
 

 

 

Appendix 1 
 

Police and Crime Committee – 8 September 2016 
 

Transcript of Item 7 – Violence against Women and Girls  
 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Now we can go to the main part of this morning’s work, which is 

gathering evidence from our range of esteemed guests to help us arrive at information and recommendations 

that we can use when we do our work around the emerging Police and Crime Plan. 

 

I welcome very much this morning Sarah Green - no stranger in this building, I know - who is Co-Director of 

the End Violence Against Women (EVAW) Coalition.  Marai Larasi MBE - it is great to see you again - is 

Executive Director of Imkaan.  Yvonne Traynor is not unknown to me as a lioness of Croydon and is not 

unknown in this building because I know, like my other two colleagues, that she has done lots of work with the 

previous Mayor.  She is Chief Executive of what was formerly the Rape Crisis Centre in Croydon and has now 

expanded - courtesy of support from the previous Mayor and hopefully this Mayor also - to Rape Crisis South 

London.  Again, we have excellent guests today and thank you very much for coming along. 

 

If we can start with the questions, we have a range of questions this morning but we want to explore the issues 

around reporting and other issues around this very important subject.  The first question  to all of you, is: can 

you set out for us what you see as the main strengths and weaknesses of the current Violence Against Women 

and Girls (VAWG) Strategy as a whole?  Remember that that Strategy has now been extended by the existing 

Mayor to 2017 and so the work on any emerging plan will be linked in, clearly, with the emerging Police and 

Crime Plan.  Could you please set out what you see as the main strengths and weaknesses of the existing 

Strategy? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  All of us are extremely supportive 

of and have been involved in the development of the two Strategies that London has had to date.  I will take 

any comments throughout if I am being either too simplistic or too detailed because it is really important to get 

a good grip on why a joined-up and strategic approach to the different forms of abuse of women and girls is 

important. 

 

What you could say is that until very recently - certainly within the last decade - the public policy response to 

the abuse of women and girls has very much focused on domestic violence only, with only little bits of add-on 

policy solutions and practice related to sexual violence in its different forms.  Sexual violence includes child 

sexual abuse and child sexual exploitation, which has always been with us - the Victorians were dealing with it - 

but has recently had lots of attention.  It includes forced marriage and female genital mutilation (FGM), again, 

both of which have been with us for decades in this country but have only recently had attention.  It includes, 

more recently, online abuse, but that is not some distinct form of behaviour.  Online abuse is often part of an 

abusive relationship or someone who chooses to harass and abuse often women and girls.  It is just a newly 

enabled form of abuse that was already happening.  We have these different forms of abuse but, until very 

recently our response was largely to domestic violence only; it is the recognised form, if you like, for the public. 

 

Also, critically, our response to date has been largely about the criminal justice system.  This will come up a lot 

today, which is why I focus on it now.  To those of us in the women’s movement and those of us providing 

support services for women who have suffered abuse, this is not simply a criminal justice issue.  It is your 

business today but, if we just look at violence against women and girls as a matter for policymakers and the 

answer being, “How can we make the police and the courts do it better?”, it is just not the only question.  In 
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fact, often, to us - and we are all willing to be challenged on it, I am sure - it is not even the most important 

question if you are talking about women and girls at different points in their lives. 

 

That is the big statement that I wanted to open with because it is a really important thing to interrogate.  We 

hope that this Mayor’s administration will really get to grips with how to scrutinise the Metropolitan Police 

Service (MPS) and make sure that the courts, as much as you can, in London are doing the best job they 

possibly can and are well-resourced to do that, but this issue will never be solved just by making the police and 

the courts do it better.  It is fundamentally about the rest of our public services and the way our schools in 

particular respond and the way the health service responds and the way social workers respond.  Then it is also 

about the whole community and so I would say local communities, different community leaders, local 

government and the decisions that are made there and then also the way all of us choose to act in our own 

communities and families.  If we are not involved in an abusive situation, we will often still be bystanders or 

onlookers in what we choose to do. 

 

That is the pious part over with as well, but I am saying that it is so much more than the criminal justice frame 

and that is going to keep coming up because it means that when you ask us questions sometimes like, “What 

are the police doing wrong?  What should they do better?  Where should the money go?”, we are going to say 

things like, “You have to sort out what happens in schools.  You have to make sure that school leaders 

understand that their bullying policy should include sexual bullying because it often currently does not.  There 

is that kind of thing at stake. 

 

As a whole, taking this “violence against women and girls” approach has been United Nations (UN) 

recommended for some time and is what every expert in this field recommends.  In Britain, the Labour 

Government was ready to deliver it around 2009/10 and then Theresa May did deliver Britain’s first strategy as 

Home Secretary nationally in 2010.  Boris Johnson, when he was looking at policy to become Mayor, adopted 

it as a manifesto commitment in 2008 and that was what led to what you are looking at now: the first Strategy, 

which ran from 2010 to 2013 and the second Strategy, which will run from 2013 to 2017.  Again, I may be 

telling you stuff you already know. 

 

I would say that the important thing there when you are looking at London government is that during the term 

of that second Strategy, 2013-2017, the powers of the Mayor changed radically, in particular with this very 

important and England’s biggest Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) with enormous commissioning powers.  

That significantly changed what you are talking about because the Mayor to that date and during the term of 

the first Strategy largely had a strategic role to play in this area, but now our Mayor has both a critical strategic 

role and is the most significant commissioner of services that some of our organisations run and want to 

continue to provide.  There is a whole long discussion there about how we do that in sync with public services 

and where the expertise really lies to do this work well.  That is another big question that we are going to come 

to through the morning. 

 

Therefore, to answer your question properly and succinctly, those initial two Strategies are extremely welcome.  

They are good because they are based on this perspective I am talking about of looking at all the different 

forms of abuse of women and girls.  In the introduction and so on, they recognise that abuse of women and 

girls is related to women’s inequality.  They are not chance individual crime incidents that happen.  There is a 

persistent and very disproportionate abuse of women and girls through different forms of abuse because 

women and men are unequal materially, socially, economically and so on.  We can unpick that if you want to.  

There is quite a lot of theory involved.  I would say that the Strategy being based on that makes it strong.  It 

has been inclusive of most forms of violence against women and girls.  It has been something that the last 

Mayor was not reticent about and spoke about because leadership and being willing to be visible in this area is 
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really important.  It is, sadly, an area that cops quite a lot of challenge.  There are often people who want to 

say, “You are wrong.  Your claims are incorrect”, even when they are usually Government statistics that we are 

using. 

 

There is a discussion around whether male victims of abuse are neglected or silenced by this approach.  That is 

another discussion.  I do not believe it is and I would say that actually our movement has hand-held the 

development of services for men and boys as well. 

 

If you wanted to look at weaknesses of the current plans, I would broadly say that maybe the delivery plans 

have not been as detailed and as thorough as they could have been in terms of making the Strategy and what 

is set out as the objectives achievable.  For the next Strategy, which the Mayor committed to during the 

election and so it is something that will start in 2017, we need to really look at a comprehensive delivery plan 

from England’s biggest PCC as well as really sound strategy.  Maybe we will look at the way the police are 

scrutinised. 

 

Certainly I know that as women’s organisations we can all be here this morning but it is a struggle and we are 

not really resourced even to do a lot of consultation and this kind of activity.  We really need to be involved in 

advising and developing and working out the best way to deliver this because, frankly, we have been doing it 

for decades and we know how you will get the best outcomes for women and girls who have suffered abuse. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  The Strategy has greatly improved the understanding of the issue from a 

limited approach of domestic violence to bringing in the whole spectrum underneath the issue.  The Strategy 

has been successful in that.  Your point is a good one about the prevention piece.  We are going to talk about 

the police response and reported crimes and actions against perpetrators, but the important fact which you 

made is that, particularly in this field, it is important to get out to schools and to get to the beginning of the 

issues and to prevent the problem expanding any further. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Yes. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Marai, your thoughts about the Strategy? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  This is just to echo everything that Sarah said but also to 

add a few things. 

 

One is that the last Strategy was also heavily rooted in survivors’ voices.  Imkaan were commissioned to do the 

consultation Beyond the Labels, which really captured women’s experience of services and was critical in terms 

of influencing the way that the Strategy was designed.  That is the real strength because very often strategic 

documents are produced in the absence of or are ignoring the very voices of the people who are most affected 

by these particular issues. 

 

The other aspect of the Strategy that is really important is that it understands the human rights aspect of this.  

Actually, we cannot ignore that.  At a point when narratives around human rights are really contested, having a 

Strategy that recognises that we are talking about an issue about girls’ rights, women’s rights, etc, and that 

these are broader human rights issues is absolutely critical. 

 

Again, Sarah pointed out the spread and thinking about different strands of violence against women and girls 

and thinking about that in an integrated way so that we did not have a Strategy that was a domestic violence 

strategy with all of the other things just tagged on the end.  That was hugely important and I know that 
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Yvonne [Traynor] will talk about that from a Rape Crisis perspective.  From our perspective, in terms of starting 

to think about issues such as forced marriage, FGM, etc, putting those alongside other forms of violence 

against women and girls has been critical. 

 

In terms of my concerns about the Strategy, again, there is an issue around the delivery plans not necessarily 

always matching up to the overarching strategic commitments.  They were “matching up” in the sense that 

they were consistent, but what we did not have was always the level of work.  For me, I have real concerns 

even about the staffing of the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) in terms of being able to deliver 

on such an ambitious strategic document.  I am not trying to make more work for people who are already 

potentially as overworked as we are in the women’s voluntary sector, but I am recognising that what we need is 

delivery plans that match the strategic vision. 

 

I do not think that the document has been strong enough about the overlaps between different areas.  EVAW 

and Imkaan did a piece of work earlier this year, which was a film that was produced by young black and 

minority ethnic (BAME) women speaking about their experiences of sexual and racial harassment in 

combination.  The Strategy is great at identifying gender as a concern because gender is a critical point in 

terms of violence against women and girls, but different groups of women experience violence differently.  If 

we are talking about a young BAME woman being sexually harassed on the streets, she is targeted in a very 

specific way as a young BAME woman.  One of the things we need to do in terms of the next strategic context 

is to ask how we will get a bit more sophisticated in our thinking and in our language so that the Strategy is 

not some kind of blunt instrument that does not hold difference.  This Strategy and the previous Strategy 

started to touch on those areas but we are talking about a post-Brexit context where we know that incidents 

of racial harassment have increased.  Therefore, if we are talking about that, what does the next Strategy need 

to look like in terms of the way women and girls fit into that? 

 

Again, the strategic document probably has not been robust enough around the Mayor’s commissioning 

powers and that is partly because of the timing but, also, we need to think going forward about how we make 

sure that we think about the fact that this is also a huge commissioning role.  This is not just about influencing 

and shaping.  This is also about where the money goes that is coming out of this space.  That is it from me. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  OK.  That was really helpful.  Again, a critique around the robustness of 

the delivery plans, and also interesting to look at the different strands, perhaps linking up the strands and 

being more sophisticated in the analysis, and looking at the commissioning role of the Mayor linked into the 

Strategy itself. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Absolutely, yes.  I would say that the strategic document 

was never just about what happens here and what happens in terms of MOPAC.  It really focused very heavily 

on relationships and also acknowledged the role of partners.  However, as Sarah [Green] rightly pointed out, it 

is engaging partners and we want to be engaged, but we are talking about partners that are also not resourced 

to engage.  We do this because this is what we do and we are committed to doing it.  All of us have been in 

this work for many years.  Yvonne [Traynor] would probably say a bit longer than me, but I have been doing 

this for two decades and I will carry on doing it with or without the money.  We need to start to think about 

how we resource partners to show up, influence, have the conversation, guide, etc. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I am not as eloquent as my colleagues 

here but I am talking on behalf of - and I added it up yesterday for the other Rape Crisis Centres - 

11,300 women in London whom we supported last year. 
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As a survivor myself, I had an ambition 20 years ago to bring sexual violence into the agenda because, when I 

started at Rape Crisis South London, we were the only Rape Crisis Centre in London and sexual violence was 

not really acknowledged.  In meetings I would go to, it was very much about domestic violence. 

 

That all changed in 2008 when we had a visit from the previous Mayor and all violence against women and girls 

was encapsulated.  This Strategy, which I absolutely welcomed at the time, was a bottom-up approach.  There 

were lots of meetings and face-to-face meetings with the Deputy Mayor [for Policing and Crime] (DMPC), 

with the team and with the Mayor to talk about what was going on on the ground.  So many other strategies 

had had a top-down approach.  Here, there was finally a team of people listening to what was actually 

happening on the ground.  In the Strategy, there was funding to open the other three Rape Crisis Centres, 

which was such a relief for us because we were handling all sexual violence in South London.  It was such a 

relief to have three other centres. 

 

The biggest thing that this Strategy did was to recognise the need and that one in four women in this country 

has had violence against women perpetrated against them.  Therefore, from that point of view, this was such a 

welcome change to everything that had gone before.  It included all the forms of sexual violence. 

 

This Strategy set up a conversation with the third sector, which had previously been thought of as third rate, as 

bored housewives coming along and helping a few people.  It recognised the professionalism of the sector and 

it engaged with the sector.  Everything that happened in this Strategy opened the doors for a conversation 

between the MPS, the National Health Service (NHS) and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), which is still 

ongoing. 

 

Therefore, this, I believe, is something that is a baseline that needs to continue.  There has been a lot of work 

done; however, I felt it was quite ambitious considering the small team at City Hall that was actually managing 

the whole Strategy.  If there is any criticism, we need to expand the team because violence against women and 

girls is not going away.  London has a growing population.  We have more people coming through probably 

because it opened the conversation and gave women the strength to come forward and seek help either 

through the third sector or through police remedies.  Therefore, this is just the beginning and we are going to 

see more and more women coming forward. 

