in school and then adults, so public campaigning in the adult world.  With 

young people the messages have to be really, really clear about consent.  Some of the 



 

interesting work that is being done, for example, by Rape Crisis and other women’s 

organisations, sporadically at the moment in schools, because it is to do with funding and who 

will actually come forward and do it, it always gets - particularly when you get experts in, when 

you get women’s groups talking to kids, maybe taking them separately, boys and girls, they 

want to ask questions about - to come back to porn, sadly, “Is it like it is in porn?  Is that what 

is going on?  Is that what real life is?  Is that what real sex is?” because it is providing a certain 

amount of sex education that adults simply are not. 

 

I think if we have more of that kind of experience for young people, then we can, seriously and 

explicitly, talk about consent and what it means. The example that is set in porn really, really 

plays with the lines around consent. That might be something that some adults are interested 

in, but that is another discussion. However, for young people who are consuming a lot of it, 

whether we like it or not, we have to talk about consent with young people. 

 

In terms of public campaigning, which the Mayor’s current strategy is already committed to 

doing - and we hope that the new strategy will also do - I think most women’s organisations 

would all agree that messages to women which imply that, “Any behaviour of yours is going to 

lead to rape” are wrong and are not acceptable.  They are sending messages in this complicated 

environment we already have - where women are afraid to report - that, “This will be partly your 

fault and you will not be believed”.  The message which is never given -- I do not even know 

why we have to have a conversation about messages to women when we do not have enough 

messages for potential perpetrators, those are the messages that need to be focused on.  There 

are good examples of that work.  It is not like the kind of studying and evaluation of good 

projects has not been done.  Lambeth is doing good work.  There is lots of good work 

internationally, so I do not know if that answers your question completely. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Scotland are doing some 

amazing work, which I think we are looking at, at the moment, to see if we can get that 

advertising campaign down here, which is, “Because you are married, does not give you a --” 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  Can you say a little bit about that then for our benefit, the Scottish 

campaign? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, there are a series of 

billboard posters, and one of them is a woman being carried over the threshold in her wedding 

dress.  Another one is a group of girls out drinking and the strap line is, “This isn’t an invitation 

to rape me”.  It has been very powerful and it has been very successful in Scotland.  Somebody 

had to buy it over here.  It was quite expensive, so we could not do it.  We used it and changed 

the strap line a bit, but I think we really need to have a look at that.  It has been incredibly 

successful. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  When we 

talk about prevention message and the key audiences you need to get to, it is young people, 

broad publicity campaigns, but also work with perpetrators which is often neglected.  I was 



 

talking with our members Respect, recently, who are a really good provider of perpetrator 

programmes. They were telling me that only around a third of men who are convicted of 

domestic and sexual assaults are receiving perpetrator programmes.  By now they should all be 

receiving those and accessing them, but too many of them are going through the criminal 

justice system, and even imprisonment, without ever having attitudes challenged or completing 

that kind of programme.  Those programmes have also been evaluated and are very good.  It is 

good to hear that Mick Duthie, for example, and the Metropolitan Police Service are convening 

groups looking at the whole criminal justice journey, but that is something else that needs 

urgently looking at as to why this lack of -- I understand it is mainly a funding issue around 

perpetrator programmes because they are effective. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  While I wasn’t expecting to discuss schools and education in this Police 

and Crime Committee, I just wonder, given that there are thousands of schools in London - not 

just the two under the Mayor - shouldn’t the focus on that front really be with the local 

authorities who at least have that multi-agency basis, for example, if you need safety and care 

intervention, that can happen. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Very 

simply, I would say of course it is with the local authorities.  That is where the authority sits over 

schools, but the Mayor and the Assembly have a really important leadership role to play in 

saying, “This is what we expect.  This is the standard we expect”.  In terms of some harmful 

practices, like FGM and forced marriage, women’s organisations - when we can and when we are 

resourced - are looking eventually whether we might even bring prosecutions against authorities 

for failing in child protection, because that is the kind of thing that you are talking about with 

those failures.  I think that should be a reminder to local authorities about why it is important to 

really up their game on prevention of abuse of girls. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  Last year, Refuge and NSPCC published 

a piece of research we did.  We did some research in London on services for children, and what 

it showed is that they are very patchy.  There is no consistency.  In some areas there are good 

services and in some there aren’t.  That does not seem fair.  There needs to be a strategy that all 

children in London are able to access those kinds of services. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  There is also a perpetual debate about co-education.  Does that 

actually help or hinder these issues in later life?  For example, I went to a co-ed comprehensive 

in St John’s Wood, and I think I am all the better for it. However, it sounds to me actually that 

girls and boys in those kind of set ups are dealing with issues, which we all invariably have to 

deal with in work circumstances and further education.  Is there some perspective on this from 

yourselves? 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I do not 

know that there is research saying that co-ed or single sex ultimately is a good thing for people 

having healthy, consensual, respectful relationships.  I do know in a related way, the very good 

work that some women’s organisations do in schools, when they go into schools and run, for 

example, a term of workshops and help the school do some teacher training, get kids doing 

interesting things, like assemblies and putting on plays, writing their own plays about teen 



 

abuse.  Some of that work works well, it seems, when boys and girls are taken separately 

because it seems that they will ask questions and discuss issues more frankly just with the boys 

and just with the girls, than in a mixed group.  Then I think these kinds of projects also work 

where they are taken separately for a while and then also bring them back together, because 

actually the dialogue between boys and girls is really important. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I just say that because very often parents I think are consciously opting 

for single sex schools, and that is what I think very often is in the back of their minds. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Roger Evans (AM):  Thank you, Chair.  I have a number of questions 

about domestic violence, which is an area we have had a foray into already.  First of all, to Nicki, 

I think you pointed out when we were talking about under-reporting of rape, that the reporting 

of domestic violence had gone down as well. Certainly according to the Committee’s figures we 

have seen around 48,000 offences reported to the Met in the last year, whereas 2008 to 2009 it 

was 53,000, so that is a substantial reduction.  Can you tell us any more about why you feel that 

is happening from your perspective? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  I suppose what I can say is only 

anecdotal, from our experience of working with survivors and with services supporting them.  I 

think there has never been particularly great confidence in the police or in police responses.  I 

think the police have come a long way over several years, in terms of improving their practice 

and, as I say, there is national guidance that I think is really good.  I do not believe it always gets 

to the officers who immediately respond and we do still have examples of poor responses, 

immediate responses.  I also think there has perhaps been some quite negative publicity over 

the last couple of years that may have had some impact.  Really, I think we can only speculate 

that it is related to confidence. 

 

You have to remember that for women escaping violence it is their most dangerous time, at the 

point that they leave, so if there is not an immediate and positive response from the police at 

that point she is likely just to disappear because actually it is not safe to pursue that action at 

all.  But, yes, as I say, really we can only speculate.  I do not know whether you want to add 

anything from your experience, from Refuge, is that mainly the same? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  We certainly have seen that we 

haven’t seen any decrease in the number of clients coming to us.  I oversee our IDVA services, 

of which we have 17 IDVAs in London working in 8 local authorities.  We have quite a view on 

what is happening in London.  We see only increases in reporting to our services.  We do have a 

lot of concerns about police practice. We see a lot of clients extremely concerned about their 

treatment from the police, which is a concern to us.  One of the issues is lack of proper risk 

assessment and risk management.  We often see that there is great inconsistency in practice 

among the police in terms of some officers are risk assessing, some officers are not. 

