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About Safe Ireland
Safe Ireland is the leading social change agency in Ireland 
working on the issue of Coercive Control and Domestic, Sexual 
and Gender-Based Violence. As advocates and experts, we 
collaborate with our 39 members who are domestic abuse 
services throughout Ireland, 20 of whom also provide refuge. 
Our work is to change social behaviour and attitudes, establish 
a whole system response to domestic abuse and coercive 
control, to cultivate leadership at all levels in Irish society, to 
communicate our understanding of the problem and enhance 
capacity to prevent and respond. We do this through research, 
informing public policy, increasing capacity through our frontline 
services, through public awareness and primary prevention. 

We lead research and disseminate good practice to our 
members, other professionals and statutory bodies. We collate 
the experience of our member services and give them and 
survivors a voice, sharing the experiences and the enormity of 
domestic violence in our country, with our country. We work in 
collaboration with our members, government departments, 
state agencies and relevant stakeholders to progress our change 
agenda. We want society to take responsibility for the eradication 
of violence against women and children, to change the culture 
that enables it. 

For more information about this position paper contact:
Mary McDermott
CEO
Safe Ireland
Tel: 0906-479078
E: info@safeireland.ie
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The presentation of this discussion paper comes in a time of crisis for 
Ireland, when a transformative response to Domestic Sexual and Gender 
Based Violence (DSGBV), part of that crisis, has become possible.

We have called this paper ‘No Going Back’ 
because this phrase is the one most used by our 
frontline member services in regular meetings 
over the last year. It recurred whenever we 
named the intense stresses of inadequate 
structural DSGBV formations at every level, right 
up to frontline service provision. Covid-19 has 
proven to be a threat and an opportunity for 
the DSGBV sector – with all the burdens that 
implies.

Programme for Government
We are working under a Programme for 
Government which acknowledged for the first 
time that there is an “epidemic of domestic, 
sexual and gender-based violence” and, critically, 
that the infrastructure in place to address it has 
to be fully examined. We know the goodwill to do 
so is present.

As a direct flow from this Programme for 
Government, an Audit of that infrastructure 
is currently well underway, Tusla are near 
completing a national Accommodation Review 
and consultative work has started on the 
development of the Third National Strategy on 
DSGBV. In addition, just a few weeks ago, the 
Citizens’ Assembly considered the broader 
issue of gender equality and focused on the issue 
of DSGBV in particular. Safe Ireland is actively 
contributing, in a substantive way, to all of these 
processes. This paper is designed for immediate 
contemporary debate and engagement and, 
we hope, adds to this work in a positive way. We 
simply set out here, our high-level, immediate 
concerns for DSGBV sectoral responses.

External Influences
The global outbreak of Covid-19 has offered this 
society the greatest impetus to change how we 
respond to DSGBV in decades. In Ireland, and 
across the globe, incidences of domestic and 
sexual violence have risen significantly since 
the start of the pandemic and the ensuing 
lockdowns. We are very clear that Covid-19 
does not cause domestic and sexual violence, 
it has exposed it. This epidemic and the arising 
communal empathy towards it, have, in turn, 
fully revealed the inadequate, siloed and poorly 
resourced way in which we are responding 
to coercive control generally, and domestic 
violence specifically.

Our paper also comes just a few weeks after 
the death of Sarah Everard in the UK which has 
sparked vigorous response and strident demand 
about the predation and freedom of women and 
girls in a world that refuses to face the systemic 
and widespread nature of this issue. Again 
Covid-19 makes it impossible to ignore these 
facts.

The rise in domestic violence is global, and we 
are being forced to look at a social problem that 
has always been silenced. Not all countries are 
responding with respect and recognition for 
women. Very recently, Turkey, for example, has 
withdrawn from the Istanbul Convention. This is 
an alarming event. In Ireland we have an historic 
opportunity to face this issue and deal with it 
in a humane and courageous way. Safe Ireland 
believes we can be global fore-runners in this 
response. We are making very positive strides 
in this direction as a democratic republic which 
values all those who live in Ireland, equally.

