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About SAFE Ireland
SAFE Ireland is a young, innovative and strategic national organisation. We work 
with 40 specialist domestic violence member organisations across Ireland. Together 
we provide a range of services to support the safety and wellbeing of over 12,000 
women and children annually. Through this work we understand the complexities, 
impact and pervasiveness of domestic violence in Ireland, and we believe that we 
can make Ireland a safer place for women and children.

We lead research and disseminate good practice to our members, other professionals 
and statutory bodies. We are the only national organisation to collate and analyse 
national statistics on domestic violence service provision across all services.

We collate the experience of our member services and give the survivors a voice, 
sharing the experiences and enormity of domestic violence in our country. We 
work in collaboration with our members, government departments, state agencies 
and relevant stakeholders to progress a change agenda. We want society to take 
responsibility for the eradication of violence against women.

It is accepted at the UN and the EU that domestic abuse is a gendered issue.

About this report
This is Ireland’s first Safety Audit - an analysis of how safe Ireland is for women 
and children living with domestic violence has been, and critically, can be over the 
coming year. It is based on national statistics collected by SAFE Ireland since 2007, 
information gathered from representatives of SAFE Ireland member organisations at 
a review workshop held at the last SAFE Ireland AGM, as well as annual statistics 
compiled by other state bodies such as the Court Services.  In addition, the report 
relies on a wide range of national and international research on the impact of 
domestic violence on women and children and its intersection with critical supports 
such as housing and the legal system.

The evidence for each section of the report is outlined fully in the reference section 
on page 20 of this document.
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Foreword by Sharon O’Halloran

This is SAFE Ireland’s first Safety Audit – our first analysis of how safe Ireland 
actually is for women and children living with violence in their homes and lives.

The presentation of this first Safety Audit comes at an interesting time. It comes months after Ireland 
has exited the Troika bail-out programme after three years of severe austerity. It also comes five years 
after the then Irish government officially declared that Ireland was in recession for the first time since 
the 1980s.

These five years have been tough and relentless. The cutting edge of austerity has impacted on most 
families up and down this country; and none more so than the families we have been supporting. This, 
coupled with a significant deficit in state infrastructure to respond to the issue, has compounded what 
was already a crisis regarding our response to violence against women in this country.

In 2012 alone, nearly 8,500 individual women and 3,606 children received support from domestic violence 
support services in Ireland. Our helplines around the country answered over 50,000 calls for help.

For the thousands of women and children living with the terror 
of violence in their homes, recession and austerity has not just 
been tough. It has been catastrophic.

When women are abused by their partner, the perpetrator of 
the abuse often exerts power and control, including threats. He 
may monitor her phone, cut off access to the computer and the 
internet, isolate her from friends and family, give her just enough 
money and then scrutinise every bill to see where that money is 
being spent, to the last penny. This level of control and isolation 
makes it very difficult in the first place for women to make contact 
with the support services that can help her escape.

If a woman is brave enough to escape violence – to seek safety 
– the least she should be able to expect is that the supports 
she needs are there for her, no questions asked.

The reality is far from this. In 2014 in Ireland, when a woman does manage to make contact with 
the supports that she needs to escape violence, she more often than not comes in contact with a 
system that offers her more restrictions than options, more closed doors than open ones. Five years of 
recession and austerity has pared an already fragile and fragmented system of support for women and 
children right down to the bone.

Our service managers have told us about the frustrating and demoralising impact of having to constantly 
say “no” to requests for resources from women and children which can no longer be provided, or to ask 
them to “make do” with an option which they know is inferior to what is really needed.

These restrictions are brought into even sharper focus when a woman comes into contact with the 
statutory system to access the basic supports that she needs to move on with her life. For too many 
women, the struggle to be believed, to battle with bureaucracy, delays and the introduction of regressive, 
and sometimes, invasive policies in certain key areas, like housing, means that she gives up and is 
forced to choose instead to remain in, or return to, her unsafe home. Women are forced to spend 
lifetimes in abusive relationships.

1
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But it doesn’t have to be this way. Despite the desperate 
realities that women and their children face every day and 
the traumatic stories that come to our services doors, we 
believe that Ireland can be the safest place for women and 
children.

We believe that Ireland can be a world leader in addressing 
the issue of domestic violence. We have a small country 
with a relatively small population. We can put in place the 
cost-effective services that women and children need to 
find safety fast. We can change legislation and statutory 
practices so that, instead of barriers, women are faced 
with options. We can start to shift the culture that keeps 
domestic violence hidden, behind closed doors and regards 
it as a private matter.

It is because of this belief that we are presenting this first 
Safety Audit at this crucial time. We do not want this to be 
just a judgement of where we are now. We want this report 
to be a benchmark from where we can progress, from where 
we can start to make changes and improvements so that 
Ireland can be a safer place next year, and into the future.
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Safety in a Time of Crisis – an overview

In 2012, the number of women who received support from a domestic violence 
service soared to nearly 8,500 – breaking the 8,000 barrier for the first time since 
data was first recorded by SAFE Ireland. 