 

One of the things that our clients say to us is, “OK, well, they have asked me this series of risk 

questions, but then they have not done anything about it”.  There has been no kind of safety-

risk management plan that has been put into place.  Women are not being given information 

about specialist services.  We have spoken to women who have said they had to report to the 



 

police 12, 15, 20 times before they received any information about the existence of a refuge, 

being told that they should go and find a hotel if they do not have a place to stay, blaming 

women for what has gone on.  I think that there is a real concern about lack of confidence in 

the police.  We have instances all the time where women report to the police and because the 

police see it as a first offence - well, we know very well it is not a first offence because it takes 

an average of 35 beatings before a woman goes to the police - but because it is seen as a first 

offence then the perpetrators are very often cautioned, and when they are cautioned they are 

released within hours, they return home and there is absolutely no crisis plan, no risk 

management plan to manage that.  We are very concerned about confidence in the police. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): You have a national role, so you have a wider view of the situation.  Does 

that decrease in London reflect what has happened nationally? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  The decrease in reporting? 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Roger Evans (AM):  Yes. 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  No, we see all of our services forever 

increases and -- 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Roger Evans (AM):  Yes, but a decrease in reporting to the police. 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  Roger Evans (AM):  In other parts of 

the country? 

 

Roger Evans (AM):  Yes. 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  I am not aware. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Roger Evans (AM):  Is this a Metropolitan Police Service problem or is it 

a wider police problem? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  I am not aware of a decrease in 

recording in other parts of the country. 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  I think it really varies.  I do not 

think there is a definite pattern nationally.  I do think - picking up on your point - that part of 

the difficulty sometimes in the police response is they are taking the women’s situation as an 

incident, rather than a pattern of coercive control.  I think that is seen in many of the homicides 

there have been over recent years and the lack of appropriate response to join up all the dots 

about the behaviours within those incidents.  Those have not helped to give victims confidence 

that, at the point when they leave and it is the most dangerous, they should be engaging with 

the police or that they are going to get what they need from the police to keep them safe. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Yes.  What steps do you take, when you have a client come to you as a 

victim of domestic violence, to try to persuade them to report it to the police? 



 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  We would never try to persuade 

somebody to report their situation to the police.  We would look at all the options available to a 

woman and make sure that she is clear on all the options that are available to her, which include 

pursuing criminal justice action, which includes civil responses, but ultimately it is her choice.  

Absolutely, if she wants to pursue criminal justice action we would support her to do so, in 

whatever way we were able to, but we would never try and persuade women.  I think our 

approach -- 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Perhaps I put that wrongly.  Maybe the question was: what do you do to 

allay her concerns about the process, because I think we would want to see perpetrators 

reported because they are going to repeat the crime and possibly repeat it with other women as 

well. 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  Absolutely and, while we are 

realistic about what is happening in terms of women’s experience with the police, we would 

never want to influence an individual woman.  The outcome we would like to see is for her to 

pursue action and for the perpetrator to be held to account.  The best thing we can do is 

provide factual information about what options are available, to support her through that 

process, and act as advocate with the agencies, with the criminal justice agencies or other 

agencies.  I think that is why the role of specialist services is key at that point, to act as 

advocate and to make sure that she is getting the response that she needs at that point. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Julie, you seem to want to come in on this? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  Yes, absolutely.  I think that our 

independent domestic violence advocates have a huge role in supporting women.  Again, we 

never tell women that they have to report or anything like that, but they need to be provided 

with the options. The IDVAs come in, they provide critical safety planning and support at the 

point of crisis.  They provide a range of options, tailor-made to meet the needs of the individual 

clients with whom we are working. 

 

One of the key things we find, around supporting women around encouraging if they do decide 

to report, is keeping them informed every step of the way.  That is one of the key roles of the 

IDVA.  One of the major complaints we have from victims is that no one tells them what is 

happening. When was he released?  What are his bail conditions?  Where is he?  Nobody gives 

them any information.  I think one of the key roles of the IDVAs is to fill in the gaps that exist in 

the system, so we keep them constantly informed.  We keep a constant liaison with the police, 

with the courts, about what is happening with their case, update them all the time, and 

demystify the criminal justice system because it is extremely confusing for people.  We slow 

everything down and take things step by step to explain what is happening, what are the 

possible consequences of the different options that they could choose. 

 

This is why you then see IDVAs getting an increase in successful prosecution rates and reduction 

in risk of homicide.  We have a reduction in risk of homicide of 40% in our IDVA services. There 

is a critical role for the specialist services to be playing in working in partnership with the police 



 

and criminal justice agencies, in order to improve those criminal justice agency outcomes and to 

hold perpetrators to account. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Thank you.  Sumanta, did you have a-- 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I just wanted to add to that about 

what factors are important in terms of BME women reporting.  I know that a lot of our members 

work across the different forms of violence, whether it is domestic, sexual violence, or whether it 

is harmful practices.  We did a survey recently of 183 women and mapped what happened, how 

long they stayed in the violence, where did they go, what was most helpful?  What was most 

helpful, in terms of reporting and pursuing a prosecution were things like having timely 

information and support, having access to a Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) specialist service, 

having the time to reflect, review your options, having good communication, basically, with the 

police and Criminal Prosecution Service (CPS), having really strong, robust measures in court, 

separate exits, entries, etc. 

 

There can be a perception that BME women under-report and actually once they got to the 

BME service it was quite obvious that the levels of reporting were actually higher than what we 

may presume they may be. 40% of the women then reported to the police once they had got to 

that particular space. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  Sorry, I was just going to say I think it is 

also important that around that process you do have specialist services, a whole basket of 

services within a local authority that women can access, because it is a very dangerous time for 

them, so you can’t look at it in isolation either. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): No.  Now, Julia, you raised the subject of the response of neighbourhood 

police to domestic violence, because that is very much the first contact point.  We are going 

through a process at the moment of enhancing neighbourhood policing, and it is quite 

controversial but the Metropolitan Police Service are planning to actually introduce a lot more 

specialisms at neighbourhood level: detectives and investigators and people who can actually do 

more at neighbourhood level.  What would you like to see as a part of that model that would 

improve the service for domestic violence victims? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  We would certainly like to see really 

robust training for the police.  We know that the police spend 16-25% of their time on domestic 

violence cases, and yet it is less than 1% of their training time.  We would really like to see 

anybody within the police to have really robust training on safety planning, on risk assessment, 

on the dynamics of domestic violence, because we know it is a complex issue. 