 

The next Strategy really has to incorporate a lot of what is in this Strategy already, but it needs to expand and 

MOPAC needs to invest in a team.  I read the reports about how many cases had gone through the MPS - I 

think it was 17,000 and something - but everybody knows that only about one in ten women report it.  We are 

looking at a minimum of 170,000-odd perpetrators amongst us, most of whom have not been charged and 

who have not gone through the police because women are not going to the police. 

 

Also, one positive and strength of this Strategy was that it actually made the Government sit up and listen.  

London does lead the way.  Around the country, this was one of the first strategies and the country follows.  It 

looks to London to see what we are doing.  I have a Centre in Surrey and Sussex and I know that they look 

towards the MPS and they look towards London to see what we are doing and what has worked well.  We are 

leaders in the field and we must carry on being leaders in the field.  We must have innovative approaches. 

 

The other good thing about this Strategy was that it was not just another one of those strategies that goes on 

the shelf.  It actually worked.  It was putting action into the words.  It was not something that you could put 

aside.  It said, “This is what is happening”.  I totally agree with my partners that there was not a more detailed 

approach, but everything that they set out to do in varying degrees actually happened.  That is unusual for 

strategies. 
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Also based on this Strategy, the Dame Elish [Angiolini QC, author, Report of the Independent Review into the 

Investigation and Prosecution of Rape in London] report was set up.  That was an amazing piece of work that 

really engaged with the third sector, engaged with survivors and produced a really excellent report, which, 

again, is being acted on. 

 

All of these strategies must be acted on.  I have a pile this high in my office of strategies that mean nothing.  

They are just like, “Well, I think you might like to do this”.  This was action. 

 

The weakness was that we did not include enough about child sexual abuse.  About 50% of our clients have 

suffered from child sexual abuse and there was not enough there. 

 

Prevention comes into this Strategy, which is absolutely excellent.  We have not done enough prevention.  We 

have been out to schools and we have trained other professionals, but it is ongoing.  We are swamped.  I have 

just engaged another six new trainers to go out and do that but, again, the funding was not quite there.  

Prevention is part of this Strategy.  We cannot always just be looking at what happens to women and how we 

can help women.  We know what we are doing; we know we can do that.  We have to prevent it happening in 

the first place. 

 

This is about a conversation with society.  In all of the strategies, we talk about the numbers of women who 

have been abused and the numbers of women who have been raped.  What we are not saying is, “This is the 

number of perpetrators who are doing this”.  Whatever the number of women who are raped, 100% are male 

perpetrators.  What we leave out of the narrative are men, the perpetrators.  If we are to ever end up ending 

violence against women so that I can be out of a job - that is my aim: to be out of a job because violence 

against women has stopped - we need to engage the whole of society.  We need a conversation with good 

men who can challenge other men in their group and who can talk about violence against women and girls 

without feeling that it is some feminist issue.  We need to include the whole of London’s population in saying, 

“This is not right.  This needs to stop”.  That is always a weakness in every single strategy I have ever seen. 

 

I am sorry if I am going on a bit, but I brought this in.  This is the Evening Standard, “Shock rise in home 

attacks on women”.  Yes, as usual, “women”; the perpetrators are not mentioned.  Then the by-line,  

“Twenty-five murders and 1,600 rapes by London men in one year”.  That is the first time I have ever seen a 

headline that mentioned perpetrators.  The story is “women are raped”, not “men are raping women”, but 

“women are being raped”.  We leave out the perpetrators. 

 

This is what we need to start doing: looking at what is happening on the ground.  We have loads and loads of 

fabulous statistics in the Strategy about the women who have been raped, but no statistics about who is raping 

them.  There is nothing.  Who is raping women?  Our focus all the time is on the women.  If we are going to 

end violence against women, we need to start focusing on the perpetrators.  That is one thing that we need to 

do. 

 

The MOPAC team is small.  It is overworked with the more clients who come in and the more stories.  I have to 

be absolutely hand-on-heart honest with you: I am hearing some of the worst stories I have heard in my 

20 years of working in this field.  I think it is because people do feel more confident and “Rape Crisis” is a kind 

of brand name and so women are coming forward, but I have never heard such horrendous cases as I am 

hearing at the moment.  That is going to continue.  We cannot just be giving people six weeks’ therapy and 

saying, “Now you are all right.  Off you go”.  This is long-term work that the NHS has to recognise is long-term 

work.  We have to work in partnership with the NHS so that we are providing a good service.  The NHS needs 
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to be brought more into this Strategy.  This is not just a third-sector initiative; this needs to be the NHS as 

well. 

 

This is a work in progress.  We should not lose any of this, but we need to add to it. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Thank you, Yvonne.  It is worth spending time on that, but your points 

are consistent about the prevention piece and about the education piece, which is concentrating on the 

perpetrators at a very early stage so that they do not become perpetrators.  That is a really important point. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We need the Government backing as well 

so that we -- 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  The fact is that this Strategy and the work around it is in its infancy.  The 

Mayor visited you back in 2008 and started off that first Strategy.  It is now evolving and this work we are 

doing today and other work will help frame its future. 

 

Coming to the second part, we have touched upon bringing perpetrators to justice and I know that Sarah 

[Green] pointed out that we do not want to be talking about that all the time, but it is important because, as 

you said, Yvonne, there are many men out there in London who are perpetrators and are still out there.  That is 

a fact that you have said.  However, the figure that we have is that only 29% of domestic offences and 17% of 

sexual offences result in a charge, caution or another outcome.  The question really for you is: what are your 

thoughts about what the MPS or other partners could do to increase the number of successful prosecutions?  

It is not about prevention because we have talked about that and we can talk about that further, but what 

more could be done about increasing the percentage of people - men - who are brought to book?  The figure 

is low. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  The figure is appalling. The problem is 

that these statistics are incredibly low.  When you look at those graphs, it brings tears to my eyes, really.  

Women are not stupid and survivors are seeing those statistics; I think we are going to see a drop in people 

coming forward because they do understand that the chance of a prosecution is very, very slim. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We have seen increases in reporting, have we not, and so that has not 

trickled down yet? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We have seen that, yes, but a drop from 

the year before. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  OK.  Go on.  Continue. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We will continue to see a drop while 

these statistics are out there.  I do not know really what the right word is, but we should encourage women to 

tell the police because at least the police would then have statistics.  If it does not go to court, which it is 

unlikely to anyway, at least the police have the name of that perpetrator on their system.  We do want people 

to come forward but I do not think there are going to be as many people coming forward. 

 

Going back to my previous argument, it is the juries.  Once the strongest cases get to court - and there are so 

few that actually get to court and our Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVAs) support them going to 

court - there just over 50% are found guilty.  That is really an appalling statistic because it is only the strongest 
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cases that the police and the CPS feel are going to possibly end in a conviction and only just over 50% do.  It 

has to be heart-breaking for the police and it is certainly heart-breaking for our workers to see cases where the 

perpetrator is very obviously guilty based on all the evidence but for the presentation of him.  We need to get 

to the general public for them to understand that nice men can also be deviants.  When they see a perpetrator 

in court, they look at him as just a person, nicely spruced up.  I have seen some horrendous cases of 

miscarriage of justice where groups of boys have got off. 

 

There was one case this year where the judge really recognised that the perpetrator was guilty but the jury 

found him not guilty.  I cannot remember what it was called but the judge ordered that whenever the 

perpetrator had a relationship with a woman he had to report to the police beforehand. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  A Sexual Risk Order? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, a Sexual Risk Order.  That has not 

been used.  It is there but it has never been used.  We can do something like that and that should be instigated 

a little bit more, but to increase the level of convictions we need to reach the public.  That is what I was talking 

about earlier. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  This Committee will show some interest in that other side of the coin and 

the CPS and police aspect to it, but we want to evidence-gather from you.  Marai, have you any thoughts 

around the level? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Just a couple of things.  It is important to ask this 

question, but we are talking about broader structural stuff.  We have an adversarial criminal justice system that 

in seeking justice in a particular way very often puts women and girls through their paces in terms of the whole 

idea of their credibility.  That does not make for an easier process and a great experience in terms of passing 

through the criminal justice system.  That is a broader systemic concern and has been a concern for a lot of 

people doing our work for a long time: how can we have a justice system that feels like it is more appropriately 

tailored to the levels of vulnerability that we are talking about when we are talking about violence against 

women and girls? 

 

Very often, women and girls may not - according to our system - make the most credible witnesses because 

one of the things that happens is that they are traumatised.  If they are traumatised, they might not deliver an 

exact chronology of how things happened or might not remember an acute detail in a particular way or might 

get it wrong or might remember one detail and not another.  The adversarial system scrutinises every aspect of 

your story in order to make an assessment around your credibility and so it is not really friendly in supporting 

women and girls.  Of course there is going to be scrutiny because we do not want people to be wrongfully 

convicted but, equally, one of the things that we need to think about is what kind of experience we want 

women and girls to have in terms of our criminal justice process. 

 

The other thing is that we have not invested properly in the support aspect of it.  The independent women’s 

voluntary sector, which will provide the support to women while women are going through the criminal justice 

system, very often is under-resourced and is struggling to make sure that women are getting that level of 

support [required].  As Yvonne said, if you have an ISVA, the ISVA will work with that woman, but there are 

loads of women who will never, ever be in a situation where they are getting the level of support that they 

need. 
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I suppose the other side of it - and I do not know how helpful this is in terms of your thinking - is that from 

our perspective there are huge numbers of women who do not want to engage with the criminal justice system 

anyway.  For me, the priority is whatever she says is important to her.  If she says that the police, CPS, etc, are 

important, then we need to get that right.  But if she says that actually what she wants is good holistic 

support, 52 weeks of counselling at a Rape Crisis Centre, refuge, good community support, etc, then that is 

what my priority is going to be: getting her what she needs, not purely getting a prosecution for the sake of 

getting a prosecution.  I understand the importance of that, but I want her to feel safe and I want her to be 

OK.  Criminal justice processes do not always deliver that. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I take the point but, again, that example would be if the perpetrator is 

still out there and perhaps continuing that behaviour. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Absolutely, but perpetrator accountability - and, again, 

there are different perspectives on this - should not just be about sending men to prison for them to go and 

learn how to become more abusive to other women.  We need programmes that intervene with men.  We need 

good, well-constructed perpetrator programmes as well.  I do not want that to be developed at the expense of 

women’s services and I am not saying that, but what I do not want is for us to just simply lock men up and then 

release them onto 15 other women 10 years later.  That is not creating the level of change that we need in our 

society.  If we are going to lock men up, we also need to do work with them about their behaviour.  You do not 

send them to more misogynistic environments to learn more misogynistic behaviour and to learn how to hate 

women and to share stories about how to get away with it.  That is not actually helping.  We need to think 

about not just that victim but who his next victims are going to be. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Thank you.  

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I will be brief because I know there 

are quite a lot of questions.  In terms of what the MPS should do and could do to increase the number of 

prosecutions, I completely echo my colleagues’ points about how it is not just what every woman wants and 

how it is not the main question. 

 

However, I did want to give credit where it is due to the last two DMPCs, who have both presided over a lot of 

work to massively improve the data that we have about the way the MPS behaves and then the way the CPS is 

behaving.  Even just a few years ago, it was not possible to scrutinise this area terribly well and both the 

DMPCs have led the way that has happened.  At the quarterly meetings of the VAWG Panel - now Board - 

there have been incrementally more and more discussions and developments and improvements in what they 

are committed to. 

 

You might be familiar with it now: on the City Hall website is the VAWG Dashboard where you can look at, on a 

pretty regular basis, either quarterly or even monthly, the reporting figures for different forms of abuse and 

some of the eventual justice outcomes.  That is quite rigorous.  It is better than they have in some other parts 

of the country.  It echoes what is being done nationally by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) 

and so on.  Until you have that, you cannot start to talk about it.  It is the same story in every area, is it not?  

Until you have really good data, you cannot properly examine performance.  I would say well done for that and 

I hope that that continues.  If there truly is a deterrent effect from some convictions, then good and we need 

that data to get that. 

 

What I would say on the other side is that if you are thinking about this question, I would like you to bear in 

mind that the number of rapes, for example - and this is echoed in the different forms of abuse - that go all 
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the way to charge, prosecution and then conviction or acquittal is not reflective of the different types of rape, 

so-called, as a whole.  We estimate usually that about 10% of rapes, for example, are stranger rapes but a 

much bigger proportion of those that are prosecuted are stranger rapes.  That is for lots of different reasons.  It 

is victim behaviour in terms of the inclination to report or not and how you will feel as to whether you will be 

believed and whether you are going to be scrutinised when it is somebody who is already known to you, but it 

is also police and CPS judgements about whether your case is credible, whether you are a credible witness and 

so on. 

 

To come back to child sexual exploitation, which has been very much getting our attention in the past three or 

four years, it is really important to understand that that phenomenon did not just suddenly arise and start 

magically getting prosecuted.  Those cases were always happening and the CPS, doing its job as charged, was 

deciding, “Those girls are not going to make good witnesses.  There is not a case for prosecution here”, and 

letting them fall.  The perpetrators of that abuse knew that and they were getting away with it because they 

knew that those girls would not be believed and would be deemed poor witnesses.  The Jay report [Alexis Jay, 

Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Exploitation in Rotherham 1997-2013] into Rotherham said that the 

perpetrators were on a learning journey and they learned they were getting away with it and they escalated the 

behaviour and the violence and the amount of other men they were in contact with.  There is something very 

serious about our judgements throughout the criminal justice system about different kinds of witnesses, 

different kinds of crime and what can and cannot be prosecuted well. 

 

This relates to the point that I wanted to make - I went off on a tangent there - about how it is really good to 

see this rigorous work done on data and on truly trying to scrutinise the MPS in London.  That work is 

compromised by, on the other side, the politicisation of this extremely important work.  Frankly, when [Sir] 

Bernard Hogan-Howe [Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis] chooses to take an opinion piece to say, “We 

should change the rules around believing victims”, in order to target the media and to make what is an 

extremely political point, a point that is not well backed up and that he could not defend, it is not helpful to 

what a lot of different people in the statutory and voluntary sector are trying to do in London to improve 

justice in the long term. 

