Criminal Justice Conference

Are you the weakest link? 

Working together to reduce Domestic Violence

Work in Progress in Thurrock
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Crime Reduction Programme (CRP)- Violence Against Women Initiative (VAWI)

7 million

34 projects

25 Domestic Violence (DV)

9 Rape and sexual assault

Evidence lead programme to analyse what works to reduce Violence Against Women (VAW)

Project developers appointed to work with projects before they are independently evaluated, final evaluation reports are due in late 2002.  A colleague, Afshan Ahmed and I, were appointed as project developers for seven of the projects and the two projects funded in Thurrock.

Funded Projects in Thurrock

· South Essex Rape and Incest Crisis Centre (SERICC)

Education and prevention project focussed on rape and sexual assault

Zero Tolerance Respect campaign in schools and with youth groups

· Police led prevention and detection project looking at DV

Examining the use of digital cameras and mobile phones

Commitment of partners

Throughout the application and development phase of the projects the importance of multi-agency partnership working had been recognised.

Agencies were becoming more aware of the reasons why they should be involved in VAW.

Eg 

· Police: 

Detectable crime, victims were often repeat victims, only a few women reported to the police in the early stages of violence, often the police were involved only where there was serious harm

· Social Services:

Dealing with children who were from families where women were experiencing violence

· Primary Care Trust:

Health issues of women who were being harmed physically, mental and psychologically

Analysis of multi-agency data

As part of the bidding process for the CRP VAWI and development stage of the projects, SERICC encouraged the completion of the diagnostic on data produced for the programme, Guidance to Agencies: Data Collection and Data Management.

This exercise made agencies realise the gaps in the data they were collecting and the importance of working together to understand the true nature and extent of violence against women.

Each agency had a partial picture of the extent and nature.

It also clarified some of the difficulties of definitions of domestic violence.  

It was clear that some agencies were struggling with the difference definitions that were being used.  

The debate about definitions was a helpful debate to understand the issues for data collection under the CRP.  It also assisted in building relationships between the partner agencies. It also lead to the development of a multi-agency shared database between the partner agencies.
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Improved forum to address VAW

Before 2000, multi-agency working in Thurrock had been identified, locally, as a key component and critical success factor when planning and running interventions that directly affect the lives of women who have experienced or are experiencing violence.  There was a foundation of partnership working at Thurrock and the projects acted as a catalyst to increase the commitment and determination to tackle VAW.  

As a result of the SERICC Home Office funded project, work started with partners to build an improved forum to address violence against women, in the most broadest and inclusive manner.  This included multi-agency meetings, consultations and a seminar on 5th February 2001, 'Joined Up Responses to Complicated Lives' with Professor Liz Kelly CBE, from the Child and Woman Abuse Studies Unit, of North London University.  

In early 2001, all this work lead to the restructuring of the domestic violence forum and the establishment of the Thurrock Violence Against Women Alliance (VAWA). 

The VAWA decided to adopt the Home Office definition of domestic violence and the 1995 UN Declaration (on the Elimination of Violence Against Women) definition of violence against women.  

(Violence against women means any act of gender based violence that results in or is likely to result in physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, whether in public or private life.  This includes: sexual abuse of female children, dowry related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women.  Violence occurring within the general community including: sexual harassment, intimidation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women and forced prostitution, physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, wherever it occurs.)

The UK Government is a signatory to the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women and it has also recommended in its own agenda on violence against women that domestic violence forums become Violence Against Women Forums by 2002.  

Slide 5

The main aim of the VAWA was agreed to ensure that the services provided to women and girls were appropriately coordinated and consistently delivered to agreed standards to meet the individual needs of women and girls experiencing violence.  The terms of reference were agreed and circulated and signed.

With this broad, inclusive approach came a new structure that sought to improve the working of the Alliance.  An innovative, three group structure was adopted with representatives from the statutory and voluntary sectors.  The new structure took into consideration the need for issues to be discussed in a way in which attendees could take responsibility and be accountable for the decisions made.  The three groups formed were the Practitioner Group, the Advisory Group and the Executive Group.

The Practitioner Group consists of front line staff involved with face to face service delivery.  They identify issues and flag them up to the Advisory Group.  The issues the Practitioner Group have identified have formed the basis of the 'Needs Assessment' element of the Violence Against Women Joint Investment Plan (VAW JIP).  This has also been added to by key members of the Advisory Group over the Summer and Autumn of 2001.  The Development Plan element of the VAW JIP is currently being worked on. 

The Advisory Group consists of mainly middle managers from relevant agencies and two elected councillors.  The Group identifies issues and develops appropriate responses and presents them to the Executive Group for discussion and decision making.  

The Executive Group consists of the main chief officers from the relevant agencies.  It has a clear link into the Crime and Disorder Leadership Team where most of the Executive Group sit.  From the outset the Chief Executive of the Local Authority agreed to be the Chair of the VAWA.  This position is now a shared responsibility between the Chief Executives of the two main statutory agencies in Thurrock, the Local Authority and the Primary Care Trust.