 

The neighbourhood teams, for example, when we are sitting at multi-agency risk assessment 

conferences (MARAC) and making action plans for clients in order to protect their safety, we 

often make recommendations that neighbourhood policing teams be aware of what is 

happening in a particular area, be aware of high risk domestic violence perpetrators, and very 

much around issues of harassment, stalking, that kind of thing.  As was mentioned before, there 

are a lot of times when incidents are looked at in isolation.  Someone will call and say, “He is 



 

driving back and forth in front of my house” or “I see him standing outside” and the police 

response is often, “Well, I am sorry, there is nothing we can do about someone driving back and 

forth in front of your house or standing outside.  That is not a criminal offence” when actually 

that is harassment and stalking.  I think there is a critical role for neighbourhood teams to be 

made aware of high risk cases of domestic violence, of concerning things going on, of 

perpetrators who are regularly stalking their victims, so that they can be patrolling those areas, 

they can be keeping an eye on what is happening and potentially helping to support 

prosecutions around stalking and harassment. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Thank you.  Chair, I think that may be a useful point for us to make to the 

Metropolitan Police Service as they continue with their reorganisation. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Yes.  I think it would be useful to feed into our victim and 

survivors work we are doing as well. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Yes.  Can I just raise one more question?  This is with Sarah, as a 

campaigner, and talking really about changing attitudes and the situations that we have in 

schools.  The Government recently reduced the definition of domestic violence, the age, to 

include 16 and 17-year-olds.  Given that teenagers are in relationships much younger than that, 

do you think there is merit in the idea of reducing that age still further, so you catch them in the 

definition. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I have not 

crossed the research enough.  We are always very careful to be evidence-based about what the 

impact of doing that might be, because sometimes there are impacts you haven’t thought 

about.  Certainly the reduction to 16 is very welcome.  As I said before, younger women are 

particularly vulnerable and targeted with both physical and sexual abuse. 

 

Kind of matching your question, there is good information and good research around about 

attitudes among younger people and about tolerating abuse.  The NSPCC did research where 

43% of teenage girls believe it is acceptable for a boyfriend to be aggressive towards his 

partner.  Certainly, when the Government recently ran a very good team relationship abuse 

campaign and teen rape campaign, which it is going to rerun this Christmas time, the thousands 

or so of calls and contacts that were made - actually, they are not calls they are online contacts 

to a message board, where women’s organisations were answering young women’s queries - 

what really came across to the specialists taking those messages, so from teenage girls, was, “I 

am not really sure if I have been raped.  I have seen the video that you have made, a really good 

creative piece of work.  I have read the messages on your site, and I did not think it was rape 

but now I know I have been raped”.  Young girls are not identifying that being forced to have 

sex is rape, and that is because of the absence of good conversations and good sex and 

relationships education, but also because of their particular vulnerability, both from their peers, 

but also from older men in the community as well sometimes. 

 

I do not need to remind you, for example, of the conviction in Rochdale, the convictions and 

several other ongoing prosecutions like that, where adult men have abused girls in groups, and 

those men were picking girls up from school.  Those girls were arriving at school kind of 



 

dishevelled and so on, and those schools thought it wasn’t their responsibility to be dealing with 

that.  So, yes, I am answering your question by emphasising there is enormous amount of abuse.  

We could look at which age groups should be addressed. Under-16s should be under really good 

child protection legislation anyway but, as I said before, too often that is not working and 

schools are certainly not across it enough. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): No.  Thank you.  That 43% figure is shocking. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  It is.  It is 

because that is about recognition.  I have a lot of others here.  I will send it on to you.  I will not 

read a load of stats out but they underline -- because of what is in our culture and because of 

our failure of all adults to have good conversations with young people, these attitudes about 

who a perpetrator is and what is real abuse.  Be it physical abuse or sexual assault, those are 

very deep seated and they are there from a young age. We have a very, very sexualised culture 

where those issues are there and are very real for young people, again, at an age where adults 

are not talking to them about it and what it really means and so on. 

 

Roger Evans (AM): Roger Evans (AM):  No.  OK.  Thank you. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Thank you.  Andrew Boff? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Thank you.  What are your views of the Mayor’s manifesto commitment 

to maintain the number of independent domestic violence advocates? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  We are glad to hear that we are 

hopefully not going to lose any independent domestic violence advocates.  I have said before 

that we know that IDVAs improve the safety of victims, increase successful prosecutions, that 

very high numbers of victims report feeling safer after the intervention of an IDVA, which is very 

important.  However, our IDVAs cannot cope with the level of work that is out there, and that is 

only in dealing with the very highest risk cases.  We cannot even deal with the very highest risk 

cases that are out there, but then there is also a concern for me that by focusing only on the 

highest risk cases, we are neglecting everyone else.  Risk thresholds are set so high that there is 

a demand for services for victims who are still very much at risk but cannot access the very much 

needed support of an IDVA and a MARAC, a multi-agency risk assessment conference, because 

they haven’t reached that extremely high threshold. 

 

For example, currently, if a woman is scoring 13 on what is called the Co-ordinated Action 

Against Domestic Abuse Association Chief of Police Officers Domestic Abuse, Staking and 

‘Honour’-based violence (CAADA ACPO DASH) - risk assessment tool - which is the risk 

assessment used by Refuge, used by the police, the risk assessment tool that most agencies in 

the sector are using now - she has identified 13 very serious risk factors happening in her life, 

and she is not automatically able to access support from a MARAC and sometimes no support 

from an IDVA either.  Llocal authorities set this risk threshold very high due to a lack of 

resources, but we know that risk is dynamic, we know that risk is changing, it can change hour 

by hour, and we do not think it is acceptable that, because of a lack of resources, everyone else 

is going to be ignored. 



 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Can I just ask is that threshold of 13 consistent across all the 

boroughs or does it vary? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  Well, 14.  I was saying, for instance, if 

you have scored 13 generally.  Fourteen is the standard risk threshold for making it on to the 

MARAC in many boroughs.  Although some boroughs, because they are so overloaded with 

cases, they are having to raise that even higher to 15, 16 and 17.  There is always the 

opportunity for professionals to use their professional judgement in order to refer cases on, but 

the reality of what happens is that very high risk victims who fall just below that threshold are 

not getting the proper support and services that they need. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  And Nicki, you wanted to -- 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  Yes.  I suppose just to say that 

that is reflected nationally.  What we are seeing is that if local authorities or local services are 

unable to meet need, they are increasing the threshold so that they reduce the caseload, which 

just seems pointless in having one in the first place.  I am concerned that there is quite a lot of 

emphasis on criminal justice responses and support through the IDVA process.  I think they are 

absolutely crucial, but they are one of a range of support options.  I think there is a kind of 

ticking the box that if we have managed to capture and provide support to the highest risk 

victims, then that is OK.  But actually I have concern about this definition of high risk. 

 

If you look back on various of the homicides that have taken place in recent years, many of 

them would not have met the threshold from MARAC.  Many of them would not have had 

engagement with an IDVA because they would not have been considered high risk.  Risk is so 

fluid and changeable, and actually some of these homicides had never experienced physical 

violence but there had been a clear pattern of coercive control over many years.  I would say a 

word of caution in relation to placing too much emphasis on risk, placing too much emphasis on 

women who are engaged with the criminal justice system, because we know that most do not, 

and again the importance of a range of other options, so refuge, outreach, support for the 

children, etc. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  The Metropolitan Police Service also wants to introduce a pan-London 

domestic violence service.  What are your views of that?  What should that provide? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  I think having a holistic approach.  