Introduction - A pivotal moment for change1

A SUSTAINABLE STRATEGY AND INFRASTRUCTURE TO TRANSFORM OUR RESPONSE TO DSGBV IN IRELAND 3



Historical positioning of DSGBV 
intervention and prevention
To date, public policy on DSGBV in Ireland has 
been confined, almost exclusively, within the 
legal justice, and child welfare, frameworks. Safe 
Ireland recognises the historical merit of this, 
given the urgency in the past to develop legal 
instruments to criminalise ‘domestic’, privatised 
violent acts of abuse by spouses, intimate 
partners or family members, in order to protect 
victims of crime, and to provide safeguarding 
for children. Unfortunately, these confinements 
have themselves become part of contemporary 
iterations of DSGBV, to the extent that they limit 
accurate conceptualisations of, interventions 
and preventions to the problem. We need to 
revisit the problem with contemporary vision.

Since the 1990s, various National Strategies 
have guided public policy in the provision of new 
legislation, and in the delivery of both national 
and regional Domestic Violence (DV) services, 
however unevenly they were manifested. 
Ireland’s ratification in March 2019 of the 
Council of Europe Convention on Preventing 
and Combatting Violence Against Women and 
Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) will, 
of course, inform the future policy framework 
and delivery vehicles for Ireland’s forthcoming 
national strategy, but we need more than 
this at this moment. Istanbul offers a robust 
framework, but needs to gather post-Covid-19 
learnings from the ground up. Frontline services 
and local communities have demonstrated 
much innovation and creativity in responding to 
DSGBV since the outbreak of Covid-19, as have 
government and the public.

Contributing to  
progress change
We hope that this discussion paper will support 
the work that is currently underway to review 
extant DSGBV infrastructures. We also hope 
that these considerations can be drawn into the 
broader development of a new, fit-for-purpose 
DSGBV strategy that meets the Programme for 
Government’s commitment to prevention, while 
remaining centred on the needs of survivors, 
adults and children, as they journey from 
entrapment to freedom and wellbeing.
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Theory of change core to  
our position
A theory of change methodology and model 
is an evidenced-based articulation of how and 
why one expects a desired change to occur. It 
identifies the desired long-term objectives (e.g., 
what are we hoping to accomplish) and then 
works backwards to identify how to specifically 
achieve measurable outcomes. It requires 
close attention to experience, at every level of 
a structure, and facilitates meaningful cross-
learning, in order to respond in a flexible and 
timely manner to any project or problem.

Inc reasingly ac ros s the DS G BV se ctor 
worldwide the theory of change framework is 
regarded as the preferred sustainable approach 
to countering male violence against women and 
children, and DSGBV generally. This dynamic 
of cross-learning has occurred rapidly in the 
DSGBV sector – we have had to share, adapt 
and plan with speed, intelligence and collegiality. 
In this context of seeking meaningful and 
informed insight, we note that frameworks 
which silo ‘Advocate’, ‘Expert’ and ‘Experience’ 
are false delineations. They are philosophically 
incoherent and politically dangerous, in 
particular, to the extent that they attempt to 
control representation. Safe Ireland continues 
to find ways which enable accurate naming, 
analysis and responses to DSGBV – we have 
succeeded and failed in various fashion, given 
the immensity of the problem. We set out core 
issues arising from this present crisis here.

Understanding DSGBV:  
we need new concepts
In the light of this methodology, there is a need 
to name DSGBV accurately, as a starting point, 
from our experience and expertise. This paper 
firstly suggests a need for more nuanced 
conceptualisation and language about DSGBV. 
We believe this will help in conversations across 
diverse lived realities and strengthen systematic 
socio-political responses to DSGBV generally.

Root cause
It is our continued understanding that DSGBV 
is a root cause, not an effect or side-issue, 
of many households and family’s sufferings, 
regardless of what formation that home takes. 
We believe that if DSGBV were placed centrally 
in conceptualising these problems many parallel 
social problems, for example, homelessness, 
child protection issues or social exclusion, 
would gain greater capacity to respond at depth. 
DSGBV causes a vast range of social problems – 
and is not reducible to highly visible, immediate 
crises.