 

Similarly, some newspapers continue attacks on the CPS for its work in this area.  Alison Saunders, who heads it 

now, led it in London for a long time and has overseen some very progressive work on improving the exact 

minutiae of the guidelines for prosecutors on what they can and cannot or should and should not bring to 

court and how to do it.  She and many colleagues, for example, did the work that said, “How do we get those 

grooming cases into court?  What can we change?  How do we hold those men to account?”  That is why 

those cases suddenly appeared. 

 

The political attacks on that work are extremely unhelpful for this.  The Daily Telegraph consistently criticises 

her and criticises the work that the CPS is doing around consent and so on.  Similarly, individual cases, when 

they are prosecuted, are commonly misrepresented in the media and elsewhere and by politicians as though as 

an acquittal indicates a false allegation.  This is a constant miscommunication about sexual violence in 

particular and it is detrimental to those who can hear it.  To the majority of victims who never report and who 

can hear this constant echo of, “Women make it up”, “It is not true”, “It is not credible”, “Only a certain kind 

of woman gets raped”, “Only a certain kind of man does it”, the constant repeat of these messages in the 

public domain is extremely unhelpful to getting this job done. 

 

I am saying that there is rigorous and smart work going on here and at the MPS.  The MPS has really good data 

now on what gets prosecuted.  The MPS’s own data shows, by the way, that different kinds of women and 

different kinds of men experience justice outcomes here differently.  Frankly, white women who are raped are 
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more likely to see their case go all the way through than black women.  Black men against whom an allegation 

is made are similarly more likely to go all the way through to conviction than white men.  There is a really 

important issue for us to look at there.  Good, rigorous work can help us with that.  The politicisation and 

sometimes quite mercenary behaviour around the way this is messaged is really unhelpful and is insulting to 

victims. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I get the point.  Stripping that away, if you can, the figures are still low.  

That is the point? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Yes. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  You would be interested - and you will know this - that the CPS 

published only yesterday its annual report around this subject.  I will not go into it now.  I will give a chance for 

colleagues to examine it. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  I wanted to ask just a few things that arose out of what you said about needing a bigger 

team at MOPAC and also the general approach of a city government to this thing.  What I wanted to know 

really was whether you have had the chance or the opportunity to study another city that you particularly think 

has the right approach?  Is there another comparable city?  Is there a model that we would actually like to go 

towards? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  As I said, I have another centre in Surrey 

and Sussex and -- 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  I meant an international city, even.  Do you know? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  International?  No, I do not know. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  There might be a particular model that you think actually gets it right. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  From my perspective, London is leading the way around 

a lot of this work.  My concern is that we have a really fantastic Strategy.  How do we make the Strategy 

deliverable?  How do we think about resourcing the Strategy?  That is what we have to do with any strategic 

document.  We have to ask how workable it is.  I want us to aim high.  I do not want us to restrict our vision by 

saying that we do not have enough money.  I would rather that we aim high and then try to get the money 

while we are doing the work. 

 

I have done work in different countries including New Zealand.  Even looking at that space, where there is 

really good working, the approach of regional government really taking the leadership around this is brilliant in 

London.  That approach I am not going to fault; we just need to think about how we resource it.  What do you 

need in here to deliver on this?  What do you need out there in terms of your partners to deliver on this? 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Thank you. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  I wanted to ask - which you slightly covered, actually, Sarah - about this intersectionality 

that you mentioned earlier between racial discrimination and victims and whether there was a disparity also in 

conviction rates according to the different backgrounds of the victims and you have talked about that.  

However, when it comes to support services, we talk about the importance of specialist support and I just 
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wondered if you had any thoughts about the importance of specialisms within the CPS and the police to try to 

understand and help to reduce this. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  You are right that that MPS data is 

really good and it shows for domestic and sexual violence the different outcomes by ethnicity, which is really 

important.  It is showing it for domestic and sexual violence. 

 

At the same time, because our Strategy - rightly - covers the different forms of abuse, there is a public push 

and quite a public scrutiny of forced marriage and FGM prosecutions all the time as if they are the only issues 

for BAME communities.  They are just not.  The BAME women’s organisations in London that run refuges, for 

example, have done so for decades, the same as more mainstream organisations, and have really good 

expertise in domestic violence in different BAME communities, the dynamics of abuse in those communities, 

what women face when they need to escape and so on. 

 

That expertise - and this is a recent phenomenon - is being marginalised perhaps and is becoming less visible 

because the public focus on BAME women and the experience of abuse is becoming all about FGM and forced 

marriage.  It just is not and it never was.  Certainly we have the specialism in our sector led by BAME women 

who absolutely need to be supported better to have their doors stay open, for example, because there is a 

move towards more generic provision, which is very harmful. 

 

Yes, though, within the criminal justice system stages, the CPS and the police, we really would benefit from 

more specialist understanding of this because this is still at the stage where we are just appreciating the data.  

Frankly, that is because lots of us and others for many years were asking if we can have the desegregated data 

because we have a strong sense and we knew it was going to show you different outcomes.  We have the data 

now.  It is a question of how you go forward.  Your question is right; it would be about involving some 

specialism in the criminal justice system.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  A few years ago I was involved in training prosecutors 

within the CPS around issues such as forced marriage and honour-based violence, and that is hugely helpful in 

terms of having people that hold a certain amount of expertise.  However, I do want my everyday police officer 

who is responding to any incident of violence against women and girls to be able to not have a meltdown 

because they have walked into a particular household and they are going, “My god, this is really different”.  I 

want women to get an appropriate response irrespective of who is turning up at a particular incident.  Some of 

that is also how we make sure that we have well-trained police officers and that we have prosecutors that 

understand.  I do not expect them to have the level of expertise that we have around the table.  This is what 

we do.  We live and breathe this and so I am not expecting that.  I am expecting them, at least, if you want to 

call them your first responders, to be able to unpack risk, safety, need, etc.   

 

I also want them to work in partnership with your specialist agencies.  If you do not know who to go to, to ask, 

ask those questions.  Because we are operating within an adversarial system, we have situations where police 

officers do not always feel able to reach out and have conversations with the specialist agencies, and I want 

that to happen.  I want prosecutors to have a lot more understanding of violence against women and girls more 

broadly. 

 

If I think about something like FGM, FGM is just another form of violence against women and girls.  That is 

what it is.  When we throw our hands up in the air, when we make it about everything else apart from how 

women and girls are subjugated and when we make it about all sorts of other things, what we do is we silence 

those women and we make it impossible for women to come forward.  I want prosecutors who locate that 
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thinking in terms of gender and who are able to go, “This is what is happening”.  That is the thing that will 

make a difference for me.  Culture and identity are important, but I do not want those narratives to stop 

statutory agencies from doing what they are supposed to do in terms of an appropriate response.  I do not 

want the same, but I at least want equal. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Thank you very much.  I can answer Peter’s [Whittle AM] question about 

the model.  Back in 2008/09, MOPAC and the Mayor were looking at other models internationally and the 

model that was formed was the London model.  It started from the bottom upwards, like crisis centres and 

other colleagues, and so it was very much a London model.  It has now been adopted by others, which is a 

good thing.  Thank you for that.   

 

We are now going to move on to a set of questions particularly around sexual assault, sexual offences and rape 

and about the chronic underreporting, but also with the potential that reporting is generally increasing and 

with the profile of Yewtree that may increase even further.  Unmesh, you have some questions around that. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Yes, a couple of questions, Chairman, if I may.  The first question is 

specifically to you, Ms Traynor.  Do you think that the MPS currently has the capacity and resources to provide 

robust response and support to victims of rape in London, particularly with the very welcome increase in 

reporting? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  No is the short answer.  Each officer has 

something like between 30 and 50 cases that they are dealing with for each officer.  It is obviously not enough.  

We had great concerns when we knew that the police had to claw back a lot of money and that there were not 

going to be officers replaced, but the Sapphire teams have assured us that their staffing levels are going to 

increase.  There was a model that they have just started, which is a pilot, so that domestic violence cases are 

being treated by - it is in Croydon, in fact - Croydon police and the Sapphire team is going to deal with more 

direct sexual offences, such as in a domestic violence case.  They are looking at that model to see if that is 

going to help the numbers of people coming forward.   

 

What we do not want to do is reduce policing levels because there has been an increase in reporting, there has 

been an increase in the work that they have to do and it would be a huge disaster if we reduced policing levels. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  In terms of the Mayor’s Police and Crime Plan, what are your thoughts 

- this is a question to all three of you - in terms of how victims of rape and sexual assaults can be better 

supported?  We answered this question to some extent already. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Yes, I know.  I will not go back over what 

I said. 

 

One of the ways that they can be better supported is that every single person that goes through the criminal 

justice system and goes through to trial needs to be supported by an ISVA, without a doubt.  We have shown 

that if a survivor has an ISVA with them through the process, there is less of a change of them dropping out.  

Our attrition rate is really quite high in sexual offence cases and, with an ISVA, that attrition rate is virtually 

zero.  We need to increase the number of ISVAs that are supporting right through to the trial and sitting with 

them. 

 

We have had a bit of a battle with the court system where the Witness Service would be sitting with the 

witness at the trial but, having supported somebody for a year, 18 months, sometimes two years, to all of a 
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sudden step back on the very crucial day was a disaster.  We have arrangements now with the courts that our 

ISVAs will sit behind them.  This is a first in the country as well, so we are leading the way there.  We have 

achieved this kicking and struggling, I have to say.  The judges were really not happy about it and the Witness 

Service was not happy about it, but slowly they have been coming around.  That was with the help of MOPAC, 

I have to say.  We were saying this is a travesty.  We are supporting these women all the way through and then 

we just have to leave them and say, “Right, get on with it”, without being there to support them. 

 

It is imperative that they have an independent, unbiased person that is going to explain to them what is going 

to happen.  The police have to stick to the job that they are doing, which is so vital, and the job that they are 

experts in.  I do not think they are experts in supporting women.  They need to leave that to us.  They need to 

leave it to the ISVAs and carry on with the investigation.   

 

The other thing that is a huge problem is the court delays.  I cannot tell you how many.  We do give this 

information to MOPAC and to the CPS Rape and Serious Sexual Offences (RASSO) Unit to say, “Look at all the 

cases we have had”.  A case very rarely goes to trial on the day that they say it is going to.  It is a complete 

disaster.  I do not understand what happens with the court system, why there are so many delays.  We are 

preparing somebody, getting ready, building up their resilience to get to trial, and then all of a sudden, the day 

before or that morning even, they are told that that case is now not going ahead, a piece of paper is missing, 

that somebody is sick, the judge is on holiday or whatever the excuse is, and so then it is postponed again.  If 

that witness did not have the support of an ISVA, she would drop out.  We have had to work really hard to 

keep them in the system.  We need to be looking at the court processes and why there are so many delays.   

 

I have advocated for a specialist court for sexual offences.  That has been vetoed by judges.  They are not 

really happy about that.  If we could do anything that would reduce the delays in the trial process, all the 

better.  Having to wait for a year anyway for your trial date is ridiculous because we want to give that person 

full therapy to help her recover.  We cannot give her full therapy because the defence might use that against 

her and against us.  We need to do something to make that wait a lot shorter and we need to be working with 

the courts.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I want to take it outside of the context of policing for a 

moment and just think about how we can do more to support women and girls more broadly.  I would say we 

need to - of course I would say this because I am working in this area - look at how specialist services are being 

resourced.  At the moment the way organisations are being resourced does not match the level of need that we 

have in London.  We have a few BAME-specific services in London.  Those services have been subject to 

disproportionate cuts.  Those services are living in a constant state of anxiety around resources.  We have ideas 

around funding that do not recognise the need for specialist responses, so from my perspective I want to see 

more focus on what we do for BAME victims.   

 

The data that Sarah [Green] referenced was a report that was done by Betsy Stanko [Honorary Professor of 

Criminology, Royal Holloway, University of London] and another academic colleague looking specifically at 

police data.  It recognised that white men are much more likely to be no-crimed than black men, and white 

men are much more likely to be no-crimed if their victims are black or if their victims are BAME.  What that is 

saying to BAME women is, “Your experiences of rape are not important.  You are not as credible”.  This is a 

real area of concern. 

 

We need to look at how we adjust that side of things, but what support do we need to put in place in terms of 

a women’s independent voluntary sector?  We need to make sure that we are not giving messages.  This is my 

London, this is my city.  I want this to be safe for all of us.  If we are giving messages to groups of women, 
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“Your life and your experiences are not as important as other women’s experiences”, then that is not a city that 

I am proud of. 

 

I want us to start to think about how we can redress that imbalance and how we can make sure that BAME 

victims are supported appropriately.  You are not going to do that if you do not pull in the specialism and you 

are not going to do that if you do not resource BAME services appropriately.  London has some of the best 

services that you could ever have in terms of that BAME specialism.  Why are those services constantly under 

threat and why are they disproportionately affected by funding cuts?  That would be my area of focus.  We 

need to think about independent services.  As Yvonne [Traynor] says, I want the police to do their job, but 

there is something about the independence of provision that means that women are much more likely to trust 

those services.   

 

Also, I would not be here having this conversation with you if we did not have those services.  The expertise 

around violence against women and girls did not come from statutory agencies.  It started with the women’s 

movement raising these issues.  We would not have had conversations around forced marriage if we did not 

have the BAME specialism because it is BAME women who said, “Forced marriages are a live and real issue”.  If 

we close down services, we do not just lose vital services for women.  We use that critical thinking that helps to 

change your landscape, so we also need to be thinking not just beyond the individual support, but how can we 

change the face of this forever?  I want to be out of a job because we have ended violence against women and 

girls.  I do not want to be out of a job because our organisation is closed down.  I want us to be out of a job 

because we have managed to crack this, and I think we can do that in London.   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I know there is a lot else to cover.  