Thinking about what is required across London is positive, not least because it addresses some 

of those cross-boundary issues that we face, both within London and elsewhere, where local 

authorities are reluctant to expand their services because they say, “Well, why should we?  They 

are just going to fill up with women from other areas”. Actually the statistics say that, equally, 

there is traffic in and out of most areas of women escaping violence.  It is good to have a 

holistic approach and good that that is to some degree what is happening with the London 

Councils’ allocation of funding, potentially, and services being able to come together and look 

at how we can truly address the need across London. 

 



 

My concern - and again my word of caution - is that we do not end up in a situation where we 

have one provider across London.  There is huge benefit and value in local specialist 

organisations who have, over many years, developed expertise, good practice, and provide good 

quality services for victims, but also who are more likely to address the particular support needs 

of groups of women who might face additional barriers to services. Black, Minority Ethnic and 

Refuge (BMER) women, for example, but also women with additional support needs. Women 

with mental health issues, women who have drug and alcohol support needs are much less likely 

to be supported by a generic organisation with a low cost bed space in effect, and that is why 

smaller local services tend to cost a bit more than generic, across-the-board, wider geographical 

services, because they meet the support needs of those women. It makes financial sense to do 

that in the long term for any city because, if you do not, then the knock-on effects for them 

and their children in the longer term are going to be more costly. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  Really just to echo what Nicki has said, 

and also in relation to refuges there is some sense in a regional approach because there is so 

much cross-border movement in a region like London.  I would want to make sure that there 

was a full range of services, but also that local authorities did not shirk their responsibilities 

because there was this kind of pan-London approach.  That would really, really concern me. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I know that this is not the forum, but yes that is the right answer.  

MOPAC is taking control of commissioning victim support services.  What should their priorities 

be? 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I think we have heard from Nicki that it has to allow for those 

local specialists but is there anybody else? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  Independence I think is crucial. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I do not know whether you are 

going to ask a question around forced marriage later or -- 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Yes, we are. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I will leave that for then. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  OK.  Navin Shah? 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Continuing pretty much on the same theme, but refuge places.  I 

understand that there has been a multi-agency dialogue between bodies like local authorities, 

London Councils, MOPAC, Refuge and others.  This is to determine refuge places across 

London.  Also, the whole idea of the dialogue is to get that better understanding about both 

demand and supply aspects, and how that can inform better provision and better commissioning 

itself.  The question, starting with Nicki and Tracy, would be that do you think there are enough 

refuge places in London? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  No. 



 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Again you haven’t disappointed. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  We work in 30 London boroughs.  Our 

refuges are always full.  We have a very low void rate.  It is about 1.5%, and that includes 

turnover of kind of decorating rooms, etc. I know Nicki can speak for the national domestic 

violence helpline, which we run in partnership with Women’s Aid, who have how many calls, is it, 

Nicki, a day? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  27% of the total calls answered by 

the helpline are from London, and I think that last year was about 37,000 that were answered in 

London. That is about 100 a day.  That gives you some kind of sense of the requests, first of all.  

Obviously they are not all necessarily wanting refuge accommodation, but a significant number 

are.  We have listed at the moment, I think there were 817 refuge spaces in London. I am not 

sure how that translates to the number that have been identified that would be sufficient, which 

is one refuge space per 10,000 population, but I do know that I think it is about 50 women a 

day are turned away from refuge accommodation in London.  So that gives you a sense.  Some 

of those obviously will then go on to find a space elsewhere, so we can’t say that they are all 

refused access to refuge accommodation.  Some of those will perhaps be because of no 

recourse to public funds. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  I think it is important in any future 

strategy that access to refuges is 24 hour, and that there is specialist provision available because 

not all refuges in London will accept women 24/7.  We do as an organisation.  It can be quite 

difficult to find a refuge place for a woman in an emergency situation at night time or at 

weekends, and that is really important. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Do you think the actual distribution of those places are equitable across 

London or do you have large areas - a cluster of boroughs - who do not have that equity of 

places? 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  It ranges from borough to borough 

really.  I know some of the boroughs that we work in there are a high number of units available, 

in others there might only be eight units available.  For example, we work in Hounslow and 

there are 34.  We work in Lewisham and there are 40.  If you work somewhere else there are 

only eight, so there is a disparity there and I think that possibly needs to be looked at. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Yes.  Just moving on, what more needs to happen to ensure that the 

refuge supply meets demand in London? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  The obvious thing we are going to 

say is more spaces.  Yes, that is the obvious thing we are going to say.  I think with a co-

ordinated approach there is an opportunity to really gather data across London, for the sector to 

very much be involved in that, to lead on that, and to be able to identify gaps.  I think there is a 

need to develop more support for women with additional support needs. That often means that 

they would have access to 24 hour support within the refuge or have a different kind of 



 

accommodation. That might be single units rather than a shared house, for example.  I think 

there is a need to develop services for BMER women as well, which have been significantly cut 

across the board. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  Yes, just to echo that but also I think 

there must be more co-ordinated data collection.  It is not very comprehensive at the moment.  I 

am concerned that any future funding would be realistic.  Services are struggling now.  If it 

carries on the way it is there will be fewer refuge spaces next year, because the funding is 

becoming less and less and we are being asked to absorb these efficiency savings.  We cut to 

the bone in refuge.  There is nothing more to cut.  Where can we go with this?  Is the next step 

generic, non-specialist accommodation for women?  That is not what we want for women.   

 

Navin Shah (AM):  All right. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Just on the BME specialist refuge 

point.  We have seen a reduction by about 50% of independent BME services where women can 

go for support.  They are scattered all over the place.  It is a bit of a postcode lottery in London. 

I do think in terms of having better co-ordination around specific specialist support for BME 

women, that there could be some sub-regional work that could take place, because you are not 

necessarily talking about high volumes in each borough, but there could be a more joined up 

approach across different regions. 