This represents a 7% increase since the record high in 2011 and a 36% increase since the start of the 
recession in 2008 when 6,204 women received support. The numbers of children who received support 
from a domestic violence service also increased in 2012, rising to 3,606. That’s nearly 600 more children 
than 2011 and over 700 more children than services supported in 2008.

Over that same period, HSE core funding to domestic violence services was cut by 14% since 2008. What 
was a grossly underfunded network of services in 2008 is now operating on nearly €2 million less in core 
state funding. And the cuts are not consistent or uniform. While a few very small services have received 
slight increases to their core HSE funding, others have seen reductions of up to 37% in HSE funding.

Frontline specialist domestic violence support services have risen to the crisis over the past five years. 
They have done much more with much less to ensure that as many women and children as possible 
are safe from violence in their own homes. They have put valuable time and resources into what is now 
essential fundraising to try to maintain their services for the increasing numbers of women and children 
who continue to look for safety. In some organisations, HSE core funding – which is the mainstay of state 
funding for all of our member services - does not provide the sufficient funds to run the basic services. This 
new reality to source significant additional funds to maintain even basic services for women and children 
is putting a huge strain on workers and means that services can never plan with certainty.

Prospects for further increases in demand, against the backdrop of further decreasing resources, barriers 
to housing and accommodation, legal logjams and the curtailment of dedicated children’s services, mean 
that services may not be able to provide supports that they believe are in the best interests of women 
and children’s safety and wellbeing. For some services, the only choice at this point may be closure. For 
women and children looking for safety, there are now more restrictions than options available to them.

A changing landscape – Green shoots of hope

Over the past 3 years there has been a notable shift in the inertia that was the dominant feature of 
Irelands response to violence against women. The launch of the first national strategy on domestic, 
sexual and gender based violence in 2010, against the backdrop of very scarce resources, set out 
achievable targets to improve coordination and reduce prevalence over a 3 year period. The mid-term 
review of this strategy highlighted significant challenges in meeting the strategic goals.

The appointment of a new government in 2011 has seen a notable improvement in the interest and 
commitments from a number of government departments. A positive development in recent months 
sees for the first time, a legislative duty placed on government to ‘care and protect’ for victims of 
domestic and sexual violence1. Other legislative improvements include broadened eligibility criteria 
for applications for DV protection orders2, reform to the in camera rule in family and child proceedings 
family law3 and in recent weeks we have seen the publication of the heads of the Child and Family 
Relationship Bill 2014 which aims to address issues relating to access and domestic violence.

1 Child and Family Agency Act, 2013
2 Civil (Misc) Act 2011
3 Courts and Civil Law (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2013

2
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2014 – five achievable goals

SAFE Ireland wants to ensure that the following achievable goals or indicators are 
met over the coming year. They are explained in detail in section six of this Audit.

3
Amend, develop and enact housing legislation as a matter of 
urgency to address the many barriers to safe accommodation 
currently experienced by victims of domestic violence.1
Increase the emergency accommodation capacity of domestic 
violence services by 10% or by 14 family units in 2014.2
Ring-fence and maintain budgets for all domestic violence 
services in 2014, with a view to increasing budgets by at  
least 10% over subsequent years.3
Ratify the Council of Europe Istanbul Convention on  
Preventing and Combating Violence against Women 
and Domestic Violence.4
Establish a high-level cabinet committee on domestic violence 
and ensure that this committee is briefed in full by SAFE Ireland 
and its members.5
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No safety in numbers - key statistics

8,449 women received support from a domestic  
violence service in 2012 – up 36% since 2008.

3,606 children received support from a domestic 
violence service in 2012. 953 children were under  
four-years-old including 224 children who were  
one year or younger.

3,470 requests for refuge could not be met 
because the refuge was full in 2012 – that’s nearly ten 
requests every day of the year.

50,077 helpline calls were answered in 2012.

192,484 helpline calls were answered  
between 2008 and 2012.

HSE core funding allocated to domestic violence services  
is down by 14% since 2008.

On average, in terms of total funding domestic violence 
services are operating on 11% less total budget 
in 2012 than they were in 2008 (total funding includes core 
HSE funding and other state and private funding sources 
including fundraising). Two services have seen reductions to 
their total budgets of over 30% with over half (22 services) 
experiencing reductions of between 10% and 30%.

4
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Five barriers to safety for women and children

SAFE Ireland has identified five main barriers to safety for women and children 
living with violence in Ireland. These five identified barriers – and they are by no 
means the only barriers - working in combination, are preventing many women 
every day, and thousands more who have not yet come forward, from finding 
permanent safety from violence for themselves and their children.