Both Home Office funded projects have regularly provided feedback to the whole of the VAWA.  From working with the Home Office funded projects, it was considered by many agencies in Thurrock that the VAWA had been a turning point for multi-agency working.  The VAWA had acted as a catalyst for change and improved multi-agency working had been achieved through the new VAWA.  
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An early analysis of workings of VAWA was carried out in Autumn 2001 by interview and workshops.  This work was undertaken with support and funding from the Home Office CRP and in particular support from the Government Office for the Region, who are here today, and I would like to say thank you to them for their continued support in the work being progressed in Thurrock.  I shall now present the main findings from the analysis.

Structure

The three group structure of the VAWA was virtually unanimously viewed as a positive way forward to ‘get work done’.  It was seen by the majority of people as the only way to ensure that the ‘appropriate people’ discussed and decided the issues at the ‘right level’ and were then accountable for the decisions made.  

The VAWA was seen as a positive replacement to the domestic violence forum.  It was innovative, meet the needs of agencies and women and made practical sense to agencies to ensure more integrated working. 

Relationship building

It was widely expressed that the VAWA had assisted in developing ‘improved joined up working and a more integrated approach to violence against women’.  Agencies were able to see the links they had to make with other agencies and the way the work fitted across agencies.

The VAWA was seen to have equal standing with other groups in Thurrock such as Thurrock Healthy Alliance, Youth Offending Team and Drug Action Team.  However, many people thought that there could be increased liaison between these groups, as the issues being discussed at the VAWA had implications for the work being carried out by these other groups.  The workshops in many ways acted as an awareness raising exercise for some people and acted to build relationships and understanding.

Awareness and understanding of issues

The VAWA was widely considered to have increased the understanding and awareness of the work carried out by other agencies on violence against women.  There was also a greater understanding of the role, remit and capacity of the other agencies.  

Some joint training has been undertaken and the feedback has been very positive, more is planned next month.

The way the VAWA has been structured also made clear links to the Crime and Disorder Leadership Team and people expressed that they now had a ‘greater understanding of the Crime and Disorder strategy and where it fitted’.

Commitment

There was a high level of commitment to and support for the VAWA evidenced in the interviews and the workshops.  This came from all groups across the Crime and Disorder Partnership and from other agencies in Thurrock.  The VAWA in many ways ensures the continuance of commitment due to its structure, organisation and accountability.

Mainstreaming and VAW Joint Investment Plan (VAW JIP)

The development of the VAW JIP was often cited as a huge step forward to the progress made in working together.  It was also considered to be a robust method to mainstream, sustain and recognise the work that was being achieved in Thurrock.

Many people stated that the VAW JIP had provided an opportunity to mainstream some of the work of the VAWA.  The VAW JIP was viewed by many as an important step in formally documenting the need for the work and for progressing the work in the future ensuring its sustainability and profile.  

The VAW JIP had also increased the opportunities for more integrated, joint work and this was considered to be the favoured approach for the future.  

Crime and Disorder

The structure of the VAWA had linked the work into the Crime and Disorder Leadership Team.  This to people seemed to be the most appropriate link for the work, however, many people considered that the close link still had to be developed further in practice.  

The Crime and Disorder Strategy has a section on violence against women.  The VAW JIP was viewed to have provided a solid base for the C&D audit and the section in the Crime and Disorder Strategy.  
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Early stages

It is the early stages of the VAWA and people are still finding their way.  The indications are that the new structure has been a positive force for change in Thurrock.

At this early stage it was widely agreed that the structure for the VAWA would need to be monitored and reviewed in the future to ensure that it remained innovative and flexible to meet the needs of the work that had to be undertaken.  

There was wide and strong commitment expressed by all the key agencies that violence against women ‘would remain on the agenda’.  In the future, the structure of the VAWA would respond appropriately to ensure that violence against women remains a central feature of the work undertaken by agencies.

Benefits to women and girls

The benefits of the VAWA were recognised by all agencies and the stated aim of the VAWA was beginning to be realised for women and girls who are experiencing violence.

Areas to be developed

There is still some development work to be reviewed and undertaken in the next six months to a year.  These include:

· The development of a system for improved information flow between the three groups, Practitioner, Advisory and Executive, to include a feedback, monitoring and evaluation system for the work of the VAWA.  

· The development of a system for improved information flow between the VAWA and other groups and the proposed Local Strategic Partnership.

· The dedication of resources to finance the work and operation of the VAWA, for example, co-ordination, managing minute taking, agenda items, facilitating sub groups, distribution of minutes and other work generated from the VAWA structure as a whole.  

· More focused information and training to assist people to understand the work of the VAWA and the issues relating to violence against women and gender.  For example, brief, specific guidance for members of the VAWA and information on gender impact assessments.  This may also include regular presentations to all three groups of the VAWA to enable discussion and debate to address any 'knowledge' gaps. 
· Review ways in which the VAWA can develop a themed approach with agencies which do not, as yet, have representation on the VAWA.

Applicability of approach to other areas

There is a great deal that can be learnt from the experience of the partners at Thurrock.  It may not be the recipe for success in other areas at all.  But this and other models should be examined and assessed by professionals in other areas for its use and applicability.  For Thurrock it has brought about change in a way which has lead to positive outcomes for women girls who are experiencing or have experienced violence.