For the big picture, when you are looking at whether the MPS has the resources to respond to sexual violence 

adequately, I would really bear in mind the context you are in, which is beyond the MPS’s control or your 

control: the enormous surge in reporting of sexual violence since around 2012/13, as recognised by 

everybody, because of Jimmy Savile and the other high-profile people in court and because of the enormous 

attention to the grooming trials as well.  The police everywhere have reported usually about a third increase in 

reports.  Can you believe that?  In a year, in two years, you get a third increase in reports, while support 

services have between 50% and 100% increases in enquiries of women seeking support. 

 

There is a very profound social and cultural change happening in Britain of the survivors of abuse seeing that 

other people are being believed and thinking, “I do want to talk to somebody and I can see that someone 

might believe me”.  That change is beyond the control of any of us, but you are having a conversation about 

whether the MPS’s resource is adequate in that context, and that is unavoidable.  The vision for any planning 

and resourcing for the police, as well as the statutory agencies and the voluntary sector, has to be rooted in 

the fact of that enormous change happening, because all of us should be involved in trying to ensure that 

surge continues, not the backlash stuff that is saying, “Women make it up”, or whatever. 

 

The second minor point is it is important when you are thinking about this just to make sure you have a good 

understanding of the difference, for example, with the Havens in London, the statutory services, which are 

hospital-based and do really good, immediate response in sexual violence cases.  For example, they do the 

forensics work, completely separate from a police officer, who you might feel is pressuring you to prosecute.  

They can save your forensics for a long time and so on, and they do have really good referral or should be able 

to refer to longer-term counselling.  The work that the women’s movement does and the voluntary sector does 

in this area of supporting women is different from that and always has been, and it is really important that we 

are all working together to ensure that they can get the best outcomes for women.  None of us want to see 
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some kind of competition for resources and so on because that is what underwrites some of the questions in 

this area sometimes. 

 

Finally, if you are looking at whether the police have the resources to respond on rape, bear in mind that a 

third of reported rapes in Britain are of under-16s.  That is something that should alarm all of us any time we 

hear it.  That was first conclusively shown earlier this year with new Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

statistics, the new Household Survey.  It is very significant.  It means that in London, if you are looking at how 

we respond, to repeat an earlier point, you have to make sure that schools and school leaders understand the 

prevalence and the significance of sexual assaults under the age of 16.  Frankly, our services do encounter 

schools where rapes are reported and not responded to and schools are not declaring that they have a problem 

with sexual violence.   

 

I would finally draw your attention to this.  Next Tuesday Parliament’s Women and Equalities Committee will 

publish its report from its inquiry into sexual harassment and sexual violence in schools, an inquiry that should 

never have had to run, but the evidence to the Committee at the beginning saying, “You really have to look at 

this issue”, was urgent.  The evidence it has heard has been alarming and horrific, frankly, but there is a 

massive wake-up call going on to all of us about the scale of sexual violence, which is disproportionately 

committed against girls and young women, and you cannot talk about an adequate response unless you are 

talking about whether you are able to deal with under-16s. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  You talked of the three Havens.  There is a proposal to replace them 

with one central facility.  What are your thoughts on that?  Would that help? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  There is quite a bit of detail to it 

and it sounds sensible, I am sure, because what really matters is that women can access a service.  At the 

moment, London’s three Havens have been in Camberwell, Whitechapel and Paddington, all in a hospital 

setting.  Sometimes those places have been closed due to different resourcing issues, and then, for example, 

the local Rape Crisis Centres and other sexual violence services have been left in a difficult pathway situation 

for how they work with women this weekend.  Similarly, the police are reliant on those places sometimes.  I am 

sure it sounds common sense. 

 

To me, the macro question is more important.  The way that London commissions support services for victims 

must follow our core principles on ending and preventing abuse of women and girls in the first place.  When we 

get to commissioning, we need to already have recognised the unique expertise of the voluntary sector.  I 

would say that it stands.  The voluntary sector’s advice led to some of the Havens’ principles in the first place.  

They do fantastic work.  That does sound like common sense, but any consultation on it has to listen to 

everybody who really knows about the subject.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Can I add to that?  There may be a strong business case 

in terms of this super-facility.  My issue would be that the Havens are focusing specifically on the forensic 

aspect of it, which is not the same and not a replacement for what Rape Crisis services are doing.  I would be 

worried about what that means in terms of travel and what that means in terms of a woman’s experience, 

particularly because we are talking about the forensic side of it and so we are talking about a crisis point and 

then an immediate response.  Although a super-facility might sound great on one level, does that mean that 

we have to invest new money in that?  Is that money that is going to come away from the other services that 

are already under-resourced?  Mostly importantly, what does this mean about survivor pathways?  I do not 

want anything more and I do not want anything else, another obstacle placed in front of a woman who has to 
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go through the invasive process that is a forensic examination.  We need to make sure that we are not doing 

anything that makes it harder for victims at the point of crisis or at any point.   

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I do not really understand what the 

difficulties have been with the Havens, whether there have been physical difficulties that led to a decision that 

this might be a brilliant idea.  On a very practical level, if you are taking somebody to a Haven, we know 

travelling across London - it would be travelling across London in a car for the police - is a complete 

nightmare.  Having one centre, wherever it is going to be, is going to increase the amount of time it takes to 

get somebody there.  It is going to have to have a lot of examination rooms because they all have to be 

swabbed down in between each person who comes in.  I do not understand the reasons.  If something is 

working well, why would we change it?  What has not been explained to anybody is what the problems have 

been.  As far as we knew, it was all working really well.   

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chairman):  I think your colleague talked about a business case.  

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  I have two points.  At the start of Yvonne’s answer to Unmesh, you referred to the 

pilot to transfer domestic violence investigation from Sapphire to the Borough Command Units (BCUs). 

 

I wonder what you thought about that.  You mentioned it was going to happen.  Is there a risk, therefore, that 

the issue of violence against women and girls becomes fragmented, bearing in mind the points you made 

earlier on about seeing it in a holistic way?  Some of you made that very important point.  Is there a risk that, 

first of all, it becomes fragmented and, secondly, to a degree downgraded by taking it out of the specialist 

Sapphire teams? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Our main concerns were diluting the 

expertise because we know the Sapphire teams have huge expertise.  By removing that expertise to more of a 

local level, we know that frontline officers are not as experienced.  We took part in training for frontline 

officers, which was an online training package, but it was quite a basic package.  My worry is that the expertise 

will be lost and that we will be left with a lot of front line officers who really do not know quite what they are 

doing.  We are waiting for the results.  I have been asking Croydon police - because I am on their independent 

advisory group (IAG) - for the results of how they felt that it has gone and we are still waiting to see what the 

results are and how that has worked well.   

 

We have not had any clients that have gone through that process because we will always contact Sapphire in 

Sutton or wherever - the southeast generally or the southwest hub - because we know that they have the 

expertise there.  We have asked the Sapphire units.  We have a special arrangement as to the other Rape Crisis 

Centres.  If we get a client who wants to report to them, we can ask a Sapphire officer to come to our centre.   

 

I do not know quite how it is working.  I understand the reasons for the implementation, but we have not really 

had the report yet. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  Presumably, the lesson is we have to make absolutely sure that before there is any 

question of running it out across the MPS, which I think is their intention, there is a proper evaluation done of 

the pilot. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Absolutely. 
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Andrew Dismore AM:  Is your borough the only one where the pilot is actually being done or is it being 

piloted elsewhere? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  As far as I know, it is only in Croydon. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  OK.  The same question follows on from that, which is a question about resourcing 

because all three of you talked a lot about resourcing.  Presumably, this is a response to trying to get a quart 

out of a pint pot all the time.  You talked about disproportionate cuts. 

 

I do not know what you mean by “disproportionate” because the whole of the MPS has faced £600 million so 

far.  There is another £400 million, we understand, to come.  Is it disproportionate or is it a share of the cuts?  

My understanding was that Sapphire has been pretty well protected from the cuts.  Am I wrong about that, or 

has Sapphire been protected from cuts?  What you are saying, in effect, is that it is not necessarily 

disproportionate but, because there has been a growth, you want to see a larger share of the resources going 

to this issue, which means there have to be bigger cuts somewhere else? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Sure.  When I was talking about disproportionality, I was 

talking about BAME-led independent violence against women and girls services, rather than the focus on the 

MPS.  What we have seen in terms of cuts more broadly to women’s services is that BAME groups are much 

more likely to be affected by those cuts, and that, at local level, commissioners also do not often understand 

why you might need the BAME specialism, which means that BAME groups are targeted for decommissioning, 

not based on performance but based on their right to exist as a BAME-specific service.  That is what I am 

talking about, rather than the police. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  Do you have any figures to show that?  That would be very helpful. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Yes.  I can send them through.  We produced a report a 

few months ago called Capital Losses, which focused specifically on the experiences of BAME ending violence 

against women and girls services.  We are talking about 17 services in London.  Eleven of those services 

supported over 21,000 women and children over a 12-month period and so we are talking about a huge 

amount of work.  We are talking about London benefiting from that expertise and from that knowledge and 

then those services being made vulnerable. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  You are saying that has disproportionately affected BAME as compared to cuts more 

generally? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Yes, as opposed to the more generic services.  Yes. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  OK.  Going back to the original point about resources, the MPS has had £600 million 

in cuts so far and we understand there is another £400 million to come unless the Government changes its 

mind.  Where does that money come from?  We are always trying to get a quart out of a pint pot in, say, the 

Neighbourhood Teams, for example.  We never really got to the bottom of whether we get to an increase in 

reporting because people are more confident or whether there has actually been more crime.  That is one of 

those questions nobody really knows.  Are you saying, therefore, that there should be an increase in resources 

at the expense of some other service? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  If we are doing statistics and facts 

and so on, the point is that when you have a huge increase in reporting - around a third for most police forces, 
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including the MPS - that means it is a bigger proportion or police business.  It is not static: “Sapphire had this 

last year, and the other units specialising on fraud or whatever had this much.  How do we top-slice each 

one?”  It is becoming a bigger part of police business. 

 

One of the police think-tanks recently published a really good, forward-looking report on - what all of us know 

about - the long-term decrease in acquisitive crime.  The report was about what police training needs to do.  It 

says the police are going to have to be trained in responding to sexual crime and online fraud and so on.  From 

a business point of view, it is a growth area for the police.  There cannot be a question about cutting it when it 

is an area that also involves serious expertise.  That is why Sapphire and the way Sapphire is managed matters.  

It is a slightly macro answer, but it is not static.  It is growing.  It is becoming a bigger part of police business.  

Domestic violence is estimated at between a quarter and a sixth of police calls, of all incoming calls.  They are 

not rare incidents.  It is a massive part of everyday police business. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  The consequence of what you are saying is that if there are cuts, they have to fall 

somewhere else within the MPS?  There have been cuts because the Government says so. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I do not want to say that because I 

do not want different people’s lives and difference circumstances in people’s lives to be impacted.  It is a very 

difficult question.   

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  That is the decision this Committee is going to have to make.   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  There is a strong case that there 

has been such historic inattention to sexual abuse and sexual violence, in particular talking about the numbers.  

A lot of the surge in cases - survivors do not like the term ‘historic abuse’ - are cases where the assault 

happened quite some time ago, and they are still living with the consequences.  Some of those people decide, 

“Actually, I do want to seek justice.  I might want some counselling and support.  I want justice as well”.  The 

historic inattention and our society’s lack of care for those people makes a strong case for how we really 

should put the resource in now to make sure you stand the best possible change of getting a justice outcome if 

that is what you want.   

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  Just to come back to the point made earlier, am I right that Sapphire has been so far 

relatively protected from the cuts? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I believe so.  There is constant 

rejigging and restructuring of the different parts of sexual violence and so I know the MPS is having a go at 

ensuring there is good expertise around child sexual abuse and child sexual exploitation within Sapphire and it 

has moved that several times.  There is an important point there in that child sexual exploitation is in our minds 

more than it used to be.  In London it is quite specific and so it is really important that the MPS invests in 

making sure it has a good understanding of the dynamics of that behaviour here because it is different from 

other towns in London.   

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  I will go back briefly to the first question I put to Yvonne.  What is your view about 

moving domestic violence to the BCUs from Sapphire? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Like Marai said before, it is really 

important that every single first responder at the MPS has had good training, everything from not being 

sceptical to having an understanding of the dynamics of the different forms of abuse of women and girls.  That 
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is not too much to ask of every first responder.  I am worried about the downgrading of anything that needs 

expertise for investigation, and that might be what is at stake here.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Croydon police took the initiative of wearing body-worn 

cameras, and we are also waiting for a report for that because that is going to be rolled out across the MPS 

and might be quite useful in prosecutions.  It is about the Safeguarding Unit: are they going to be held 

accountable?  I know the MPS and the Sapphire units are held accountable and really do engage with the third 

sector.  As far as the Safeguarding team is going, I am not sure that there is that much engagement. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We are going to Caroline’s question about child sexual exploitation, but it 

is worth just reinforcing Andrew’s very strong point that with the third increase, with historic reporting coming 

in, with reducing police budget, the fact of the matter is this is going to have a massive effect on the MPS, the 

MPS’s resources and the MPS’s services, and we need to look at it because that is the fact of the matter. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Thank you, yes.  We already started talking about it and all these things are 

linked, but lots of work has now been done raising the profile of the issue of child sexual exploitation and what 

has really been going on, as you say, for many years.  Do you think we now fully understand the scale of this 

and the nature of it in London and how we should be responding to it? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  We recently supported the London Child Sexual 

Exploitation Needs Assessment, and one of the things that was interesting around that is trying to understand 

what is different about London.  In London, for example, what we have is evidence suggesting stronger links 

with serious youth violence than in other cities, but what we do not know is whether practitioners have just 

been trained to look more in those places than they might do in other cities.  My concern is that we are not 

always carrying out the level of scrutiny and we are not always identifying child sexual exploitation, but we 

have had huge improvements.  We have great partnerships at local levels in particular areas that really look at 

how you do that multi-agency work in order to make young people safe. 