The barriers to safety for women and children living with violence in Ireland are:

1. Increasing demand on services

2. Decreasing resources

3. Accommodation and housing

4. Legal barriers

5. Supports for children

Increasing demand on services
The demand for the provision of services continues to climb. The 
increased numbers of women coming forward to SAFE Ireland member 
services is welcome and their safety needs and those of their children 
absolutely must be met. Women and children have the right to live 
free from violence and abuse and the support from domestic violence 
services is critical to achieving this outcome.

So, while the very high numbers of women coming to our services is 
inexcusable - a sad indictment on Irish society – we know that the 
women and children who have looked for our services are the ones 
who have found help and support, the ones that have started on a 
route to safety and wellbeing.

The danger arises – and the safety of women and children is put at 
risk - when we cannot meet the demands and when the increasing 
numbers and demand for our services is happening in combination 
with the other four key barriers to safety we have identified.

2008 to 2012 – the numbers reach record highs

Women

In 2012, the number of women who received support from a domestic violence service soared to 8,449 
– breaking the 8,000 barrier for the first time since records were first recorded by SAFE Ireland (2007). 
This represents an 8% increase since last year’s record high and a 36% increase since the start of the 
recession in 2008 when 6,204 women received a range of supports.

Children

The numbers of children who received support from a domestic violence service also increased in 2012, 
rising to 3,606. That’s nearly 600 more children than last year and over 700 more children than services 
supported in 2008. Of these, 953 children were less than four-years-old including 224 children who 
were one year or younger, and there were 130 children aged between 15 and 18-years-old.

5

Nearly ten times 
every day of the 
year in 2012, a 
woman, almost 
certainly with 
children, had to be 
refused emergency 
accommodation  
because she was  
leaving a violent 
home.
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Refuge accommodation

In total, 1,875 individual women and 2,892 individual children lived in a refuge in 2012. This means 
that refuges, which have not increased in their size or capacity since 2008, had to find room for 400 
additional women and 300 additional children between 2008 and 2012.

In 2012, 2,892 individual children lived in a refuge and 169 children lived in transitional housing.

Since 2008, SAFE Ireland member services have admitted women to refuge on 10,646 occasions in total 
and admitted children to refuge on 17,779 occasions.4

Unmet requests

In 2012, a massive 3,470 requests from women for refuge accommodation could not be met because 
the refuge was full. That means that nearly ten times every day of the year in 2012, a woman, almost 
certainly with children, had to be refused emergency accommodation because she was leaving a 
violent home. The comparative figure five years ago saw 1,657 requests for refuge that could not be 
met because the refuge was full.

Helplines throughout the country

In 2012, 50,077 helpline calls were answered. Since 2008, SAFE Ireland members across the country 
have answered 192,484 helpline calls in total.

Non-accommodation support services

The biggest increase in demand was for non-accommodation support services provided by SAFE Ireland 
members such as counselling, court accompaniment or advocacy for housing or health needs. In 2012, 
6,439 women received these practical and emotional non-accommodation supports, compared to 
4,638 in 2008. That’s an increase in demand for services of nearly 40%. (See Table 1 on next page).

Decreasing resources
HSE core funding – the mainstay of state funding for domestic violence services - has decreased by 14% 
or nearly €2 million since 2008. In 2008, the HSE allocated an already inadequate total of €13,398,863 
to domestic violence services throughout the country. By 2012, this amount was reduced to €11,487,475. 
Over the same period of time, demand for all services by women and children increased year-on-year.

It would appear, however, that this reduction has been applied inconsistently. While four, mostly small 
and extremely underfunded services saw slight increases in their core HSE funding, other, larger services 
– often the only domestic violence services within a large geographic area - experienced cuts of over 
35% in their core HSE funding. Five services had cuts of over 30%. Twenty-two services (out of a total 
of 39 service members) experienced cuts in their core funding of between 10% and 30% with just five 
escaping with cuts of under 10%.

In order to maintain basic services for the increasing numbers, and to deal with the increasing complexities 
of the issues being presented to them, our members services have had to limit or cut some ‘non-crisis’ 
services, such as specialist children’s support services; they have had to change terms and conditions 
for staff members, end professional training or end 24-hour on-site cover. However, mostly they have 
had to put valuable time and human resources into accessing funds from other possible sources, just 
to stay open. Almost all service managers talk about the increased pressure to fundraise to supplement 

4  Please note, this is the number of admissions, not individual women. Women sometimes return to refuge for safety and accommodation on 

more than one occasion.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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Table 1: Like with like comparison of national DV service provision statistics 2008-2012

Five barriers to safety for women and children

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Like with like 
comparison 
2008-2012  