 

I think that the work that the Mayor did around the rape crisis model, for instance, what it has 

done is it has improved access to services for women, so women do not have to travel very far to 

access a rape crisis service.  It has put the issue on the agenda, like it had not been before, 

although individual boroughs are not perfect in terms of what they are providing.  It has 

achieved cost effectiveness through economies of scale, so when you are talking about 

particular specialisms around harmful practices, for instance, it could be something that you 

could deliver much better and in a more co-ordinated way, pan-London, and make sure that 

there was enough provision across London for women, for example, that were experiencing 

these particular crimes. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Would you say that there is actually an acute shortage of BME refuge 

places? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Yes, there are, and there are some 

services that are predominantly catered to some communities more than others.  There are two 

refuges in London, for instance, that work predominantly around forced marriage.  There is one 

refuge that works around Latin American communities, for example.  There is one worker who 

works with women from Irish travelling communities in England, I think, across the UK and in 

Ireland.  There are some groups that are more invisible, in terms of police reporting, in terms of 

access to service, where we know violence occurs but there are not enough pathways for them 

to be able to access the right kinds of services.  I would say that, in terms of victim services, that 

needs to be a priority in the Mayor’s strategy, and harmful practices was a priority in the 

strategy, which was excellent.  It was a fantastic opportunity and it had not been done before 



 

because it is not on the radar of local authorities at the moment. There is stuff that has 

happened that the Mayor could really build upon. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Nicki? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  Could I just add something to that 

because I am conscious we are talking generally and globally about cuts to services?  I think it is 

really important to acknowledge that there are several policy things going on in Government at 

the moment and there is not necessary a joined-up approach to thinking about the impact that 

they are having.  While local authorities may be making cuts through what was known as their 

supporting people budget or the budgets for local services, there is also work going on through 

the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) around welfare reform that will have quite a 

significant impact on the funding of refuges through the rent income they receive.  It is just 

important to note that we are not just talking about cuts from local authorities but potentially 

work to address one issue could be undermined by another policy area. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Is there anything else that the Mayor can do in terms of performing his role 

to help with the challenging problem of refuge places that we have in London?  Anything else 

at all?  We have heard -- 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  I think maybe there is an 

opportunity through the local violence against women strategies and they in effect could be a 

lever for commitment from the boroughs to provide a particular level of local service provision, 

refuge provision and otherwise. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge): Commitment is important because what I 

see local authorities doing in their supporting people (SP) units is making cuts across the board 

to make it fair. They are looking at all kinds of client groups, and domestic violence funding is 

one of the smallest pots of funding anyway, but they are taking the same hit in terms of 

percentage cuts.  There needs to be a commitment to keep a certain level of refuge provision. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Would I be right in thinking that the majority -- I do not know what I am 

talking about really, about this.  This is a subject of which I am profoundly ignorant.  But rather 

than going into refuges, I am assuming that quite a lot of families or women will be emergency 

rehoused somewhere with support.  Is that part of what you provide as well? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  It may be and certainly the non-

refuge-based services in London, women accessing them increased significantly last year. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  There is a sort of spectrum with refuges but then supported housing and 

multiagency stuff, which I keep saying, so it spans? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  When we talk about non-refuge 

services, we mean outreach services, resettlement services, floating support, IDVAs and services 

like that.  If a woman chooses to stay in a tenancy, they would provide support to her within her 



 

tenancy or to get her rehoused.  If she has not been able to go through refuge accommodation, 

she might be lucky enough to get support within another homeless setting that will help her. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  Although I would be disappointed, as we all are, with you not saying that 

you need more refuge spaces - and it would be unsurprising if you did not say that - there may 

be a sort of spectrum of things that could be provided as part of a strategy and there should be. 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  Yes. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  OK.  Thank you.  That helps me. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I should ask before I come to Darren: you say 50 women a day 

are turned away in London because there is not an adequate refuge space.  What happens to 

them? 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  That is through the National Domestic 

Violence Helpline, so those helpline workers talk to the women.  They will risk-assess what is 

going on with her situation.  Also they have information on services, other services that are 

available.  If it is really urgent to provide a refuge place, then they are going to have to look 

somewhere else in the country.  We have got services in the Midlands, in Shropshire, wherever, 

and women sometimes are forced to move hundreds of miles away. 

 

John Biggs (AM):  I suppose that is where I was coming from.  Quite a lot of those women will 

find themselves in emergency housing which does not have the support that a refuge has. 

 

Tracy Blackwell (Head of Development, Refuge):  That is a possibility as well, yes. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  OK.  Darren? 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  Thank you.  We have touched on this already, but if I could ask 

Sumanta: what do you think the main strengths and weaknesses with the way harmful cultural 

practices are tackled at present? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  OK, strengths and weaknesses.  

Strengths are that the issues have much more profile today than they had 10 or 15 years ago.  

People are more aware, generally, in society. We did a piece of work for MOPAC recently which I 

referred to where we did a three-month study and we interviewed a range of individuals across 

the statutory and voluntary sector, real experts on all these different forms of violence.  That is 

a strength. 

 

I think one of the weaknesses if I was to say around all the forms of violence are that there is a 

lack of co-ordination, a lack of an integrated approach, a lack of a multiagency approach.  It is 

not a priority for commissioners necessarily.  Some boroughs are doing well.  For some it is not 

even on their radar.  They do not know what is happening in their localities.  They do not have 

any access to any information.  They might be aware.  Even if they are aware, they are not quite 

sure what to do about it. 



 

 

I would say that there are some things that could be done that do not cost money, a lot of 

money or involve setting up a lot more services.  For instance, FGM is still seen as a health issue 

or an issue of culture.  It is still seen as something that professionals struggle to understand or 

try and understand and then it creates a kind of barrier to intervening, even though we have a 

really robust child protection system in the UK.  It2 is used every day in cases of child abuse and 

neglect.  What happens is that if someone comes across FGM, the system does not get used, so 

there are systems that we have that are just really underutilised. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  Is that put down to poor co-ordination as you say or is it still a 

problem of maybe misguided political correctness that prevents professionals from speaking up 

and tackling it? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Absolutely.  Some of it is about a 

fear of intervening or doing the wrong thing.  Some of it could be about racism.  Some of it 

could be about a lack of knowledge and understanding, really, about how to respond, what is 

the best thing to do in this situation, and not linking enough with local organisations or experts 

in the area.  I think if we embedded FGM, forced marriage and all this honour-based violence 

along with other forms of violence against women and girls and looked at it more holistically as 

part of violence against women and girls, we would have more professionals that were much 

more alert to the risks. Much more alert about who to refer to, what to do, and we would be 

identifying more cases.-- For example, in the case of FGM, I think there were 56 investigations3 

in London and none of them have resulted in prosecution, which we know, so there has been a 

real problem about women being able to come forward. 

 

What we do not have is people who are in a position to identify cases who come across girls, 

doing anything proactive around it.  Some of the girls, as Sarah mentioned, are quite young so 

we are looking at girls maybe of primary school age, so it is really important.  We ran a focus 

group with young women and a lot of the women just said, “If every doctor, health visitor, social 

worker, teacher and agency knew about this issue, knew what to do, and if I could feel 

confident and safe going to a professional, taking it seriously, being believed and have spaces 

where I can access BME experts, talk to my peers, that would be a really huge step”. 

 

What I wanted to say around FGM is that the stuff around safeguarding is really important. I 

think there could be some work that could be done in terms of the Mayor’s strategy around 

looking at who is doing what and trying to co-ordinate safeguarding better across agencies.  

Every family is registered with a general practitioner (GP).  There could be simple things that 

could be done around risk assessment, for instance.  So a midwife who delivers a girl child to a 

woman who has been cut, for instance, that girl child is then at risk.  That could be flagged up 

as an immediate risk if you used the common assessment framework. Then that information 

could be, for instance, passed to the under-fives health visitor who is involved with that family 

for the next five years.  We really need to be looking at early intervention and prevention, as 

Sarah talked about. 
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In terms of forced marriage, the legislation is going to come in and I think it is going to have 

some impact, some of it hopefully positive, -- there may be some thinking that we need to do 

around the support that women are going to need. 