A position based on evidence  
and understanding

2
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Sex and gender sensitive 
responses
Even closer, understanding that the ever-present 
and dominant sex, gender and sexuality (SGS) 
systems which we create and maintain are both 
models and core drivers of DSGBV is key to really 
tackling this epidemic at foundational level. 
‘The family’, intimacy, and indeed intimidation 
itself, are grounded on intersectional hierarchies 
of sex, gender and sexuality, at every level of 
society and in our psyches. Regardless of these 
intersections, patriarchal dynamics persist 
which maintain power hierarchies. These SGS 
hierarchies naturalise patterns of coercion and 
dominance, even eroticising them to devastating 
effect. If this is ignored in our response to DSGBV 
we will, in fact, re-inscribe the problem, however 
inadvertently. As its name suggests, root patterns 
of DSGBV lie in sex-gendered and sexualised 
rules and roles, entitlements and expectations.

A worrying example of this is the well-meaning, 
but deeply flawed, attempt at ‘equity’ through 
the introduction of false comparisons between 
the sexes and genders in relation to DSGBV. To 
suggest that the needs of women and men in 
coercive and violent relationships can simply be 
‘reversed’, or paralleled, ignores that fact that 
sex, gender and sexuality systems are power 
hierarchies. They cannot be reversed in any 
simplistic way. Safe Ireland’s argument here is 
not that women are incapable of violence, or 
are morally superior. Women are systematically 
disadvantaged in gaining independence and 
freedom not least because of the gender pay 
gap and unequal care work, which in abusive 
relationships become part of the trap, but also 
because of the rules and roles of gendering.

Our position, therefore, is that ‘gender neutral’, 
as opposed to ‘sex and gender sensitive’, 
responses will directly undermine and subvert 
all efforts to eradicate and respond to DSGBV. 
‘Gender neutrality’, or false sex-gender reversal, 
while intending to seem ‘equal’, simply ignores 
the actual causes and structural dynamics of 
DSGBV. This serves no one, regardless of their  
sex-gender identifications or sexualities. Ireland 
needs SGS-sensitive responses to DSGBV.

Equality
We name this SGS axis of unequal power and 
control because it is core to our work. However, 
the nine grounds of discrimination, to which 
must be added ‘class’, and ‘diversity and 
inclusion’, are also terms that point to a matrix 
of layered vulnerabilities which exacerbate 
DSGBV in every instance. Disability, culture, 
language, immigration status, religion - all 
require detailed recognition. Safe Ireland calls 
for a new infrastructure which enables mobility; 
of people, of support packages. We call for 
supported communications through DSGBV 
trained assistants and translators. We call for 
full protection under the law, for everyone. Such 
an infrastructure would empower anyone in an 
abusive, coercive relationship to flee, and begin 
the work of recovery.

In all this complexity, it is clear that Safe Ireland’s 
call to remove the perpetrator in the first 
instance, where appropriate, enables women 
and their children to retain stability and safety of 
life in their own homes.

NO GOING BACK - A SAFE IRELAND DISCUSSION PAPER6
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Children are victims –  
their journey is different.
In general, the specific needs arising from 
close or professional dependent relationships 
(te m p o r a r y  o r  p e r m a n e nt) ,  s u s t a i n e d 
predominantly through the care work of women, 
must be integrated into intervention and 
prevention policies and practices, where DSGBV 
occurs. 

Children, in particular, are central to all 
considerations of DSGBV policy and practice. 
It is increasingly acknowledged that they are 
not by-standers, simply witnesses to DSGBV in 
their homes, nor appendages to their parents. 
They are victims of domestic violence and 
coercive control in their own right. Indeed, they 
are also perpetrators, sometimes enrolled in 
coercive control tactics. Their journeys are 
fraught and difficult as our Journey maps below 
demonstrate.

Covid-19 is creating unimaginable stress for many 
children, where they have no respite whatsoever 
– long periods without school, everyday access 
to friends, arts or sports – and are completely 
dependent on their parents. Coercive control 
limits children’s space for action and Covid-19 
further narrows this space. Furthermore, abusive 
parents weaponise their children as a means of 
coercively controlling the abused parent. Indeed 
parenthood itself is used as a weapon. This 
creates damaging triangulations, leaving children 
in unbearable situations of self-defence, often 
exacerbating the situation. We are only beginning 
to name these realities.