 

One of the things that is still coming up, though, time and time again is ineffective management of risk, 

agencies not knowing what they should be doing, particularly if we are talking about, for example, a young 

woman who may be a victim but may also be involved in offending.  We have situations where police officers 

are trying to work out, “How do I manage this in terms of how vulnerable she is, and why do I have to now find 

myself in a situation where I have to take that young woman into custody in order to keep her safe?”  We do 

not want situations where vulnerable young women are not being supported and the only outlet or the only 

response can be to push them through a criminal justice pathway in order to have them be safe.  There are real 

gaps at the moment.  We need to strengthen our analysis of risk and we need to think about how we support 

agencies to be able to respond appropriately.  I am not convinced that we are getting that right. 

 

We also do not have great accommodation-based responses.  We do not know how to think about it.  We have 

not been good at saying, “How do we move that young woman out of that area?”  What does it look like if you 

take a young woman who is essentially a London young woman, a 14-year-old, an urban child, and you try to 

send her somewhere else in order to keep her safe?  That might not be the best thing in terms of how she 

thinks about her life and in terms of keeping her safe.  Despite the Deputy Children’s Commissioner’s report 

and despite all the good work that has been done in London, we still are failing to protect young women at the 

level that we need to.  We still have not dealt with that aspect of it appropriately. 
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Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Do you think there are still challenges where, as you say, the police come along 

and they may see a young woman who maybe is involved in other activity but is a victim of not believing?  

That came out in the report from the Children’s Commissioner that they just did not believe these young girls. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Police officers I have spoken to have got better and in 

different areas - for example, in Lewisham - there is great work being done.  There has been a shift in 

consciousness in some areas.  It is not consistent and we need to recognise that.  In the same way, it is not 

consistent around any form of violence against women and girls.  I do not want to slate the police and say that 

good work is not happening, but we still need a position that says, “Just because this 14-year-old girl may not 

be behaving in the way that girls should behave doesn’t mean she is not being exploited”.  Too much of it rests 

on this idea of her credibility based on whether she is conducting herself in what is considered an appropriate 

female way.  We have to do some training around that so we recognise the particular vulnerabilities.  We know 

which girls seem to be targeted more.  The way that we tend to frame it is those girls are much more vulnerable 

to exploitation.   

 

Yvonne [Traynor] talked at the beginning about perpetration.  I want us to look at how perpetrators are 

selecting particular groups of girls and particular girls, so girls that might be in the care system.  If we are 

talking about a 16-year-old boy choosing that girl, targeting her for sexual bullying in the school environment, 

we know that there can be a sophistication among particular groups of perpetrators.  We also know for some 

teenage boys that it might be purely opportunistic.  It might be, “That girl happens to be the girl that is sitting 

in front of me in the classroom at that point in time, and she is the one that I’m going to target”.  We are not 

making it safe in schools for those disclosures to happen.  Schools are a critical point in terms of this work as 

well.  We also need to think outside of policing and say, “What do we do in our school environments?”  We 

need a whole-school approach in order to not just prevent this from happening but also respond appropriately.   

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Are there any schools in London that really are best practice in this area, and 

perhaps with the local school police officer helping there as well? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Off the top of my head I cannot name schools, but we 

do now that there are some schools.  For example, an organisation called Tender has been doing work in 

different schools.  Different organisations have been doing that kind of support work, so there are a few 

schools across the capital that have done some good work.  I do not have the evaluation data on me right now 

but we can certainly get some information through to the Committee. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  That would be helpful.  OK.   

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  We have been doing work in schools as 

well, and we were also doing teacher training as well because we found that the teachers actually knew less 

about sexual violence and sexual exploitation than the children did, which is a bit of a concern.  There was a 

pushing-away of any young people disclosing to teachers because they did not know how to handle it.  They 

did not know how to ask the right questions.  They did not know what they would then have to do, because 

this was opening a whole can of worms.  We go back to the prevention stage.  I know MOPAC has a new 

initiative about rolling out training to all schools.  This is something that is absolutely vital so that we can 

capture what is going on and we can provide information for women to come forward. 

 

I know we have several women who were in therapy who have been exploited, who would not go to the police 

because their whole community would be completely jeopardised.  They are more fearful of the men exploiting 

them than they are of the police.  Reporting anything that they are doing about this gang, reporting the gang 
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or reporting their neighbours or reporting anybody else, has such huge ramifications that it is extremely hard, 

as Marai was saying.  What do you do with that girl?  Do you take her out of her whole environment, but then 

who is left behind?  Her family are left behind.  Her little sister is left behind, her brother is left behind, who 

can be targeted by the perpetrators.  It is a huge piece of work that needs to be done but we need to create a 

safe environment for women to come forward and get the help that they need.  It might not be through the 

police, but to get the help they need so they feel more confident in doing something themselves.  We also 

need that whole-school approach of going into every single school in London, and that will be a huge and 

brand new initiative in the country - in the world I would say - that would give survivors voices and give young 

people voices.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  We also need to recognise that we are talking about 

safeguarding children. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Absolutely. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Sometimes if a child is behaving in a particular way, we 

suddenly forget that we have safeguarding obligations.  If we start to deal with this as a safeguarding issue 

that is gendered - it is disproportionately girls who are impacted by this; it is disproportionately boys and men 

who are doing this - because it is gendered, we cannot just go, “It is a simple safeguarding thing”, without the 

gendered analysis.  We need that in terms of thinking about how we respond and what we need to do to 

interrupt what is happening but also keep her safe in the long term. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  In 2015 MOPAC and the NHS did a review of child sexual assault pathways in 

London and recommended five ‘child houses’ in London by 2020.  Is that the right model for London?  Is that 

something you think is the right way forward? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  The first one is just opening and so it is 

going to be a pilot.  It seems like it might be a good idea, but I have not actually seen the complete model.  

The idea is that they can report from the child houses, they can get therapy from the child houses, they can 

get safeguarding issues and everything can happen within that child house.  I really do not know how it will 

work because I have not seen what they think the outcomes will be. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Has it been successfully done elsewhere? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I chatted with colleagues in Iceland about this, and their 

perspective was one of the reasons that it works in Iceland is because the way that the work was thought 

about was really heavily informed by the women’s movement work there, so there was not this thing that the 

children are over there and the work around violence against women and girls is over there.  They had a huge 

amount of input and, therefore, feel as if the child house has created a lot of safety for particular groups of 

children, but there was not this disconnect.  We need to make sure that the child house does not emerge as 

something completely that is about MOPAC, NHS England and children’s sector agencies.  The thinking also 

needs to be informed by the people that understand the gendered nature of child sexual exploitation.  I am not 

sure that that has necessarily happened in the way that it should. 

 

I would also worry about any structure that takes resources away from already cash-strapped agencies.  We 

find new money for the child house but we cannot find new money for Rape Crisis services and we cannot find 

new money where we know models of working already exist.  That is anxiety-inducing for me.  What does this 

mean? 
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Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Piloting this needs to be an additional resource going in to trial something. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Absolutely.  It needs to be tight and we need to be able 

to scrutinise that as people that are already doing the work and people that hold a huge amount of expertise. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Just a really brief point on that.  It 

is a broad point really about commissioning.  This is going to happen a lot over this administration.  It is very 

attractive for MOPAC, I am sure, and local authorities in London to get into really big level partnership work 

with the NHS because the NHS is a comparable enormous commissioner, and you can come up then with these 

very visionary and big ideas which need a massive amount of resource.  That is good, and that is how 

commissioning is happening everywhere.  It is important, has lots of value, etc. 

 

What I want to emphasise is that I know that to, say, politicians and policymakers like yourselves, sometimes it 

can sound like, “The voluntary sector just thinks it is separate and it thinks it is cleverer and it thinks it knows 

things better, and it will not endorse statutory models because it just thinks they will get the money and they 

won’t”.  I want to say that my experience of working in this sector and knowing about lots of individual 

different projects is it is not like that or it should not be like that.  What is important is that our sector does 

have decades of expertise in understanding why violence happens and the dynamics of it and what the 

consequences can be and what women’s needs are, and quite a lot about perpetrators actually.   

 

I will give you an example which helps me to understand this.  At the moment one of the women’s 

organisations, an historic organisation which has always done independently great work with women 

experiencing different forms of abuse, has put a worker into one of the mental health trusts.  Instead of doing 

the usual thing with that person being an advocate for individual survivors who are there, that person is titled 

an “educator” and is doing work with the different staff throughout the mental health trust.  People in mental 

health are encountering survivors of sexual abuse all the time and do not always have the expertise in 

disclosure or in recognising the different signs, or in what the person might need and their behaviours and so 

on.  It is a complex area.  That kind of working together between the voluntary sector and statutory agencies 

can get you some of the best results overall if the expertise is recognised and shared, if the voluntary agencies 

are enabled to be part of it and are involved at commissioning state - the whole fashion for co-commission and 

co-design and whatever - and if we are not pitted against each other as seen as competing interests, because 

we are not.  Often, or usually, we have innovated all of the really good work that has been done.   

 

Not to overdo it, but, for example, work on trafficking has become extremely significant.  Women’s 

organisations were going into prisons and finding the women who had been trafficked but then prosecuted for 

immigration offences, women who had been raped again and again after being forcibly moved and then 

exploited in that way.  The phenomenon was spotted, and then women’s organisations did the work and also 

developed a holistic model of the kind of support those women need, which is both social and therapeutic and 

legal.  The statutory agencies have picked that up.  It has informed what the police do.  It has informed some 

of what the criminal justice system does.  It informs what other agencies that might support them do.  Our 

expertise is not in competition, but our expertise is unique and -- 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Is it being used with this child house model and the pilot that you say is already 

about to start or started? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I do not think there has been enough of a call.  Some 

women’s organisations have been involved, but I do not think our expertise has been fully utilised.  There can 
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be a cynicism about the women’s voluntary sector because of our feminist perspectives and there can be a way 

that people go, “Well, you have been doing this for ages and you haven’t solved violence against women and 

girls.  Why should we trust you?”  Society has not solved violence against women and girls, and voluntary 

sector organisations are subject to more scrutiny than others, so we are constantly having to evidence or 

evaluate our expertise in a way that I do not think other agencies have to.  If people would start from the basis 

of: we have been the change-makers around these particular issues.  You go to the change-makers maybe and 

trust them a little bit more than we have a tendency to do, which is why it is great to be able to be sitting here 

today and to be listened to. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I was at one of those organisations that 

was in the first meetings around the child houses and there was an attempt to listen to what we thought and 

what we felt and how it would work, but I felt it was a bit like lip service, really. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  OK.  That is helpful.  Thank you very much. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We are going to move on to a set of questions on domestic violence.  As 

we noted earlier, domestic violence pretty much dominated the landscape a while back, but it still significantly 

makes up the majority of offences in this debate.  

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  My question is to the panel, really.  Sarah, I know this is probably your area of expertise 

but I am keen to get everyone’s point of view.  Is the increase in domestic abuse offences being met with 

sufficient resources and services and what are the main pressure points? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  It is a huge question.  For London, 

you are talking about 150,000 reported incidents a year.  As I said before, a routine part of police business.  

Certainly from a service provision point of view, no, it is not adequate at all.  We have women turned away 

seeking - the crisis points - bed spaces every day, who were turned away in London.  I can get you the figures 

for that.  My colleague has already talked about the way specialist services, those who work with BAME women 

communities, but those with other specialisms too - for example with young women, families and so on - have 

faced enormous cuts at local authority level.  I will come to police in a second.   

 

I want you to understand why that is happening.  Local authorities are under enormous pressure, comparable 

with the MPS, in terms of cuts, looking at 40% sometimes.  When they are the part funder of, for example, 

domestic violence crisis provision, the temptation is to look for a contract which offers a certain amount of 

quality but in particular offers value.  There are organisations now who are not specialist in this area and who 

we do not believe can always achieve the best outcomes for families, who are competing in the marketplace.  

They are generic-type providers, we would call them - for example, housing associations and others - who can 

always offer a lower bed-per-night price in London and who will take those contracts.  Some of those agencies 

do not have therapeutic workers.  Women’s organisations would always have workers who understand the 

dynamics of domestic violence.  Not to overdramatise it, but the women who are killed - still more than 100 a 

year in Britain - are often killed at the point of leaving their partner or just after they have left.  Some women 

ricochet; they leave again, two or three times, before they truly go.  That is an extremely dangerous point for 

women who leave violent relationships.  If really good, high quality support is not in place at that point, that is 

when you are increasing real risk for real women and so on.   

 

The organisations we believe who provide the best support for that are those who are haemorrhaging most, 

because they are often unable to compete with generic providers.  Having said that, there is really good work 

going on, for example, in getting consortia of women’s organisations together to take those contracts 
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together.  West London has a model of several local authorities commissioning its services together, which is 

probably something which should be looked at.  I know that other parts of the country are looking at it.  That 

is interesting, but it is important that everybody making policy in this area understands the pressure on 

services, which is comparable to other areas of public services.  This so-called competition happens in 

children’s services or is going to happen in probation.  It happens in waste, but now it is happening when there 

is real danger to women and children. 

 

In terms of the MPS, I do not feel the best qualified on answering whether the MPS is adequately resourced to 

respond to domestic violence.  I can say it is not doing the best job it could do, and that implies it is not 

resourced adequately.  I hear what Andrew [Dismore AM] is saying about the nature of cuts, and if I sit here 

saying, “The resource it has should be doubled”, it is just absurd.  That would be an absurd thing to sit with, 

but the response is not adequate, and it could be better, and the data shows us that. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  Just going a little bit deeper on that, when you say that people are being turned away, 

can you talk me through a scenario?  Are they being turned away because the centres are not opened, or 

turned away because people say, “We cannot help you”?   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  “No space tonight.  There is no 

space tonight here.”  Then a woman will be referred on to a different helpline.  “Can you try to find a space 

there?”  We will try to find a space in a different borough. 