%

Like with like 
comparison 
2011-2012  

%

No of admissions of 
women to refuge 1947 2253 1993 2129 2324 19% 1

No of individual women 
admitted to refuge 1473 1543 1545 1686 1875 27% 3

No of women 
accommodated in 
transitional housing

93 110 43 156 148  59% -5

No of women who 
received support from 
non accommodation 
support services

4638 5868 5639 5959 6439 39% 9

Total no of individual 
women who received 
support from a DV 
service

6204 7521 7227 7797 8449 36% 7

No of helpline calls 
answered 27774 33621 38629 42383 50077 80% -

No of requests for 
refuge that could not be 
met because the refuge 
was full

1657 2341 3236 2537 3470 109% 28

No of admissions of 
children to refuge 3269 4197 3402 3632 3279 0.3% -17

No of individual children 
admitted to refuge 2381 2334 2355 2142 2892 21% 26

No of children 
accommodated in 
transitional housing

133 128 56 191 169  27% -12

No of children who 
received support from 
non accommodation 
support services

384 541 446 733 543 41% -

Total no of individual 
children who received 
support from a DV 
service

2898 3055 2967 3066 3,606 24% -

Like with like comparisons means that where a service data was not available for the two years being compared, this 
service was removed from the comparison.

9SAFETY IN A TIME OF CRISIS
Priorities for Protecting Women and Children impacted by Domestic Violence



state underfunding. For some services, core state funding through the HSE represents just over one-third 
of their necessary total funding. For the majority, HSE core funding represents on average 75% of their 
overall total funding requirement which means that at least a quarter of the minimum budget required 
to provide basic critical services to women and children has to be found elsewhere.

Accommodation and housing
The way in which the state’s overall response to women living with domestic violence is impeding their 
ability to escape and find safety is brought into sharp focus when it comes to the issue of housing and 
accommodation.

Access to safe accommodation, including emergency provision, medium-term and longer-term housing 
is a critical provision for victims of domestic violence including children. Women and children are made 
homeless by domestic violence. They are a unique group within the homeless sector in that they are 
fleeing crimes. This needs to be recognised and acted upon with special measures.

SAFE Ireland member services have consistently identified the situation with regard to accommodation 
and housing as one of the major barriers to ensuring safety for women and children.

Securing access to housing and safe accommodation is complex and has many variables. However, 
SAFE Ireland has identified four key areas that are having the greatest impact on women’s ability to 
access the accommodation they need to be safe.

1. Housing legislation

Domestic violence is not defined in Irish housing legislation. This immediately impedes a woman’s right 
to public housing and puts in place an immediate barrier to her seeking help.5

This does not make sense. If a woman has to leave her home, she is in effect homeless. Returning to 
that home puts her and her children at risk.

However, a woman who is forced to leave a violent home is not explicitly defined in our law as homeless. 
When she comes in contact with local authority housing departments, she is not automatically regarded 
as an emergency case – in fact, she, and the services advocating for her, will often have to spend a 
huge amount of time securing and justifying this very basic safety need. More and more documentation, 
proof and qualification is needed by state authorities to the point where a number of services have 
raised concern that the privacy of women is increasingly being invaded in making the case for her 
urgent housing support needs.

2. The Habitual Residency Condition

Habitual Residence Condition (HRC) is a restriction placed on women accessing certain social welfare 
payments and entitlements. It was introduced in response to the accession of ten new countries into 
the European Union in May 2003. For some women coming to live in Ireland they must establish a ‘right 
to reside’ in Ireland before they can claim necessary welfare payments and, critically, rent allowance and 
housing. This right to reside is determined upon a number of factors, including the length of time she 
has been living in the state, or, in some cases, within a certain area, within the state.

5  SAFE Ireland Research on Housing Legislation (2013), Padraig Kenna.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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The impression might be that it is overwhelmingly women from outside the European economic area 
that have difficulties with the HRC. However, through a SAFE Ireland study6 a picture also emerges of 
Irish women who have lived abroad, who have moved within Ireland or who have no ‘paper trail’ or 
documentation to substantiate the length of time they have worked, when they returned to Ireland and 
how long they have been in a country.

In addition, it has emerged that a woman may not meet the right to reside through no fault of her own. 
SAFE Ireland research on the HRC7 has uncovered evidence that the restriction can be manipulated to 
retain control in a relationship by an abuser. An abusive partner may refuse to re-apply for a woman’s 
visa, for example, he may withhold information from her or may seize and hold her travel and visa 
documents. These actions serve to further isolate a woman and mean that she cannot access necessary 
state payments like child benefit, one-parent family payment and rent allowance.

The Habitual Residency Condition places unacceptable barriers on women seeking protection and 
safety from an abusive and violent perpetrator with whom they have an intimate relationship. These 
barriers are leading to increased risk for these women and their children who are very vulnerable to 
further violence from the perpetrator who has exerted and continues to exert severe control and abuse 
over them. These barriers persist across Ireland with evidence of great inconsistency from county to 
county and from person to person.

A number of worrying trends are emerging as a result of HRC and its related housing restrictions:

•	Women are being forced to return to live in abusive relationships.

•	Women and children are being forced to remain in abusive relationships.