 

I think high-quality training for police officers is going to be really important. We know that, as 

others have alluded to, the training that frontline police officers get is quite inconsistent and 

that is going to be incredibly important.  Safeguarding is going to be incredibly important.  

Where you have really good multiagency working, local leadership, training, all of those 

different things, relationships with the voluntary sector, we have found that more women will 

report. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  In a way, the parallel is with every other piece of evidence we have 

heard this morning.  The actions need to be focused on the perpetrators, not on blaming the 

victims. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Exactly.  Absolutely.  I think in 

terms of forced marriage prosecutions, for prosecutions to be successful it is going to be really 

important that young women - a lot of them are going to be quite young women in a position 

where they may be having to make decisions about leaving behind every known network of 

support, family, peers - that the support around women is really tight because otherwise we are 

in danger of reinforcing isolation, reinforcing risk.  If she does report to the police or she decides 

to go to speak to someone about what is happening, it is really important that the support she 

is provided with is ongoing and we do not speak about support in terms of immediate risk.  We 

think about what does she need in the short term and in the long term. In many cases you may 

be talking about girls who have had to stop education, have never been financially independent, 

will need some therapeutic support, may need refuge provision and will need help with housing, 

finance and education. I think there are some real opportunities for improvement there when 

the legislation does come in. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  That has been incredibly useful.  Can I just ask about the Mayor’s 

manifesto commitment to establish a harmful cultural practices taskforce, your views on that, 

and the role that this group should take? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I think that is an incredibly 

important group.  Before the commitment to set up the taskforce, harmful practices was part of 

the Mayor’s strategy, which was fantastic, actually.  Then we were commissioned to do the 

piece of work the year before last.  The impact that that has already had has been quite 

substantial given that there has not been a lot happening around these areas. 

 

Just to give you an example, they commissioned us to do the piece of work and then this led to 

MOPAC and London Councils coming together and having a discussion around the 

recommendations that they made in the report.  London Councils have now included harmful 

practices as a commissioning priority for the first time so that there is some level of funding for 

victims.  It could not have been achieved without the leadership of the Mayor, so there are 

several recommendations in the report around safeguarding some of the things I have talked to 

you about.  I see the taskforce as being a really important mechanism for taking forward the 



 

work from the report, being able to roll out good practice, and to encourage other local 

authorities to prioritise this issue because in many authorities it is not a priority issue. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  That is really useful.  Has there been a greater understanding from the 

women’s support voluntary sector generally, do you feel, in recent years and have things 

improved there? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Sorry, could you repeat that? 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  From the sort of groups we have got represented around the table 

here, do you feel there has been a general increase in awareness and understanding amongst 

those groups? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Around harmful practices?  Yes, 

absolutely. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  I think it would just be useful if we could just hear quickly from 

representatives of some of the other groups on this and how you have worked with Sumanta 

and other bodies.  Maybe we will start with Yvonne. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We are very aware of the 

issues in certain cultures in London and we have worked with the police when women of certain 

cultures have reported to the police that they have been raped by family members.  It is the 

safety, really.  We have ensured that the safety of those women coming forward is paramount 

because there can be dreadful repercussions if you are reporting outside the family about things 

that are going on.  The police, we have worked quite well with them.  It has got better over the 

years, but now women are being taken seriously and the police now do understand what the 

ramifications will be for them reporting any rape within the family. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  You feel that there has been an improvement of support for the 

victims? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Absolutely.  They are 

following the same guidelines as they would with somebody who was -- I cannot remember 

what it is called but somebody who is telling about a crime or something, so they have been 

taken out of their area, they have been housed, and their names changed.  That has worked 

really well. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  OK, thank you.  Have we any other comments? 

 

Nicki Norman (Deputy Chief Executive, Women’s Aid):  I suppose it is important not to put 

the different forms of violence against women and who it is happening to into different boxes.  

Actually, while we may have particular specialisms, we are all working to address violence 

against women and recognise it on a continuum from street harassment to domestic violence to 

harmful practices to rape from a stranger and so on.  I think it is important that we all think 



 

about and promote that concept.  It is useful if that is also the thinking and the approach that 

gets taken in terms of police training, etc. 

 

Darren Johnson (AM):  That is what I was hoping for.  I just wanted to hear that confirmed 

across the groups that there was an integrated approach on this, so that is fine. 

 

Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I think that 

we can also throw it back to London and London governments.  Of course, women’s 

organisations work to be fully integrated and take a strategic approach on all forms of abuse, 

but London has a really good opportunity to be a global leader on this.  Other cities and other 

countries are looking at what London does in tackling directly all forms of abuse.  The French 

Women’s Minister is here today. She is meeting women’s organisations to hear about British 

policy and to look at how abuse is tackled here in a strategic, long-term and preventative way. 

We can lead and that is a great badge that London could wear if our strategy continues to be 

really ideal and successful. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Can I just reiterate that?  

We get visitors from Europe and abroad all the time. We have had visitors from Kazakhstan, 

from Bulgaria, from South Korea.  I have Australia coming next week and Sweden coming and 

they are all looking at our practice here. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  I have a list of speakers now that want to come in.  I have James, 

Murad, then Andrew.  James? 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  Thank you.  Sumanta, I wanted to go back if I could to some of the 

specifics around FGM.  You spoke about, again, under-reporting and this kind of stuff.  Do you 

think there should be a statutory requirement for the reporting of FGM when it is presented to 

health professionals or whoever?  I am putting you right on the spot.  I apologise. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  No, because it is something that 

has been discussed quite a lot with the sector, so I do not know if there is a yes or no.  However, 

what I can say to you at the moment is that we just have to create the opportunities for 

reporting. We have to improve the professional awareness around those particular issues so 

women feel confident that they could report. 

 

The other one is something that -- at the same time, a lot of young women that we spoke to in 

the piece of work said that they wanted this to be seen as any other form of child abuse.  They 

do want it to be seen seriously.  In that sense, yes, it is a statutory issue, it is a child protection 

issue, so they do want that to be seen in that way.  I hope that answers the question. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  I was struck by that, that we have very strong statutory responsibilities 

with regards to the reporting of other manifestations of child abuse.  I was wondering whether, 

if we are going to be thinking of FGM in the child abuse sphere rather than in a sexual health 

sphere, then that changes the responsibility of the professional. 

 



 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Yes, absolutely, and that has been 

part of the problem, I think, for a lot of women because there the burden is on them to identify 

it as abuse and interpret what is happening to them when they are living in the context of a lot 

of family pressure.  Parents are also possibly dealing with peer pressure as well from wider family 

structures, so it is not as straightforward as parents putting pressure on children.  I do think it 

does and that has been a big problem.  What has happened is it is being seen as a health issue 

as opposed to anything else, so people do not see it as abuse.  Despite having legislation in this 

country for a very, very long period of time, there is still a lack of awareness.  I think it would 

really help if we had really strong systems for safeguarding and that it included all the different 

forms of violence against women and girls. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  I suppose by a natural extension of that -- and again, it was mentioned 

about the understanding of FGM as an issue and the various manifestations. There is a huge 

amount of awkwardness and sensitivity around issues of sexual violence towards women and 

abuse towards women in general. Then again overlay that with the ethnic and cultural 

sensitivities.  I think this can sometimes be an incredibly intimidating issue for a lot of health 

and social professionals. 