 

At this point, something very important arises in particular when BAME women are seeking provision that is 

appropriate to their community.  For example, in north London there is a really historic, amazing agency, 

Jewish Women’s Aid, which provides culturally appropriate provision for Jewish women fleeing abusive 

relationships.  The people working there understand both cultural needs but also the particular dynamics in 

orthodox families, which are present if you decide to leave, and the way your community might look on you 

and treat you.  That kind of provision is at risk and has faced cuts.  That kind of specialist BAME provision has 

faced much greater cuts than the more mainstream provision, while generic services are picking up this work, 

not employing therapeutic workers, as I said, or children’s workers very often.  The process, to answer your 

question, is a woman will be referred and will be told to try somewhere else.   

 

A particular difficulty we are encountering is that the local authorities in London used to have informal respect 

for a system where we will fund places in our borough and we know we will be taking women from other 

boroughs, so other borough’s women.  That not terribly formal system is falling apart.  You have had local 

authorities in the last year or two trying to just ensure they are funding refuge places for women whose 

primary home is also in that borough, and that is just not the way women who flee domestic violence situations 

work.  Women commonly flee to a different part of London.  They might try to go somewhere where they have 

a friend or a sister, whatever, or they might be just trying to get well away.  Women in London also generally 

do not know where borough borders lie.   

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  Nobody does, except politicians. 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  I live on the Barnet-Brent 

boundary.  Nobody knows it is there and people keep getting done for parking because the rules are different 

on different sides of the road.  How can London really try to run a system where you are saying, “We are just 

doing this kind of domestic violence provision in these borders”?  It is nonsensical.   
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Kemi Badenoch AM:  For instance, with someone turning up and then being passed around, do most of these 

cases end up with a resolution or do they just end up getting nothing at all? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Maybe I can help.  Just in terms of some hard data, 

because I know people like hard data, in the 12 months ending March 2015, 733 BAME women sought refuge 

spaces and only 154 of those women were successful in getting bed spaces.  That is Women’s Aid data.  What 

that sometimes means is that women end up going back to their abusive situation.  What that can also mean is 

that women rely on friends, family members, etc.  Women can sometimes end up in hostel accommodation that 

is inappropriate.  The outcome is completely varied, or women can try and try again until they are actually able 

to leave.  It is not as if there is one outcome necessarily, but what you are talking about is if she cannot access 

space in that moment, on that day, what we are doing is we are effectively saying, “We are happy for you to 

continue to be at risk of continued violence”, and that is not good enough because no woman should have to 

go back to her perpetrator or find herself unable to leave because she cannot get a bed space.   

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  If a woman turned up and no one was able to find a bed space, is there any follow-up 

activity that happens? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  It completely depends on the referral pathway.  If the 

woman contacts the agency directly, the chances are the agency is going to stay in contact with her until a bed 

space comes up.  If she is, if you like, cold-calling, then there might not be any follow-up in terms of that 

particular woman.  You might have a situation where she has been told she can call back the next day, etc.  

Again, it completely varies.  The issue, though, is from what we know around domestic violence, we are talking 

about the fact that we need to make sure.  Women are statistically more at risk of being harmed or being killed 

when they are trying to leave or when they have left an abusive partner.  We cannot afford to get it wrong at 

that particular point.  My anxiety is that at the moment we are not getting it right. 

 

The other thing to add around that is London’s housing crisis is having an impact.  What women do is they 

come to refuges and then you do the work with them in terms of getting them rehoused.  If women are having 

to stay in refuges longer than they need to, it is silting up the refuges.  What it means is that that bed space 

might be occupied by a woman who has had the support work done with her, who is ready to move on, but we 

cannot move her on because she has nowhere to go because our housing crisis means that effectively we 

cannot get her rehoused, even if she has been accepted as homeless by the local authority.  There are a 

number of issues that are quite specific to London as well.  If you think about women and domestic violence, 

we also need to think about our homelessness situation and our housing crisis. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  My colleague, Florence [Eshalomi AM] is probably going to touch on this a little bit 

more in depth, but thinking about the Pan-London Domestic Violence Service, I hear a lot about BAME 

services and so on but for me that is almost meaningless.  BAME is hundreds of different types of people.  

Could you give me a little bit more information about what you think is probably well covered and what areas 

need more, within that context?  Who is being covered and who is not?  BAME is just too big. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Just to give context in terms of my work history, at this 

precise moment I focus specifically on BAME women but I spent 14 years working in a non-BAME organisation 

and delivering refuge work as well as managing refuge provision.  We have really low coverage in terms of in 

terms of black British-African and African-Caribbean women.  In terms of what has been commissioned by 

MOPAC, the Pan-London Domestic Violence Service, we do not have the evaluation at this precise moment to 

get a sense of to what extent that has worked.  The concern from our perspective is, if you commission a single 

provider to work across London, what does that mean?  That provider is then required to go in, build up 
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relationship at local level, relationships that might not have historically existed.  That provider then has to get 

the intelligence on what the local communities are, etc.  You are talking about a longer lead-in period and so I 

would want us to think about a pan-London approach to commissioning but one that thinks about how you 

can resource local services to deliver, based on their knowledge of local communities, what the local needs are, 

what the pressure points are, etc.  I would always go down that pathway rather than a pathway which is about 

commissioning a single large provider to deliver on that provision because, with the best will in the world, it 

does not make good sense in terms of actual practice at local level. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  OK.  It is interesting that you mention that it is black British and African-Caribbean 

whom you feel are least provided for because in the media it is always about honour killings and forced 

marriages within Asian communities and you never really see that much in terms of other areas.  It might be 

that some groups get more coverage. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Yes.  There is a real issue.  The thing that Sarah [Green] 

pointed out about the focus at the moment on particular forms of violence means that when we think BAME, 

we start to think FGM, we start to think forced marriage and we start to think honour-based violence.  Actually 

what we are talking about is domestic violence, which is one of the most common forms of violence against 

women and girls and BAME women are experiencing domestic violence at the same level as everybody else but 

we are not getting the response.  When we look at the police data, women who are defined as black in police 

terms - women of African, African-Caribbean origin - are showing up more in the police data, and what we are 

doing is going, “Where are those women going for support?”  At the moment I am not convinced that we have 

spent enough time focusing on women from those communities and looking at what those needs are, and I do 

not want that to be a competing thing in terms of other BAME communities, but I want us to recognise that 

BAME is not a catch-all phrase for everybody and we are not a homogenous BAME thing.   

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  Absolutely.  Just to touch on something that Sarah mentioned earlier, you talked about 

competition with generic partners like housing associations.  I am on the board of a housing association.  I 

found that quite interesting because we tend to feel that we offer such a holistic thing, looking at children and 

so on, and the expertise there is better.  What would you recommend for organisations like that?  Would you 

say that they should be partnering more or they should be less involved and focus more on the smaller 

specialist organisations?  I am interested to see how that can be resolved because for most people they would 

definitely go down the value, big-service model.   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Yes, definitely, and you will know 

the context of that is that local authorities are putting out tenders, where even the local authorities are trying 

to change the proportion of value versus quality.  We have heard of requests recently where 70% points 

towards value and only 30% towards quality, which is a new level; 60:40 is already intolerable. 

 

There are two targets there.  I would urge commissioners to put as much stock by quality as you can, to look at 

expertise and those who truly and thoroughly understand the different dynamics of violence against women 

and girls, to value that expertise and to look in your commissioning practices at how you can enable those 

people to be involved.  If you feel your local service is too small and it needs to be bigger you talk with that 

service either about how you help it grow or about facilitating partnership and so on.  I know these things are 

not simple.  There is more to say about that. 

 

To a housing association, for example, I would say look at the way you conduct partnerships if and when you 

do them.  In the voluntary sector our value is supposed to be in being a values-driven sector that makes 

decisions on an as ethical basis as possible.  I would say in the conduct of partnerships and in bringing in and 
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growing of new expertise look at how that is done, look at the consequences of how you do it and talk to 

those who are already involved and to those who have expertise.  There is real tension here which is very 

problematic in London. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I have been in this work for 20-odd years.  There was a 

time when housing associations would not be competing because there was no money.  The moment there was 

a resource attached to this what we found was that smaller organisations were having to compete with large 

organisations for those contracts, contracts which then become part of a portfolio of services rather than the 

core business of that organisation.  That then means the way that you develop the expertise shifts.  The 

understanding where you link that work to good social justice work and women’s equality completely shifts 

because it is part of a portfolio.  This is all that we do: violence against women and girls.  If somebody is doing 

it as a little part of what they do because it is a great contract, then I would worry about that. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  OK, understood.  This was the end of my questions but I want to bring Yvonne in at 

this point.  We talk about how reporting means that we are getting many more numbers but not necessarily 

more incidents, we are just seeing a lot more of what has been going on.  I know we are talking about domestic 

violence but this does go into it and sexual assaults as well. 

 

How else can you measure success when it is very hard to judge whether we are seeing more incidents because 

of more reporting?  How else can we measure success in terms of how effective all these solutions that we are 

putting forward are? 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  That is a question I get asked by the 

media a lot: is there a huge increase in sexual offending?  When statistics come out, immediately the media 

jump in, “Are a lot more rapes being committed and a lot more sexual offences being committed?”  Hand on 

heart, I cannot actually say whether there are more offences being committed in London or whether it is that 

the police changed the way they actually recorded the statistics or just whether more women feel more 

confident in coming forward.  It is impossible to tell.   

 

I measure what is going on in our organisations, the Rape Crisis Centres, as the number of women coming 

forward.  I thought there has to be a huge increase in sexual offending because we are getting so many more 

people.  However, I do not know whether that is because our brand name is out there and people are feeling 

more confident in coming forward.  As I said at the beginning, there are more horrendous cases coming 

forward.  They are not necessarily that historic but are not necessarily completely recent within the last year.  

How do we measure it?   

 

As Marai [Larasi] said, sometimes it is not about going to the police.  That is not a remedy for all survivors.  

However, if they do choose to report to the police, the process is difficult.  The length of time they might have 

to wait to go to court is far too long.  Also, not being able to have full support to recover is difficult.  

Therefore, if they are going to report, we need to see some positive outcomes.  We need to see many more 

convictions.  Rape notoriously has the lowest number of convictions of any crime.  Even child abuse has higher 

rates.  Sexual offences have higher rates.  Rape notoriously has a lower rate of conviction.  If we could see an 

increase in the conviction rate that would be amazing.   

 

I know Judge Rook [QC, Advocacy Training Council] is doing some training with the judges in London to bring 

in more of the myths that abound with juries and talking about more myths.  They had two myths they used to 

talk about: if people do not report immediately it does not mean to say it has not happened or they made it up 
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and the other myth was you are not going to see women breaking down.  They are now having training with 

the judges to increase the level of understanding of judges, which is so important. 

 

I overheard a conversation with some judges the other day - I will not mention any names - and somebody 

said, “This woman came before me, she was a police officer and she had been raped three times.  Once you 

can understand, but three times?”  That is the level of understanding of some judges, not all judges.  We need 

to educate judges.  I know the CPS is doing a lot of work on training.  The unfortunate thing is that when you 

train prosecution barristers, you are also training defence barristers and so they are all getting the same 

training.  We could see an increase in that.   

 

We could see an increase in provision.  We are rushed off our feet at the moment.  We are limited by our 

funding.  We could see a lot more women.  We had a year’s waiting list.  We have actually reduced that 

because we have engaged more therapists but we have to train them, they have to be professionals and they 

have to be qualified and so it is a long process.  We are employing three more therapists to help people to 

recover.  For me, a brilliant outcome is somebody recovering from it.  I hate these phrases, “Women are 

damaged for life.  This is the most dreadful thing that could ever happen to them.  Their lives are completely 

changed.” That is not true if they can get to a Rape Crisis Centre and have long-term therapy.  We do not let 

them go until they have recovered.  This is a horrendous thing that has happened to them but it does not 

define who they are.  We want women to go back out there and have aims and objectives.  For us that is a 

positive. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  Thank you.  We have talked about the weaknesses in the way domestic violence is 

tackled at present.  Do you have anything positive to say about the strengths of the current system?  Looking 

at the world we live in, where there is a limit to funding and we cannot always increase support, what areas do 

you think the Mayor should prioritise? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  In terms of the strengths, I would say despite the 

difficulties we do have good services in London.  The partnership between the voluntary sector and MOPAC is 

absolutely critical in terms of having that strategic overview around domestic violence provision.  An example is 

the tri-borough commissioning model of commissioners working together, which was really beautifully 

supported by MOPAC.  You have commissioners working together going, “What do we need in terms of 

provision and how can we make sure that across the authority issues are dealt with appropriately?”  Examples 

like that help to contribute to London as a city providing leadership around domestic violence work.  We want 

to see more of those approaches.  It was not like there was loads of extra money, but what it meant was smart 

commissioning.  We need to think about that.  We need to think about how people can work together to 

deliver on this commitment rather than working in silos and not thinking smartly.  It also meant that local 

services - grassroots services - were able to survive and potentially thrive in that context whereas in other areas 

you do not see that. 

 

Kemi Badenoch AM:  Thank you.  

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  Kemi has picked up some questions and the three of you have responded.  Coming 

back to some of the specialist and BAME providers and the statistics you quoted regarding the amount of 

people that went forward, only 154 of them have actually been successful.  The pan-London consortium has 

been active for over a year now - it was July 2015 - and the contract is up for renewal in 2017. 