•	Women and children are being forced to stay in refuges for longer.

3. Austerity, rent allowance and housing restrictions

Women are finding it more difficult to secure adequate rent allowance if they have to leave the family 
home to find safety. Rent allowance has decreased, deposits are harder to get from community welfare 
officers and overall payments from the Department of Social Protection have been reduced.

Some counties require a woman to be resident or renting in the county for six months prior to receiving 
rent allowance, which is very problematic, particularly for women who feel that their only route to safety 
is to leave the county where their abuser resides.

Some counties require that a woman is actively pursuing a legal separation before she is entitled to 
receive rent allowance. Waiting lists for legal aid can delay her in seeking a separation. And it may not 
be an immediate legal decision she is prepared to make or indeed, is in a position of safety to make.

In some areas, if a woman owns a house or farm with her partner/husband, she is not entitled to social 
housing or rent assistance. It is difficult to sell houses in the current climate, and very often, this tends 
to mean that she returns to her abuser rather than remaining homeless.

Some areas have very little housing stock available. It may be in poor condition and where it is located 
may have a lot of anti-social behaviour.

6 SAFE Ireland (2011) Lifelines to Safety: A National Study of Support Needs for Women Accessing Domestic Violence Services in Ireland. Athlone: 

SAFE Ireland.
7 SAFE Ireland Report (2013) on the impact of the Habitual Residence Condition on women seeking protection and safety for themselves and their 

children from a domestic violence perpetrator.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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4. More pressure on refuge accommodation

The three barriers above are having a huge impact on refuge accommodation, which is already 
significantly below recommended international standards.

Currently there are 139 family units available across Ireland. This is just over one-third of the recommended 
Council of Europe recommendations. Four family units remain closed in Kildare due to inadequate 
funding. In addition, there is serious concern that the five unit Women’s Aid Dundalk refuge may have 
to close its doors because of local authority cuts.

Refuge accommodation is intended as short-term, emergency accommodation. It is critical that a 
woman and her children can be re-housed to the safest location for their needs.

The barriers to housing, as outlined above, mean that women 
are spending more time in refuge. Women and their children can 
be in refuge for months, because they have nowhere else to go 
where they can be safe. This in turn means that units are not 
free for women arriving at the refuge.

On 3,470 occasions in 2012, requests from women for refuge 
could not be met because the refuge was full. That means 
that nearly ten times every day of the year in 2012, a woman, 
almost certainly with children, had to be refused emergency 
accommodation.

Legal barriers

Domestic violence as a human rights issue

The Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW 1979) provides 
a detailed mandate to secure equality between women and men and to prohibit discrimination against 
women. CEDAW expressly requires states to “take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination 
against women by any person, organisation or enterprise” (Article 2(e)).

In 1992, the CEDAW Committee adopted General Recommendation 19 on “violence against women”, 
which defined violence as a form of discrimination against women, and emphasises that governments 
are responsible for eliminating discrimination against women by any person, organisation or enterprise, 
and that governments are required to prevent violations of rights by any actor, punish these acts and 
provide compensation (paragraph 9).

Fulfilling European mechanisms
Ireland has not yet ratified the Council of European Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women and Domestic Violence, also known as the Istanbul Convention. The Convention has 
now been ratified by eight countries – the most recent being Austria and Serbia in November 2013.  
It now requires just two more states to ratify it before it enters into force.

The Convention is based on the understanding that violence against women is a form of gender-based 
violence that is committed against women because they are women. It is the obligation of the state 
to fully address it in all its forms and to take measures to prevent violence against women, protect its 
victims and prosecute the perpetrators. Failure to do so would make it the responsibility of the state. 
The convention leaves no doubt: there can be no real equality between women and men if women 
experience gender-based violence on a large-scale and state agencies and institutions turn a blind eye.

For women and children 
looking for safety, 
there are now more 
restrictions than options 
available to them.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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Because it is not only women who suffer domestic violence, parties to the convention are encouraged to 
apply the protective framework it creates to men, children and the elderly who are exposed to violence 
within the family or domestic unit. By accepting its obligations, governments commit to changing 
gender-stereotyped attitudes that make violence acceptable. In so doing, they must provide services 
for victims such as shelters, round-the-clock helplines, rape crisis or sexual violence referral centres, 
medical and legel counselling.

In June 2011, the Council of the European Union passed a Resolution of the Council on a roadmap for 
strengthening the rights and protection of victims, in particular in criminal proceedings. It is known as 
the “Budapest Roadmap”. This then resulted in the development of the Victims’ Directive (or the Directive 
of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing minimum standards on the rights, support 
and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2001/220/JHA.) SAFE 
Ireland is a member of the Victims Rights Alliance, which is working to assist in the implementation of 
this Directive.

From an international perspective and at a national level, the state, our legal and our judicial systems 
have a special duty to ensure that a woman’s right to live free from violence is protected and upheld. 
The reality for most women, however, is very often different.