 

Do you think more could be done?  I will rephrase it.  What more could be done in terms of 

creating a better understanding of the issues around FGM and the appropriate and effective 

ways of dealing with it when presented? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I think training on these issues is 

not mandatory, so that would be one thing. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  You feel that that would be -- 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  That would be one step. There 

needs to be training on everything, that is regular, that is high quality, of a certain standard and 

that is not just a one-off.  Mainstreaming these issues within common assessment frameworks 

and those particular systems would make people feel less fearful, I think, about doing stuff 

around it, and might help to break down some of the barriers that people have in their heads 

around how they should intervene.  The work in schools. 

 

The early intervention is, I think, incredibly important.  I just think we need to intervene at the 

point where we are doing work in primary schools or where we are trying to identify this as a 

child protection issue and taking the steps that we would in any child protection case. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  In preparation for this meeting I was speaking to some representatives 

from the Foundation for Women’s Health Research and Development (FORWARD) who have 

been doing some work on this and they were telling me about a trial project they were rolling 

out in three schools in north Greenwich.  The schools in question were just over the borough 

boundary to the northern part of my constituency.  They were really passionate about this 

message being initiated in schools and they were saying that there was a kind of ripple effect 

from the schools.  They were starting to get mothers coming in and then other professionals in 



 

the local community.  I was struck by what John [Biggs] was saying: there has to be a whole 

community response to this kind of stuff. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Yes. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  In light of the fact that the pockets geographically of communities 

mean that sometimes - and I take Bexley for an example - it is demographically a very white 

borough and actually they are being presented with challenges of community cohesion in 

general. A real lack of experience and understanding of FGM as an issue in particular, so they 

are having to go through a double learning process.  I think the attitude is their hearts are in the 

right place but there is a huge experience gulf there. 

 

In terms of rolling this out through schools, what could we be doing or what could we put the 

Mayor under pressure -- 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I think it goes back to what Sarah 

was saying earlier, that we need to perhaps try and start off with a couple of schools, the 

Mayoral Academies, as being the beacon schools.  If we go with an approach where we are not 

just doing work on FGM or we are just not doing work on forced marriage, but we are having an 

integrated whole school-based approach to all these different forms of violence, particularly the 

ones4 that people have particular struggles with and do not understand to a greater or lesser 

extent, then I think that might be a good step in the right direction and we can encourage other 

schools to kind of take the lead. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  Finally - and thank you for your indulgence on this, Chair - I go back to 

the question I asked earlier on.  The consensus I think for everybody is that the reporting to the 

police is so out of balance with the levels of all kinds of violence against women and abuse 

that - I am not going to put words in your mouth - not to say that the under-reporting makes 

the figures meaningless, but they are so unrepresentative of the totality. 

 

Might MOPAC have a responsibility or have a function whereby it could collate the figures that I 

am sure you all have or have access to, which are not the levels of police reporting, to start to 

give us some kind of better idea about the scale and a better idea of where these things are 

happening? If there is a clustering analysis that could be done?  I am just thinking we have 

some real boffins here who are very, very good at crunching big pools of raw data - and you 

were talking about your own capacity in that - in a way that perhaps individual organisations in 

this space would not be able to do?  However, if you were able to do a kind of data dump on 

MOPAC, we could get our data analyst people to perhaps start pulling out some ways of getting 

ahead of some of these issues in a way that the police reporting or your own individual 

databases just would not be able to do. 

 

So (a) is there a role and (b), perhaps more challenging, hurdles in terms of data sharing and 

sensitivity, that kind of stuff and what could we do to perhaps overcome those? 
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Sarah Green (Campaigns Manager, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I think the 

first strategy begins with a really solid intro with some good London stats and facts on it, so the 

people who do now work in MOPAC would have compiled that.  It is quite good and it uses and 

consulted women’s organisations in doing that but also the British Crime Survey (BCS) and 

police stats as well.  There is always more work to be done in that field. 

 

I do not know if that has exactly answered your question but, for example, if I was trying to 

answer it, I would check with again experts in this field first as to whether it is really prevalence 

data that we are still missing or is it the next stage like policy development and solutions?  I 

think it is very interesting that when the Mayor commissioned the Imkaan report on harmful 

practices across London and also the piece of work he has commissioned which has just been 

published on prostitution across London, he asked for prevalence and for policy 

recommendations because it is meaningless without that as well.  I think I would check again 

with experts.  What is the stage we are at?  What else do we need to know? 

 

But certainly, if MOPAC and the Mayor want to play, again, a leadership role in publicising the 

scale of abuse of women and girls and why it needs to be tackled in terms of attitudes and 

prevention from the off always, not just cleaning up in the criminal justice system, then that is 

exactly the kind of leadership role all of us want the Mayor and politicians to play. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  That is something that has 

happened to us.  We have had so many organisations coming and wanting to do research and 

coming to our organisation and it does not seem to underpin any policy or any practice that 

happens afterwards.  So, although it might be a good exercise to see how many women are 

actually being affected by sexual violence in this country, we already have an idea that it is one 

in four. That is your baseline, really. 

 

What we need to move on from there is how we change the culture in London, or the world, 

really, to understand that something needs to be done and that this is happening.  Violence 

against women is not acceptable in any shape or form.  I think you mentioned it before.  It is 

very uncomfortable to talk about rape.  It is very uncomfortable to talk about FGM.  We need to 

change that culture.  We need to say on everybody’s lips that rape is not acceptable, FGM is not 

acceptable, violence against women is not acceptable.  Although we will have those 

underpinning statistics, it is what happens next.  How do we reach the general public?  At the 

end of the day it is the general public who are sitting on juries and who do not really understand 

and think that violence against women is about a bit of rough sex.  We need to change that 

culture.  We need to educate them so that they understand, so it is what happens next with 

those statistics.  By all means, we could do the statistics, but the British Crime Survey already 

says that one in four women are being affected. 

 

James Cleverly (AM):  So it is more the kind of advocacy role and the agenda-setting role that 

you think could really add value to this. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Thank you.  Murad, quickly, and then I am going to Tony. 

 



 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  OK, thank you.  Can I firstly thank the approach here and that we are 

talking about these as harmful cultural practices?  I think there had been some suggestions by 

self-declared community leaders that these are religious practices.  I think that is very helpful 

when they have tried to pull the wool over people’s eyes? 