 

Do you think there is anything more that they could be doing in terms of working with BAME women?  When I 

think of other agencies, one of the things they always say when they are trying to work with BAME 
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communities is that they are hard to reach.  I always say, “They are not hard to reach.  It is how you reach 

them”.  Do you think there is anything else that could be done to support BAME women? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I have real problems with the issue “hard to reach” 

because that is us not doing our work.  Partnership at a local level is critical.  You have the large pan-London 

domestic violence pot.  That is a single agency.  It would be difficult for me to have a conversation about how 

that agency is performing because they are not in the room to actually talk about what their experiences are. 

 

What I would say is that if we go down that route ever again, what we need to do is to build in a robust 

partnership at the local level all the time.  You need the specialist organisations to be a part of that and you 

need them to be resourced to be a part of that.  Very often what happens is you go into a local area and call 

on the expertise but you do not resource that expertise.  You say, “Come and help me to risk assess this 

woman”, but you have not paid the worker for that time.  We need a shift around that. 

 

London Councils for the last almost four years have funded a pan-London VAWG Consortium.  That has been 

interesting.  You have specialist BAME organisations, specialist women’s organisations more broadly and 

organisations that have different expertise.  There is work on prevention and work on prostitution.  There are a 

whole variety of issues.  That approach of organisations coming together to deliver across London is not easy 

work - because you are talking about 20 organisations and you are talking about relationships - but that is the 

way that you also make sure that you reach BAME women.  What you do is resource the organisations to do 

the things that they are going to do anyway, which is to deliver in terms of their communities. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  That prevented smaller organisations 

from competing with larger organisations for funding.  It brought a whole group together, of which we are a 

part as well.  That competitive spirit, which is unfortunately endemic in the third sector, when you are 

competing against other women’s organisations that you respect is not healthy.  By forming that VAWG 

Consortium, it meant the smaller organisations did not have to compete with larger organisations and we were 

working together.  It was a much healthier way of partnership working. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  The final thing I wanted to touch on - again, mindful of time - is around the issue of 

housing that you have touched on in London.  I have to be careful not to mention any names or organisations 

but I remember one case of a young teenage mother who was pregnant.  Her partner was coming out from jail.  

She was in temporary accommodation.  She came to see me at my advice surgery petrified and she wanted to 

move.  We contacted a local refuge.  There was no space there.  In the end, the council was able to house her 

somewhere else outside the borough, thankfully. 

 

We are looking at the reality in terms of housing across London.  What do you think the new Mayor and the 

Assembly can do differently to address some of those really key issues around housing and providing safe and 

secure accommodation for women and children? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  The big answer is to influence the 

local authorities here as much as possible according to the good principles of the VAWG Strategy.  It is not an 

absolute power over them but to use the Mayor’s influencing role to say, “When you are drawing up your 

spending plans around social work, housing and whatever powers you have over schools still, we expect to see 

our high priority on ending and preventing abuse of women and girls within there.  We expect even your 

commissioning thinking to embrace that as well”.  This is such a powerful seat for influencing the national 

Government.  The Mayor - supported by the Assembly, I am sure - should also use it as a voice to the national 

Government to say, “In London we have probably the most extreme example of extreme housing pressure.  Do 
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you know what some of the consequences are for those in extremely vulnerable situations?”  It is not just 

about who gets on the housing ladder in the first job; it is about the squash on costs and so on that eventually 

has an impact on extremely vulnerable people.  That is the simple answer and easily said. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  We need decent social housing.  I live in Waltham Forest.  

Private developments are going up all the time.  I have an issue with the fact that the requirement to make 

sure some of that is social housing is not available anymore.  That means we are not creating enough accessible 

and affordable housing for lots of Londoners, including some of the most vulnerable women.  If I have a bed 

space being filled because we cannot move a woman on, then that is affecting all of the woman who are 

coming behind her.  It also means that that woman is living in a refuge six months or even a year longer than 

she needs to.  That is completely unacceptable.  Some of this is about how we think about our Housing 

Strategy in London.  We need to shift that really quickly. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  Do you think we need to have a discussion with the private sector as well? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Yes. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  The reality is that with all the will in the world there is only so much local authorities 

can do.  In terms of new buildings coming up as well, there is only so much land.  The shift is more and more 

people are going to be renting.  Do you think it is about time we started having those serious discussions with 

the private rented sector? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I do.  It is also about how we think about things like 

planning permission.  I am not an expert on those things but I want to see a situation where if you are a private 

developer the question is about what your accountability is in terms of your local communities.  If you are 

putting up a building where we are talking about £500,000 for a one or two-bedroom flat in an area that 

historically has been fairly deprived, what does that mean in terms of local residents being able to access 

accommodation?  From my perspective, what does that mean in terms of the impact on some of our most 

vulnerable people in London?  I absolutely want investment but I want that investment with a social 

conscience.  At the moment I am not convinced that we have held our private developers to account in the 

appropriate way. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That will be very much down to the councils to work with the developers.  

The councils would need that guidance from the Mayor. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  On the housing issue, I want to ask a couple of questions to try to nail down what the 

shortage is.  We have seen some examples of excellent groups moving in, occupying and reclaiming physical 

space. 

 

If your organisations had more physical space to provide refuges, would the crisis merely move to one of 

resourcing that in terms of staffing and support or would it genuinely help to have physically more space and 

more beds to operate with? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  The issue around refuge bed spaces is one thing.  We 

know we do not have enough so, yes, we want more refuge bed spaces and funding for the costs associated 

with delivering that. 
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The other end of it is the move-on end.  We want to see a shift in terms of what accommodation looks like at 

the crisis point but also a shift at the move-on point.  If you only have this number of bed spaces, you cannot 

have them taken up by women who do not need to be in those bed spaces.  We want to be able to say, “She 

can move out after six months because she is ready to move out.  Let us not have her sitting there beyond that 

point”.  That is the issue.  It is at both ends, if you like.  It is at crisis and also at move-on.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  To clarify, as maybe I am not explaining it that well, if you can get capital money - as 

sometimes that is quite easy to get hold of - then there is the revenue implication of staffing those beds.  

There is a double crisis there.   

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Yes, we would need the support costs.  We would need 

local authorities to commit to supporting the ongoing costs of delivering the support service.  Anybody can set 

up accommodation and say, “We are running a refuge.”  We want to make sure that the support work is also 

appropriately funded.  It is not just about bricks and mortar.  Refuges were never just about bricks and mortar.  

They were always about a space and support for women and children. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  If you can make spaces by helping people to move on to new accommodation, do you 

already have the capacity to care for and support as many people as fill the spaces that you currently have? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  No, not at all.  There is not going to be a refuge provider 

in London who would say that.  Support hours have been cut and cut and cut.  Once upon a time you would 

have a worker working with maybe five women intensely.  That same worker could now be working with ten 

women intensely.  When you have a housing association competing for a contract and the housing association 

says to the local authority, “It is all right, we can work with 15 women for that cost”, it puts more pressure on 

the smaller providers.  In terms of economies of scale, they are going to appear more expensive, but that is 

because they are doing much more intensive and appropriate work.  The running costs are definitely an issue. 

 

 Sian Berry AM:  That is what is under pressure from the larger providers? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  That is under pressure as well.  It is not just the bed 

spaces.  When we see a refuge closing down, it is not usually closing down because of the loss of the actual 

property; it is closing down because we are not funding the support work anymore.  That is what usually leads 

to the closure of a refuge: the loss of that commission.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  Great, thank you for clarifying that.  I do have some questions now on the stalking side of 

things.  There has been in increase in stalking reports.  The side of it that involves social media has become 

more prominent.  From your point of view, to what extent do you think the MPS understands the nature of 

stalking and how to respond to it?  Are there problems or improvements there? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  The police everywhere - not just 

here - were slow to take it up.  As a good example of our expertise, women’s organisations in 2009/10 were 

saying to the MPS and others that when we have injunctions we need them to include the online space as well, 

“My client is getting 100 Facebook messages a day and a load of text messages as well as him hanging around 

at the school gates or coming to where she works”.  We have been aware of it for some time.  The MPS - in 

particular, the new initiative I looked at when it was set up a few weeks ago - looks like it has the strong 

intention you need to develop expertise.   
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What happens with online abuse is that some policymakers classically come at it with almost the hammer 

approach - “What technical fix is it?” - because it is just about technology.  It is not just about technology.  It 

is part of the continuum of abusive behaviour.  You are going to need to develop that expertise that 

understands this is part of the same mentality, “I don’t care if she thinks it is finished.  I don’t and I’m going to 

hang around where she works”, and so on.  The intention is there to develop some expertise and 

understanding.  I hope it works well.  I do not feel in a position to evaluate it at this point and say good or bad. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  It was a much-needed new law.  

Previously the police could not do anything unless a crime was being committed.  Now this is taken seriously.  

It has huge implications.  It is about bullying.  It is about sexting.  It is about online abuse.  That is very 

endemic in the younger people’s generation.  It is almost the norm.  We are going into schools and talking to 

young people about it.  They did not feel that it was a problem.  They felt bullied but did not quite know how 

to deal with it.  Now that they see it is against the law and is being taken seriously, we can work with them to 

show them ways of avoiding it and to punish the people who are committing it. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Certainly the police we have had here to talk about it - and also the hate crime that has 

increased recently - have been good about saying, “If it is online there is evidence so that we can take action”.  

In this area, too, they might be able to help get cases.  As you were saying before, online abuse comes 

alongside other kinds of abuse.  As there is a physical record of it, it seems like it might even help with 

detection and prosecution.  Do you agree with that? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Yes, it is being used in evidence in 

a way it was not before.  It is, worryingly, being used by defence teams in rape cases as well, but that is 

another factor.  You are right that that is an absolute well of evidence that did not exist before but is part of 

the continuum. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  What we have in our briefing is the extraordinary statistic that on average each stalking 

victim will experience 100 incidents before they make a report to the police.  What do you think needs to be 

done to bring down this number? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  It is like the other forms of abuse.  

Those investigating it need to have as good an understanding as they can and resource towards investigating 

and prosecuting because it likely does deter.  Stalking is harassment behaviour.  We have a long history here of 

saying that sexual harassment is either flattery or not important and trivial, it does not really matter, “He is 

doing it because he likes you, really”.  There are lots of excuses and minimising that is done around harassing 

behaviour, of which stalking and online harassment constitute similar behaviours.  If all of us are involved in 

refuting the notion that it is trivial, has no impact and is not an attempt to control somebody, then we will also 

see it off.  It is never just about the police. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  What would you say to the victims of stalking who have experienced some incidents to 

encourage them to recognise it as a crime and report it?   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Our sector and movement is careful 

about being prescriptive to victims.  We are never in the situation where we are saying, “You should do this.  

You should talk to the police because that will be good for you”, or whatever.  I would more probably take my 

voice - if I could - to the police and others and say, “Please understand this behaviour might sound trivial to 

you because you think you would ignore it if it happened to you, but it can be really frightening and 

Page 33



 

 

 

intimidating.  When it goes on over a period of time it can be very upsetting.  It is intended to upset.  It is 

intended to do that”.   

 

In terms of what I would prescribe to victims it would be more about letting victims know that our support 

services are available to talk about this behaviour.  It is part of the continuum of sexual violence and domestic 

violence in particular and so we are there.   

 

It is also about the authorities and their response.  I am afraid it is also one of those where cracking it at school 

is extremely important.  If young people get the idea that coercive sexting behaviour - this idea you can just go 

on and on at your girlfriend to send you sexual images because she really should because she is your girlfriend 

- is acceptable, normal, OK or trivial when you are 13, 14 or 15, then it is much harder to start dealing with 

adults later on. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  Stalking is extremely dangerous.  For 

perpetrators, this can be a first step.  If it is not caught early on, what comes next?  “Stalking is exciting for me 

at the moment but what next is exciting for me?  I’ll go and maybe approach her.”  Maybe that then is going 

to continue, “I am going to end up raping women”, and so you get serial rapists on the street.  That sounds a 

bit dramatic but I do know of cases where it started off as just stalking and then progressed into something 

that was very serious.  Stalking should never be minimised. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  While I am not able to evaluate the MPS’s approach 

more broadly, I have been interacting with a case quite recently of a young woman who has been stalked and 

harassed and who has reported it.  I was part of a process of encouraging her to have a conversation, because 

of who she is, around her experience of stalking and harassment.  The police response has been absolutely 

dire.  I would say that she has been potentially put more at risk by their failure.  She is not in any way going to 

complain about it.  She would not feel safe to complain about the police failure.  What she wants to do is be 

safe and disappear.  I have the other side of it that is despite all the great stuff at least for that one woman - 

and I want to think that does not indicate what the response is more broadly - it was really worrying.  Part of 

why it felt like it was being trivialised is because she is a young lesbian who is being harassed by another 

woman.  It is almost as if it is not being taken seriously because there is a notion that this was warranted or it is 

two women together or whatever the thing is.  It just has not been dealt with appropriately at all. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  That is really interesting to hear.  My final question on this is in the current VAWG Strategy it 

does say: 

 

“The MPS will undertake a review and analysis of harassment and stalking cases to strengthen 

understanding of the nature of these crimes, with a particular focus on the specific risks and 

vulnerabilities of BAME and lesbian, bisexual and transgender (LBT) women and girls.” 

 

Have any of your organisations been contacted by MOPAC or the MPS to take part in this review that was 

requested? 

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  We have not. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  No. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  No. 
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Sian Berry AM:  OK.  We may recommend that that takes place.  Thank you. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We are now moving to a section on harmful practices, part of which is 

FGM.  I was quite alarmed that since it was ruled illegal in 1985 there has not been one conviction.  I know 

there was a case at Heathrow only a couple of days ago around this subject.  

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Broadly, to start with, do you think enough is being done to tackle this particular form of 

abuse towards women and girls? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I want to welcome the approach that has been taken, 

particularly in the second Strategy.  The strategic context - saying that FGM, forced marriage and honour-

based violence are forms of violence against women and girls - helps to set the tone for how we think about 

our work.  The Harmful Practices Pilot has been really useful in terms of testing what works at a local level and 

having different agencies working together.   