Not taken seriously
Women accessing our services consistently report that they are not taken seriously when they come 
into contact with the legal system. They are often not believed, their cases are often trivialised; barring 
orders and safety orders are breached without consistent, or sometimes, serious, consequence. In short, 
they are living with the reality that domestic violence is not categorised as a crime within our statutes.

For many women, the decision to take legal action is one of last resort. Many rely on state legal aid but 
this has become far less accessible. Legal aid has increased from €50 to €130 for a basic consultation, 
which puts it out of reach for most women coming to services, in particular for those reliant on state 
payments and especially for women caught in the residency trap, as outline above. Members report 
making increased requests to the St Vincent de Paul Society to pay this minimum fee.

Where there is understanding and the will to do things well within the legal system, the benefits are 
huge for women and children. There are pockets of good practice around the country where the system 
is cohesive where the courts work with An Garda Síochána and with the local domestic violence service. 
These are pockets where stereotypes and preconceptions about domestic violence are trumped by 
solid data-based evidence and where the default position is the physical wellbeing and welfare of the 
vulnerable until such a time as the issue can be and is resolved.

These pockets of good practice need to become what all women and children in Ireland can expect. 
Unlike other issues discussed in this Safety Audit, the difficulty that women experience when they come 
in contact with the legal system is not necessarily one that is dependent on funding: it is a problem that 
is rooted in understanding of the issue, and the will to make a change.

If the powers already in our statutes were used they would streamline proceedings and, overnight, 
make many women’s experience of the legal system less traumatic. For example, Section 9 of the 
Domestic Violence Act 1996 empowers the court to deal contemporaneously with the issues of access, 
maintenance, restriction on conduct, the disposal of household chattels and orders under the Child Care 
Act, 1991. There is no need to institute separate proceedings.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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In the case of maintenance matters, there is a requirement for the mutual exchange of particulars of 
property and income and some district courts will not deal with maintenance on an impromptu basis 
without statements of means being exchanged in advance.

In 2014, SAFE Ireland will publish comprehensive research on women’s interaction with the legal system. 
This research, like the 1999 Law Society’s Law Reform Committee’s survey1, shows a considerable 
reluctance among judges to deal with these associated matters during domestic violence proceedings. 
What is even more damaging is where a judge dealing with access will not hear mention of the 
domestic violence she heard in the past ‘because it has been dealt with’ or because the violence was 
against the mother and not against the children.

The 1999 Law Reform Committee’s report says that this variation in practice creates uncertainty as to 
the practical outcome of domestic violence proceedings and creates difficulty for lawyers in advising 
their clients. Not possessing any information on why many judges decline to deal with related issues 
contemporaneously, the Law Reform Committee suggested training for judges along with other 
measures, which would encourage this ‘fast-track’ approach.

Fourteen years on from this report, little has changed. From the daily experience of SAFE Ireland 
members, documented within the upcoming research, either this training has not occurred or has been 
ineffective.

Applications for safety, protection and barring orders
As a snapshot, the following table outlines the number of safety, protection interim-barring orders 
and barring orders applied for in the district court, where most orders are made, since 2008 (from 
court services annual reports). It shows that there has been a significant increase in the numbers of 
applications for safety orders and protection orders in particular. Since 2008, applications for safety 
orders have jumped by 51% and applications for protection orders by 23%. The biggest increase in 
applications occurred between 2011 and 2012.

Table 2: Applications for safety, protection and barring orders

Applications 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
% change 
from 2011

% change 
from 2008

Total applications  
under DV legislation

10,401 10,033 9,945 10,652 12,655 + 19% +22%

Safety orders 3,328 3,322 3,561 3,755 5,026 + 34% + 51%

Protection orders 3,354 3,134 2,926 3,403 4,192 +23% + 24%

Interim barring orders 623 545 530 731 648 - .1% + .04%

Barring orders 3,096 2,855 2,726 2,763 2,789 + .01% - .1%

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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Safety for children
The total numbers of children receiving support from a domestic violence service has increased year-
on-year since 2008. In 2012, this number rose to 3,606. Our services saw over 700 more children than 
they did in 2008. In 2011, the figure passed the 3,000 mark for the first time.

Since 2008, our services have admitted children to refuge on 17,779 occasions. Over the same period, 
the services have admitted women to refuge on 10,646 occasions.

The truth is that more children are admitted to refuge than women. This is because those women who 
come to our services with children are often coming with two, three or four children.

The number of children receiving supports from services other than accommodation has also increased 
year-on-year, jumping from 384 in 2008 to 543 in 2012. These supports – like counselling, play therapy 
and other therapeutic interventions for children who have lived with violence in their homes – are vital 
to the development and healing capacity of children. For younger children in particular, quality early 
childcare and childhood education has been proven to enhance their development

However, since 2008, these vital support services have been steadily curtailed or cut. Many services 
report that they have had to cut their psychological support services for children. If childcare workers 
leave, services are being forced to make the decision not to replace them because of decreased funding 
levels. Services are reporting that they can no longer employ full-time childcare workers, and are relying 
instead on interns, or are curtailing or cutting childcare hours completely.