Thorough recognition
Children are always direct victims of control 
and abuse in an abusive household and in 
post-separation. They need thorough-going 
recognition in this matter. Safe Ireland repeatedly 
calls for appropriate training for all those who 
decide on children’s futures and well-being. In 
particular, social workers, court assessors, legal 
representatives and the judiciary, must have 
depth-training in the dynamics of domestic 
violence in order to avoid further victimisation. 
For example, when allegations of domestic abuse 
are brought forward in court, perpetrators are 
increasingly asserting Parental Alienation in direct 
response. In effect, the abusers are extending 
their abuse through our legal system because 
various representatives do not hold, or use, a 
robust understanding of domestic violence. It is 
our considered opinion that Parental Alienation 
is best positioned as a manifestation of criminal 
coercive control, rather than any semi-medical 
condition, notwithstanding caveats about the 
presence of domestic violence.
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Inadequate structures
Similarly, the rise in children presenting to DV 
Refuges with child protection notifications is 
related to the inadequate structures of support 
and referral we have in place for children living 
with domestic violence. There are observable 
patterns among our member organisations, 
where mothers are being forced into Refuge 
under threat of child care orders by social 
workers, who are themselves pressured to 
respond within inadequate structures, often 
without the knowledge or capacity to recognise 
and respond to coercive control. Again, this leads 
to an absence of perpetrator accountability.

These ‘last-resort’ or Catch 22 situations create 
an ineffectual cascade, which, in fact, makes 
response and recovery to domestic violence 
much more difficult.

A supportive wrap-around response to coerced 
and abused mothers must be the first response; 
however vulnerable they are. The journey to 
recognition and action in a coercive relationship 
can be very difficult for victims, since ‘gaslighting’ 
and self-blame are an inherent part of abuse, 
and the presentation of the perpetrator as a 
victim. Rather than subverting that process, we 
call for fully resourced inter-agency work, fully 
integrated with specialist local DV Refuge and 
Support Services to enable any woman’s journey 
to independence, and, crucially, to respond 
directly to children’s needs.

Preventative actions
Appropriate interventions for children living with 
domestic abuse are simultaneously preventative 
actions, as we know from the lessons of inter-
generational cycles of abuse.

In this context, Safe Ireland, and our colleague 
organisations, repeatedly call for a focus on the 
perpetrator and their accountability, as best-
practice, in order to maintain stability at home 
for mothers and their children.
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Four Transformative Responses
Safe Ireland has four key recommendations that will transform the way we respond to DSGBV in this 
country.

Moving from silos to integrated approach3

Political leadership and oversight

Policy and Services in the same location

Thriving Specialist Services in Your Community

Prevention Strategy Sooner Rather than Later

We need a dedicated Minister and Ministry for DSGBV with reach across all 
of the departments and agencies with which a survivor may interact, with a  
cross-sectoral inter-departmental budget and a Cabinet Standing Committee.

We need a cross-sectoral framework for policy and services which provides 
for integrated delivery of public and independent services and supports. 
This must be held within the same Government Department to avoid current 
fragmentation and incoherent policy, planning and provision.

We need a National Services Development Plan to ensure that we have a network 
of specialist, skilled local DSGBV services across the country so that survivors 
everywhere can expect the same professional response.

Inter-Agency regional and local work should be led by DSGBV specialists who can hold 
the necessary inter-disciplinary approach to DSGBV. Knowledge of housing, legal, social 
protection and therapeutic responses, among others, must be held together to stop extant 
piece-meal responses. To sustain this level of expertise and stop the current ‘brain-drain’ 
from the DSGBV sector, services need to be adequately and sustainably resourced, with 
multi-annual budgets and SLAs. Professional standing and support for training and best 
practice standards must be afforded DSGBV workers.

The Programme for Government commits to the development of a DSGBV 
Prevention Strategy. This strategy needs high-level advanced attention and 
relies, again, on clear conceptualisations of the problem of DSGBV in a contemporary 
sex, gender and sexuality context, and with the full recognition that personal lives, 
identities and behaviours are rapidly changing, including emergent forms of patriarchy. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has elicited a significant community response and awareness of 
DSGBV, in particular, the vulnerability of women and girls. It makes sense to utilise this 
public awakening to develop a strategy that addresses the root causes of sex and gender-
based violence.

1

2

3

4
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This discussion paper acknowledges the many initiatives that are 
currently underway and welcomes the Government’s prioritisation 
of DSGBV throughout the pandemic.