 

Can I just focus on the forced marriage stuff, which I think is interesting?  I think Yvonne 

actually half answered it, but if I can start with Sumanta, how much of that is actually 

happening within extended families?  Of the cases that have come up, what percentage would 

you suggest is -- 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  There are not any exact figures on 

that? 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  There are not any figures, but what is your suspicion? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I would be guessing, to be quite 

honest.  I do not think the data collection on forced marriage has been -- you know, all we have 

data collection on is -- I mean, to some -- 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  OK.  Can I ask Yvonne?  You sound as though -- 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  There is a difference 

between forced marriages and arranged marriages. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I do know that. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, but what I am saying 

is that with arranged marriages they are not forced into it but because of their cultural 

environment they have to do it.  Do you see what I mean?  There is a bit of a fine line between 

the two of them.  I do not know that there are statistics, though. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Are you asking me -- 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Between cousins, then. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  I do not have an idea of that.  In 

the kinds of cases that are coming through, they are more likely to be the parents and then 

there may be other extended family members involved in -- 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I just say that because I think there is a particular thing that the Mayor 

can do on this front.  I think sometimes it is not emphasised enough the health risks involved in 

cousins marrying.  I think there are particular communities that need to know that.  The Mayor 

will have health responsibilities in the near future, I think that is a multiagency way which can 

work, and I think that is something which particular communities do need to know. 

 



 

Just in terms of the legal process, are you more confident that the courts here can deal with this 

issue or courts abroad? 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Some of the courts that were 

introduced when the forced marriage civil protection orders were introduced and you had some 

specialist courts, some of those courts I have heard recently have seen a 40% increase in cases.  

I know that the forced marriage civil protection orders, in some of the family court settings, 

have had an increase.  There have been about 292 taken.  I am not convinced that when the 

legislation comes out that people will be skilled enough.  I would say out of all the criminal 

justice agencies, the Crown Prosecution Service has done pretty well and they have made a 

commitment to having specialist leads on forced marriage and honour-based violence, for 

instance.  I know there is some good work that has gone on in London.  In terms of the courts, 

that seems a little bit more of a grey area in terms of people’s understanding or training. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I just say that because I think the first case where this legislation has 

been used was the Dakar Supreme Court that saw through the issue very clearly and I am not 

sure British courts do see it as well as that.  That is why I asked that question.  Actually, if you 

go by what has already been set in place, you may be more successful wherever the recipient 

country is. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  No, I appreciate that.  That was 

one case, though.  I think it is difficult for me to make a generalisation. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  True, but it lends an interesting perspective. 

 

Sumanta Roy (Policy and Research Manager, Imkaan):  Absolutely, yes. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  That leads into Tony’s question about specialist courts. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  We have heard from you that one of the barriers is not just the matter of 

unwillingness to report because women think they are not going to be taken seriously but it is 

fear of what will happen in court.  I think one of you - I think it was Julia - talked about 

unpleasant defence barristers, who of course are just doing their jobs.  Do you think that having 

more specialist domestic violence courts will deal with that problem? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  I think it should absolutely be a 

priority.  I think there is a lack of adequate training around domestic violence which we see 

every day in non-specialist courts from magistrates, judges, legal advisors, the Crown 

Prosecution Service, list callers, really everyone who is involved in the courts.  We still see really 

inappropriate sentences being handed out.  We see perpetrators being given anger management 

as opposed to integrated domestic abuse programmes, so as opposed to perpetrators’ 

programmes.  We see conditional discharges for serious assaults and fines.  I think there really is 

a role to play for specialist domestic violence courts where all the different criminal justice 

agencies involved can have very specialist additional training around domestic violence. 

 



 

In courts we see that, yes, defence solicitors and barristers are just doing their jobs, but the 

problem is that they provide so much information which is not properly investigated and not 

properly looked into, so -- 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  I am sorry.  Who is it who provides that information?  Is it the defence or 

the prosecution? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  The defence provides, for example, 

information around bail addresses.  Without a specialist domestic violence court you do not 

have, for example, a police officer there from the Community Safety Unit who can then go and 

do checks on bail addresses. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  I wonder if that is right because of course you get that with every 

committal to bail where an address is provided.  I cannot believe that domestic violence is any 

different from any other offence where they check to see whether the address is an acceptable 

address. 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  We do not see a lot of stringent 

conditions along that.  Sometimes perpetrators will give information about how far a particular 

address is from where the victim lives, so there are a lot of issues that happen in courts that we 

see are not particularly looked into.  On pleas, for example, very often pleas get accepted for 

very serious assaults by the Crown Prosecution Service without any consultation with the 

victims. 

 

There is also a concern for us about the IDVA services and how we very much try to attend court 

hearings, to be there five days a week, but it is a huge pressure on our already under-resourced 

IDVA services to be in court five days a week, to be providing information to the Crown 

Prosecution Service and to be using that information to give immediate updates to victims on 

what exactly the bail conditions are. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Of course, these courts already run, but how do they deal with cracked 

trials, i.e. the victim refusing to give evidence?  The case is called on and the victim refuses to 

give evidence.  How would a specialist court deal with that? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  A specialist domestic violence court? 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Yes. 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  If you have a specialist domestic 

violence court in place, then you will have an IDVA who is providing support to that victim all 

the way through the process.  While it was mentioned before that IDVAs do not put any kind of 

pressure on victims to attend court and to give evidence, just the fact that there is that support 

available increases the likelihood that a victim is going to come to court and increases the 

likelihood that a victim is going to give evidence.  Having an IDVA involved in a specialist 

domestic violence court setting also means that they are being asked early on things like, “Do 

you want special measures in place?  Can we advocate on your behalf for screens?”  Sometimes 



 

those things make all the difference in the world in terms of the decision the victims take as to 

whether or not they are going to give evidence. 

 

Another thing IDVAs do is they talk to victims about making victim personal statements, so the 

victims feel as though they can really tell the court what effect this crime has had on them and 

what they would like to see happen.  So there are many things that happen -- 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Can I interrupt?  I understand all of that and many of those things 

happen, of course, in relation to other offences as well.  It is fact that the vast majority of 

domestic violence matters which are dealt with in the Magistrates Court do not involve a 

custodial sentence at the end of it.  So, on the assumption that there is going to be a conviction 

of the perpetrator, is it not a fact that the perpetrator is likely to go back home to where the 

victim is?  Is the real problem having alternative accommodation for the victim away from home 

where the perpetrator is not discharged back to the home? 

 

Julia Dwyer (National Advocacy Manager, Refuge):  That is one issue.  One of the really 

positive things we have seen in recent years is the introduction of restraining orders at the end 

of a criminal court case.  It is not guaranteed but it is something that we advocate for.  Many 

victims want to stay in their homes.  Many victims do not want to go anywhere.  Therefore, the 

court then being able to make the decision at the end of a case that an indefinite restraining 

order is put in place so that the perpetrator cannot go back to that home and so that the 

perpetrator cannot have any contact with the victim, we find is very effective.  It is probably one 

of the most positive changes we have seen in the last few years with the response within the 

criminal justice system and within Magistrates Courts. 

 

Joanne McCartney (Chair):  Thank you.  Do any other Members have questions?  No.  Can I 

just thank our guests for attending?  I think we have learned a great deal.  It has been very 

useful for us, so thank you.  If you go away and think that you should have said something and 

you did not, then please let us know.  We would be more than happy to hear from you.  But 

thank you very much.  

 