Members are also reporting a higher level of deprivation amongst children coming to the refuges. 
Children are coming into refuge with holes in their shoes, no winter jackets, clothes that are too small or 
poor quality clothes. Services are linking with other organisations such as the St. Vincent de Paul Society 
to support women and children living in poverty.

Studies show that in homes where there is intimate violence, on average 40% of the children are also 
abused. Children may react differently to the violence, depending on their age, sex, frequency and 
extent of violence and the types of role models that surround them. Growing up in a household with 
domestic violence has significant impacts on a child’s developmental progress. Although children may 
have been removed from abusive situations the result of living with domestic abuse can have a lasting 
impact throughout the life cycle. (Buckley et al., 2006).

Members are reporting that they are seeing children returning to the services as adults, seeking support 
because they are now in an abusive relationship. A small number of women are coming to services 
because they are fleeing their children, who have become the perpetrator after growing up in a home 
with domestic violence. Members say that this pattern of cyclical presentation underlines the importance 
of providing strong child-focused supports and interventions.

However, in the current climate they cannot provide what is best for children now and into the future.

Five barriers to safety for women and children
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Making Ireland the Safest Place for Women and 
Children – the five goals for year one in more detail

SAFE Ireland wants to ensure that the following five achievable goals or indicators are met over the 
coming year.

SAFE Ireland will be producing a Safety Audit every year. Subsequent audits will start with an analysis of 
progress on meeting goals or indicators set out for the previous year providing an annual benchmarked 
report on safety for women and children.

By the end of 2014:

1. Amend, develop and enact primary and secondary housing legislation to address the many 
barriers to safe accommodation currently experienced by victims of domestic violence.

•	 It is recommended that an application for social housing needs should be accepted by a local 
authority from the victim of domestic violence irrespective of residency of the applicant or local 
connections. The provision should be made that if the applicant has an accommodation, but 
it is unsafe for occupation because of fear or risk of domestic violence, such accommodation 
should not be regarded as an ‘alternative accommodation’ for the purposes of housing needs 
assessment.

•	The definition of homelessness should be broadened to include victims of domestic violence, to 
ensure that recognition of domestic violence victims is explicit and not just discretionary.

•	Victims of domestic violence should be put on a priority list as a result of becoming homeless 
unintentionally due to domestic violence. Local authorities should provide, for victims of 
domestic violence, clearly expressed and unified policies in relations to the acceptance of 
applications for social housing, housing needs assessment and subsequent placement on the 
housing list.

2. Increase the emergency accommodation capacity of domestic violence services by 10% or by 
14 family units in 2014.

With 139 family units, Ireland only has one-third of the recommended domestic violence 
accommodation capacity.

In order to start to meet rising demand, this capacity has to be increased. SAFE Ireland is setting a 
minimum standard of a 10% increase in accommodation capacity for 2014. This can be achieved by 
opening the Teach Tearmainn Domestic Violence Refuge in Kildare in full (four units), by resourcing 
approved plans to expand the Women’s Aid Dundalk refuge (new facility with additional four units), 
by resourcing the development of the recently acquired new premises secured by Cope Galway 
Waterside House (new facility with additional two units) and supporting the opening costs for 
a new refuge being developed in Letterkenny to replace existing refuge (additional four units). 
Provision of development resources to secure sites/premises for new refuges are to be developed 
in Sligo and Dun Laoghaire, where feasibility studies have already been carried out, in order to 
establish these refuges in 2015/2016. In addition, there is growing demand for a refuge service in 
the Cavan/Monaghan region where a feasibility study needs to be conducted. There is no refuge 
accommodation for women and children across these two large border counties.
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3. Ring-fence and maintain budgets for all domestic violence services in 2014 with a view to 
increasing budgets by at least 10% per annum over subsequent years.

HSE core funding has decreased by 14% or nearly €2 million for domestic violence services since 
2008. It would appear that this reduction has been applied inconsistently. While some very small 
and low budget services have seen increases in their core funding, other, larger services – often the 
only domestic violence services within a large geographic area - have experienced cuts of over 35% 
in their core HSE funding. Five services have seen cuts of over 30%.

Service members remain uncertain about future funding allocations. Many are hearing indications 
that they can expect further cuts to core funding in 2014.

SAFE Ireland members acknowledge that the country has experienced the worst economic crisis in 
the state’s history. However, as green shoots of recovery appear, they are asking that, as a minimum, 
current core HSE/Child and Family funding is ring-fenced and maintained into 2014.

4. Ratify the Council of Europe Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence 
against Women and Domestic Violence.