 

Do I think we are doing enough?  No.  There is still work to be done that is thinking about how all agencies are 

equipped to respond appropriately.  We have not caught this in terms of schools, in the same way we would 

talk about things like sexual bullying.  There is not enough training for teachers around this.  We have not 

worked hard enough to make school environments places where teachers and other education staff understand 

what we are talking about if we are talking about FGM, forced marriage or honour-based violence.  There are 

different pressure points throughout our system if we think of a holistic response.  There are definite gaps in 

terms of the level of awareness.  We know that some nurses and doctors, for example, will not be as trained as 

they need to be.  We also know in all sectors there are real concerns about how forced marriage protection 

orders are going to be used, and whether including body piercing, for example, is going to trivialise the 

seriousness of something like FGM.  There is great work that is being done.  FGM has moved up the agenda.  

That is helpful.  However, there are real gaps. 

 

I also want to point out that one of the things where there has been a move by central government that has 

been quite concerning is the location of FGM, forced marriage and honour-based violence in the  

counter-extremist strategy.  What it does is conflates two completely different issues.  Yes, in a few cases 

those things can be connected.  However, if you say FGM is extremism and you do not see two women a week 

being killed by their current or former partner as extreme, then we are sending the wrong messages.  You could 

effectively end up - in policy terms - with some kind of bizarre racial profiling.  We do not want anything that 

is going to stop women from reporting.  If a woman feels that if she has a conversation with an agency the 

next thing is going to be scrutiny of her entire family to check out whether they are terrorists that is not going 

to help her to report.  We need to actually locate all forms of violence against women and girls in the VAWG 

Strategy and not pull those things to one side and link them in places they do not belong. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  I welcome that.  The idea of putting it in with extremism is ridiculous and totally 

counterproductive.  The problem is we have this “Alice in Wonderland” situation where there is greater 

awareness - although not widespread - and yet at the same time no convictions and not even any prospect of 

convictions. 

 

After your answer there, do you think the Mayor’s taskforce on these issues has been useful?  Do you think it 

takes the right approach? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  The taskforce has been useful in terms of the issues 

around raising awareness and pushing this up the agenda.  We were concerned, for example, about the 
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introduction of a specific criminal offence around forced marriage.  We said that this is going to go the same 

way that the FGM legislation has gone.  We want police and prosecutors to look at how they can apply the law 

creatively, which is what has happened.  If you look at the CPS data, you will see forced marriage flagged up in 

a huge number of cases where you have had success, yet the use of the specific offence has not resulted in a 

single conviction because of victim issues.   

 

The primary issue for me is not whether we are getting prosecutions.  While that might be important the issue 

is whether we are supporting victims and are we preventing this from happening.  I want to feel that because 

of the taskforce we have had a lot more women and girls being able to access support.  I also want to believe 

we have done some good prevention work in the sense we have raised awareness of the unacceptability of 

these particular issues and of all forms of violence against women and girls.  I want to believe that we have 

saved some lives along the way as part of that process.  For me it is what Yvonne said: what does success look 

like?  If we have supported women so that they are able to rebuild their lives and recovery has happened, then 

that is a great outcome.  Yes, I understand the importance of prosecution in terms of the focus on the criminal 

justice system, but that is not going to be my primary point of reference.  My primary point of reference is 

always going to be whether she is safe, whether we have we stopped this from happening in the first place, 

whether we are getting the messages out there, and whether she has been supported to rebuild her life.  If that 

is happening then it is working, it is happening.   

 

We need more of that but we do not need the focus to be just on prosecution.  Children and young people do 

not want to criminalise their parents.  We have said this around FGM.  We have said this around forced 

marriage.  Imagine for a moment, “What I am going to do is stand in court to say that my parents did this to 

me”.  Yes, it would be an experience of justice in that moment but it would cut off any possibility of having 

any kind of relationship with family in the future.  We are asking young people to leave their entire support 

networks to pursue a prosecution.  Should we not be making sure that what we do is focus on keeping her 

absolutely safe?  If prosecution is a part of that, let us use other pieces of legislation.  Let us use the breach of 

the forced marriage protection order.  Let us do those things but let us not obsess completely on needing to 

secure the prosecution.  Get her safe.  Get her secure.  Get her rebuilding her life.  Do the work with her family.  

What we need to start doing is intervening with families and saying, “This is unacceptable.  What we need to 

do is get your assurances and we need some behavioural change.”  That is what is what we are doing with 

perpetrators of domestic violence.  We can do that with perpetrators of forced marriage. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Do you not think there is something to the fact that in the case of FGM - which has been 

specifically illegal since 1985 - that it has been misplaced cultural sensitivity that people basically have said, 

“We are too nervous about reporting this because it might be culturally insensitive”?  It seems to me that all 

the work that has been done on this has essentially come to that as one of the main conclusions but I think 

that is going. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  It is shifting.  When I train people around these issues 

the thing I say is that this is a safeguarding issue.  That is it.  It is what I said about your first responder: if you 

panic because we are talking about FGM, then you have not helped to make that girl safe.  Some of that really 

has shifted.  People are starting to say, “What do we need to do?  How do we need to respond?”  We are not 

stuck in the age of never intervening because these people happen to be from a particular community 

background.  That still shows up, but we are not dealing with the kind of level of entrenchment that we would 

have been if we were having this conversation 15 years ago.  If we were having this conversation 15 years ago I 

would have said to you, “The priority is keeping her safe and people are not doing that”.  There has been a 

noticeable shift. 
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Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  This is not unlike what we said 

from the outset about sexual violence.  A prosecution is not a survivor’s primary aim.  It is not the priority.  In 

particular, if you take child sexual abuse, prosecutions in those cases are rare.  Rape Crisis supports a lot of 

child sexual abuse survivors in adulthood for very comparable reasons to FGM and forced marriage.  A lot of 

those people might be very damaged by what a parent - a father, usually - did to them, but they still might not 

want to have them in court, have them convicted and have them sentenced because of the impact that will 

have on their mother or because of the wider implications.  There are lots of reasons why that is not the 

survivor’s priority.  It is comparable with this.  We see these issues because they belong to minority 

communities, but they are on a continuum with different forms of abuse of women and girls which happen 

because women are not equal with men. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  You are working with traditions here.  

These are entrenched traditions in certain sectors of our society and around the world.  What we need to be 

doing is - as Marai said - looking for the women, helping them to recover and providing whatever they need.  

We also need to be working directly with some of the traditions that are endemic here.  We have had some 

success.  We have someone who is a FGM expert and she has been going out and working with communities 

where there is a possibility that they may be following FGM.  She has had some success.  The approach is very 

difficult because you cannot condemn them because this is a tradition that is all they know.  You have to 

challenge that tradition and you have to do it in such a way that you are not going to alienate them so that 

they do not feel part of our community here. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  There are real problems with that approach.  This is not the place maybe to have an 

argument about it.  There are certain other African countries where this is absolutely illegal.  They have been 

much more pioneering in their approach than here because - I would suggest - of that very attitude, which is 

somehow we have to be super-duper careful.  Even the French are much more rigorous about it.  Forget about 

the French for a minute; in African countries they are far more black-and-white about it, which is excellent.   

 

I do not want to take up too much time but, generally speaking, how do you think the MPS has approached it?  

What is your experience of the way MPS treats this? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  The issue with the MPS is not what is being done but 

whether that is being done consistently.  We have good pockets of practice with the MPS and then we have 

other areas that are concerning.  We have situations where there has not necessarily been the understanding of 

the risk involved or where there has been an overemphasis on the need to go down this particular pathway.  I 

want to see greater awareness among police officers of the broad range of violence against women and girls.   

 

Everyone talks about something being entrenched.  Violence against women and girls is pretty entrenched in 

this country and is pretty entrenched across all our communities.  When we look at our rape and domestic 

violence statistics, we know this is about attitudes to women and girls more broadly.  If we approach it from 

that perspective, it means the police officer turning up is going to say, “What are the issues here?  What do I 

need to be aware of?  How can I handle this carefully and sensitively?”  It is not just from a cultural sensitivity 

point of view but from the perspective of, “How can I handle it sensitively so that she is made safe and that my 

actions do not put her any more at risk?” 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Finally, as our time is going on, on the point of the criminal justice system and the MPS, 

combining the two for a minute, it seems that all the great work that organisations like yours or the others 

specifically do with say FGM, honour-based marriage or what have you - and there are many of them - come 

up against the law and the way the law is implemented.  I wonder what your view is on that. 
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I had a meeting with [Sir] Bernard Hogan-Howe during the recent London campaign and brought this issue up.  

His first line was, “It is just very difficult to get the girls to come forward”, end of story.  I thought that was 

appalling.  It seems to me that with other forms of violence towards young girls you do not have to present.  If 

there is a suggestion, possible worry or risk, you can report that but this is not happening in the case of FGM.  

This is a great worry.  If I can just finish this point, it was made mandatory by the recent violence Act of 2015 

but only for people over 18.  What is the point of that?  The problem happens way before. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Mandatory reporting covers health and education 

professionals.  You do have to report if it is under 18.  Any health professional that comes into contact or has a 

concern around FGM for under 18s should be reporting it.  It is not over 18; it is the other way around in terms 

of mandatory reporting.   

 

The issue - as some professionals have highlighted - is that mandatory reporting also includes things like 

piercing in terms of somebody going to tattoo shop and getting pierced.  Therefore, what it is doing is making 

a bit of a mockery of the entire situation.  I know that some people are really concerned about the practicalities 

of mandatory reporting.   

 

In terms of girls coming forward, I would say it is similar to child sexual exploitation where you are going to 

have a group of girls that will come forward.  We need to make sure that we believe young women when they 

come forward and also we need to make sure that it is not purely about a prosecution.  If she is coming 

forward, what do we need to do in terms of supporting her?  If part of that is seeking a prosecution, then let us 

do that.  However, if the thing she is after is good quality support and something that is about preventing this 

from happening or making sure that it does not happen to her younger sister, etc, let us make sure that we do 

that.  For me, prosecution is always a part of the theme but is not the core business.  The core business is 

making sure that she is supported. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  Not even with the severity of the extraordinary things that are done to these girls? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  I would say the same thing in terms of rape.  I would say 

the same thing in terms of women reporting domestic violence who may have been in a relationship for  

30-something years.  A woman may have been battered and bruised repeatedly over a number of years and 

may say to you, “I do not want a prosecution.  What I want is to be made safe”.  For me, it is always listening 

to the victim and always saying, “What is the thing that is going to work for her?”  I come from a domestic 

violence background.  Prosecution is going to be our commitment.  It might not be hers.  What is the thing 

that is going to have her feel safe?  If the thing that is going to have her feel safe is going into a refuge and 

being allowed to rebuild her life, then let us do that.  If the thing that is going to have her feel safe and have 

her feel that justice is done is a prosecution, then let us honour that.  However, let us not put her in a situation 

where we make her more vulnerable because we have decided that FGM is worse than 30 years of 

victimisation.  We cannot create hierarchies around forms of abuse.  If we do that, then we are in danger of 

saying that some women’s lives are more valuable or some forms of violence are more horrendous.  For me, 

rape is pretty horrendous. 

 

Peter Whittle AM:  I am very pleased to hear you say that because that is what we have been doing hitherto 

and this has been way down at the bottom as somehow not being important.  That has changed.  Thank you 

very much. 
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That is most useful.  The Mayor in his manifesto made a very strong 

commitment to tackling violence against women and girls, prioritising greater police presence on public 

transport at key times and committing to working closely with the public sector and voluntary organisations on 

developing better support for victims of sexual and domestic violence.  That was his pledge, presumably 

building on the good work of the former Mayor.   

 

What one thing could the Mayor do - be it investment or be it direction - that would deliver better support for 

victims of sexual and domestic violence?   

 

Sarah Green (Co-Director, End Violence Against Women Coalition):  Unlike the former Mayor, he could 

visibly, audibly and regularly speak about the issue.  He occupies a really significant role in British politics and 

British public life.  He could speak out about this issue.  He talks about, “We are going to have the best 

transport system ever and we are going to crack housing”.  If he made it on that level and said, “We are also 

going to make this a place where women are really free and equal because London is the best city in the 

world”, and that kind of thing, you cannot cost that actually.  It might cost nothing.  If he chose to speak 

about it on platforms and at events, doing media work around it, saying it is as important as anything else the 

Mayor is charged with, then that would make a massive difference.  It has not got the profile it ought to have 

given the damage it does. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  He has already had the words.  Part of the job of this Committee and the 

broader Assembly is to put words into actions.  It is a good point.  Marai, what would you say? 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Mine is similar.  I want to see the Mayor being a visible 

champion around ending violence against women and girls and women’s equality more broadly.  I want the 

Mayor to not be backward in coming forward around talking about the broader issues around violence against 

women and girls, speaking about different women and not just taking a very generic approach as if all women 

are exactly the same. 

 

Yvonne Traynor (Chief Executive, Rape Crisis South London):  I totally agree with that.  The lead needs 

to be, “We are going to talk about sexual violence and making London a safer place for women to live in”.  

What worked well with the past Strategy was that the Mayor’s Office and the DMPC engaged with the third 

sector.  The reason this was such a good Strategy was because it was bottom-up.  It talked to us, “What is 

happening now?”  FGM was brought to the agenda because he was talking to the third sector.  Child 

exploitation, gangs and all of that came from the third sector.  Therefore, engaging with the third sector 

directly is really important.  We have the professionalism.  The organisations across London in the third sector 

are professional organisations with professionally qualified women working in them.  He needs to recognise 

that and engage with us. 

 

Marai Larasi MBE (Executive Director, Imkaan):  Also invest.  It would be great to have a London BAME 

violence against women and girls fund that operates in a similar way to the Rape Crisis Fund.  That is what I 

would like to see. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Let us put some figures behind the words.  Well done.  Again, fantastic.  

Thank you so much, guests.  This has been really helpful to inform our work around the input into the plan. 
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