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Scottish Women's Aid (SWA) is the lead organisation in Scotland working to end 
domestic abuse and plays a vital role in campaigning and lobbying for effective 
responses to domestic abuse.  We provide advice, information, training and 
publications to our 36 member groups and to a wide variety of stakeholders. Our 
members are local Women’s Aid groups, which provide specialist services, including 
refuge accommodation, information and support to women, children and young 
people. 
 
Domestic abuse and human rights obligations to address discrimination and 
structural inequality 
 
Domestic abuse, along with other forms of gender-based violence, is a form of gender 
discrimination and “one of the fundamental social, political and economic means by 
which the subordinate position of women with respect to men and their stereotyped 
roles are perpetuated.”  Domestic abuse affects enjoyment of a range of human rights, 
including the rights to life, to security of the person, to health, to the equal protection 
of the law, and the right to a remedy. In some circumstances, domestic abuse may 
amount to torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.   
 
Equally Safe, Scotland’s headline policy on violence against women and girls, echoes 
the above UN definition of gender-based violence: “[Our] definition highlights the need 
to understand violence within the context of women's and girl's subordinate status in 
society. Such violence cannot be understood, therefore, in isolation from the norms, 
social structure and gender roles within the community, which greatly influence 
women's vulnerability to violence.”  
 
Under international law, governments have the obligation to ensure both formal 
equality and substantive equality. As the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (CESCR) has recognized, this is likely to require budget allocations to 
support relevant policies:  
 
“States parties must adopt an active approach to eliminating systemic discrimination 
and segregation in practice. Tackling such discrimination will usually require a 
comprehensive approach with a range of laws, policies and programmes, including 
temporary special measures… Eliminating systemic discrimination will frequently 
require devoting greater resources to traditionally neglected groups.”  
 
Scotland’s social and economic structures—via government, legislation, policy, and 
the public and private sectors—deliver women’s and girls’ subordinate status.  Women 
in Scotland are more likely to live in poverty and less likely to be at the tables where 
decisions about their lives are made, including who benefits from our country’s 
resources.  This systemic discrimination is the feeder system for domestic abuse and 
frames every constrained choice that children and women living with domestic abuse 
face every day in every community in Scotland. 
 



Making equalities and human rights central to budget decisions 
 
The systematic failure to robustly assess needs using equality and human rights 
evidence—in housing, in education, in health, in justice, in almost every local and 
national policy area—is no surprise to anyone.  Indeed, a report from the Equalities 
and Human Rights Commission in 2018 reviewed the impact of the Public Sector 
Equality Duty contained in the 2010 Equalities Act and concluded there had been 
limited evidence of improved outcomes for people with protected characteristics 
between 2013-2017.  
 
The impact of this systematic failure has, among other things, meant that COVID-
related responses in the policy areas we work most in have failed to reflect the lived 
experience of women and children living with domestic abuse.  We have observed that 
operational changes have consistently shifted risk from institutions to individual 
women and children.  Examples include local decision making about housing 
allocations, national and local guidance about key workers and child care and school 
arrangements, and summary and solemn court operations.   
 
Financial implications of COVID-19 on the Women’s Aid network:  lost capacity 
in the face of rising demand 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic and the need to rapidly transition to remote service provision 
in March 2020 had a massive impact on the Women’s Aid network across Scotland. 
The Scottish Government’s announcement of £1.35 million allocated to Scottish 
Women’s Aid on 31st March was critical in helping network members continue to 
provide their vital services.  As one Women’s Aid group said, “We could not have 
managed to set up workers to work from home without the financial support from 
Scottish Government”.  
 
Lost income.   Social distancing requirements meant that many Women’s Aid groups 
lost income because refuges that had housed multiple families could now house only 
one. Most Women’s Aid service providers do not own the properties used to provide 
refuges. They lease them from local authorities and housing associations. Rent for 
refuges is met through housing benefit. Services therefore depend on payment of 
housing benefit to cover the cost of leasing the accommodation used to provide refuge.  
Refuges consist of a mixture of self-contained and shared accommodation. Where 
service providers had refuges with shared accommodation, requirements for social 
distancing meant that they had to either convert the shared refuge into a single 
household space or reduce the numbers of women and children living there. Two-
thirds of our services lost income from housing benefit. The amount lost by service 
providers varied significantly. 
 
In our report Crisis and Resilience: the impact of a global pandemic on domestic abuse 
survivors and service providers in Scotland , Women’s Aid groups across Scotland 
reported the challenges they anticipated facing as lockdown eased and demand for 
services increased. These fell into the following categories:  
 
• Staffing – with an expected spike in referrals, services expressed concerns that 
they did not have sufficient staff to be able to provide services to all those who need 
support. Staffing challenges were exacerbated by the gendered impact of COVID—



e.g., access to child care for our workers was hampered by slow decision making 
about their status as key workers. 
• Refuge space – refuges are essentially full, and local re-housing processes 
have been at best slowly re-opening.  With a few good-practice exceptions, most local 
housing and homelessness services have failed to prioritise re-housing of women and 
children living in refuge. 
• Safety – as lockdown measures are eased and the possibility of providing face 
to face services returns, service providers are concerned about how to do that safely 
and in compliance with social distancing requirements. For example, they anticipate 
challenges including not being able to have all staff in the office at the same time, not 
having sufficient PPE to protect staff and clients, and how to build confidence so that 
staff and service users feel that it is safe to return to in-person support. 
 
Addressing inequalities in Scotland’s economic recovery 
 
Given the aforementioned need to dismantle the feeder system of domestic abuse in 
Scotland, we wholeheartedly support the need to transform Scotland’s economy as 
we recover from the pandemic.  Economic recovery must be framed by the abundant 
evidence about the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on Scotland’s women and 
children,  any economic recovery recommendations that are gender blind will be a 
disaster for those we serve and the larger cohort of domestic abuse victim-survivors. 
We refer the committee to the analysis by Engender and Close the Gap of the report 
from the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery and its comment that “[w]ithout 
mitigation, actions for recovery based on AGER’s report will worsen women’s 
economic position, and widen income and wealth gaps”.    
 
The scale of domestic abuse in Scotland (as elsewhere) is immense—best estimates 
are that 1 in 4 women experience domestic abuse, 1 in 5 children are living with it, and 
1 in 4 men perpetrate it.  An economy that challenges inequality, poverty, and injustice 
is the most important tool we have for dismantling the system of privilege that enables 
domestic abuse.  A gender-competent plan for economic recovery must surely be the 
first step to recovery and renewal.  
 
SWA is partnering with the Poverty & Inequality Commission to consider the impact of 
poverty and/or low income on domestic abuse and/or economic abuse in particular 
around COVID and beyond, but also in general.  SWA is running a focus group with 
survivors who are willing to share their experiences of low income and poverty and 
domestic abuse, and we should have the findings from that work in October.  We would 
be happy to share that information with the Committee. 
 