Ireland must show its commitment to eradicating all forms of male violence against women by 
ratifying the 2011 European Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and 
Domestic Violence.

The so-called Istanbul Convention recognises the structural nature of violence against women as 
gender-based violence. It also recognises that women and girls are exposed to a higher risk of 
gender-based violence than men, that domestic violence affects women disproportionately, and that 
men may also be victims of domestic violence.

The convention has not yet entered into force as this requires at least ten Council of Europe member 
states to ratify it. Currently, eight countries have ratified it.

Minister for Justice Alan Shatter TD told the Dáil in April 2013 that Ireland supports ‘in principle’ the aims 
and terms of the convention. He said the detailed provisions and the legislative and administrative 
arrangements that would be necessary to allow signature and ratification were being examined in 
conjunction with the government commitment to consolidate and reform domestic violence legislation. 
However, a provision within the Convention (article 52) on emergency barring orders presented a 
particular difficulty in relation to property rights under the Irish Constitution.

SAFE Ireland urges that these legal difficulties are examined, as a matter of urgency, so that the 
government can be the ninth country to ratify the Convention, moving it closer to the ten required for 
it to enter into force.

5. Establish a high-level cabinet committee on domestic violence.

Violence against women requires political leadership if it is to be regarded as the serious issue it 
is. While individual political representatives have raised the issue in the Oireachtas, and while the 
Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Equality and Law Reform, is currently examining it, domestic violence 
has never been given the concerted political attention it requires. As an example, in many states across 
the world, including the United States, leaders make a statement on November 25th, to recognise the 
International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women. This has never happened in Ireland.

SAFE Ireland is calling for the establishment of a high-level cabinet committee on domestic violence. 
This cabinet committee should be briefed as soon as possible by SAFE Ireland.
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The View from the Frontline  
– the realities of doing more with less

The following is an interview with one SAFE Ireland service manager about the 
realities of doing more with less.

“Now it’s less about options and more 
about restrictions,” says Anna Marie Foley.

“The expectations of women are being 

lowered all of the time,” says Anna Marie 

Foley, manager of Adapt Kerry, a SAFE 

Ireland member service which has operated 

a refuge and a range of support services for 

women throughout Kerry since 1996.

“Women returning to the service after five 

years would undoubtedly see shifts in what 

is available to them, from the basics such as 

daily food choices to the levels of childcare 

available, to the responses that she receives 

from other agencies.”

Austerity has had a huge impact on the 

work of Adapt Kerry, just one of the 39 

service members that make up the national 

organisation SAFE Ireland. It has meant five years of operating in alert mode with 

regard to funding security in particular and it has removed any development 

prospects for the foreseeable future.

It has changed the way in which the service interacts with women and children, 

with the focus shifting from discussing options for safety, to talking constantly 

about restrictions.

“Pre-austerity, the service had more freedom to operate as a ‘rock for women and 

children’, however, the ability to offer refuge to all who need it has been seriously 

eroded by reduced funding across a number of fronts. Now, the language we use 

with clients is increasingly less about options and more about restrictions,” Anna 

Marie says.

“It is increasingly demoralising as a manager to have to constantly say ‘no’ to 

workers who are asking for resources for women and children, which we can’t 

provide any more or to ask them to ‘make do’ with an option which we know is 

inferior to what is really needed.”
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Preventative and proactive work has almost stopped because of the lack of human 

and funding resources and the need to concentrate on work that will most directly 

benefit women and children using the service. This means, however, that the work 

of reaching out to women who for whatever reason cannot reach out for help 

themselves has ground to halt, putting many more lives in potential danger.

On top of this, the role of the domestic violence support worker has become far 

more complex and layered. It now takes much more time and an ever-increasing 

amount of paperwork and documentation to get vital, lifesaving supports for 

women, in particular rent allowance and safe housing.

“Support work can be very intensive and time consuming and workers feel badly 

that the privacy of clients is increasingly being invaded in making a case for their 

support needs,” says Anna Marie.

Austerity has had a particularly harsh impact on children using the service. 

There are now less playroom hours because changes in community employment 

have made it difficult to secure a full complement of childcare assistants. The 

service has also had to make the decision not to replace its childcare worker 

because of concerns about decreasing funding levels. This means that children 

will not receive vital therapeutic interventions whilst in refuge. Support services 

for families in the community have also been curtailed, meaning that children 

affected by violence are not getting the counselling supports they so badly need in 

their daily lives.

(Endnotes)
1  When asked whether the court will deal with these issues contemporaneously, 30 per cent of respondents replied that it will 

never do so and 35 per cent reported that it will only sometimes do so. Only 33 per cent reported that the court will usually try to 

deal with these issues together.

The View from the Frontline – the realities of doing more with less 
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Download the SAFE Ireland App

National Network of Women’s Refuges & Support Services Ltd, trading as SAFE IRELAND, is a company 
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