In order to support a theory of change model 
for the delivery of DSGBV services, Safe Ireland 
members repeatedly discussed how often the 
“Journey” out of coercion is repeatedly reduced 
to a dominant or single aspect, justice or housing, 
for example, when in fact that journey is always 
multi-dimensional – and overwhelming.

Safe Ireland has undertaken a series of scoping 
exercises, based on our years of experience and 
collaboration with our 39 frontline domestic 
violence services, to document the journey 
of women and children from the confines of 
violence to safe independent physical, social, 
emotional and intellectual wellbeing.

Out of this, we have developed two separate 
journey maps, one of which documents the 
Journey of a Woman and the second the Journey 
of a Child.

These complicated, non-linear, stop and start, 
meandering and often prolonged journeys form 
the basis or evidence for our vision for a new 
national framework for DSGBV.

These maps are not exhaustive, of course, but 
they set out the labyrinth which mothers and 
their children must navigate to escape coercion. 
Sometimes this is so overwhelming that victims 
simply stay where they are. We hope the maps 
will throw light, again, on the necessity for an 
always-present, multi-disciplinary response to 
support women and children on their journeys 
out of abuse.

Mapping the problem to identify the solution4
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A woman’s journey from Domestic, Sexual or Gender Based Violence 
(DSGBV) to safe independent living is a long and difficult process. 

It is not a universal pathway and the complexity 
of each individual journey will be determined by 
a multiplicity of circumstances and conditions. 

For some women the process may be 
profoundly exacerbated by personal inhibitors 
or external factors, all or any of which may have 
a detrimental impact on a successful outcome. 
The infographic below captures the scope 
and complexities of the process, and infers all 
scenarios of abuse against women, which may 
include one or many forms of violence that may 
be categorised as Domestic Violence, Intimate 
Partner Violence, Rape, Sexual Assault, Coercive 
Control, Prostitution, Trafficking, Female Genital 
Mutilation or Forced Marriage.

Whilst the flow-chart creates a graphic snapshot 
of the journey, its depiction as a linear process 
is a visual metaphor. In practice, the journey is a 
meandering maze of interactions, and actions, 
some of which may, at times, pause or hinder 
her progression. The variable factors which 
determine the breadth of support services a 
woman will require to assist her to safety, and the 
complexity of the process include for example:

  Marital/Partnership Status

  Children

  Disability

  Literacy

  Language, Ethnicity or Cultural Barriers

  Sex, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

  Social Class

  Source of Income

  Family Support Network

The infographic on the following page (Figure  1) 
identifies and plots the range of both crisis 
and longer-term issues a woman may have to 
navigate on her journey to safety, each of which 
is associated with an array of service providers, 
some of which will be specialist domestic 
violence services and others which are broad-
based public services. A woman may interact 
with some services only once, or infrequently, 
whilst others may necessitate longer term or 
more frequent engagement.

The process is built on four non-hierarchal 
pathways which capture the most pertinent, 
contiguous and insistent needs that a woman 
will endure, from the point of exit to the point of 
safety. These are labelled:

1. Safety

2. Wellness

3. Home

4. Money

From each of these disconnected pathways 
flows a cluster of related supports and 
interventions, and behind each of these lies a 
range of service providers within and across a 
number of government departments, with whom 
a woman may be dependent on achieving a safe, 
independent-living outcome, each with varying 
degrees of DSGBV competency and none.

Journey of a woman from DSGBV 
 to independent living

5

A SUSTAINABLE STRATEGY AND INFRASTRUCTURE TO TRANSFORM OUR RESPONSE TO DSGBV IN IRELAND 11



Figure 1: Journey of a woman from DSGBV  to independent living
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The challenge of scoping a child’s journey from DSGBV is infinitely 
more complex than documenting that of the adult woman. 

Whilst we have established that a woman’s 
journey is far from a universal pathway, the 
complexities of a child’s journey is greatly 
differentiated. From a child-centred perspective 
there are two factors which add complexity to 
the differentiated journey:

a) A child has no legal agency

b) The target outcome will vary in   
 different circumstances

Firstly, as a child’s fate is entirely dependent 
on their parents, guardians or the State, the 
pathway from violence is legally determined and/
or influenced by a range of third-party decision 
makers. Secondly, as the circumstances of 
violence that a child is exposed to can vary 
greatly from one case to another, there is no 
single easily defined preferred stated outcome. 
Whereas a woman’s journey seeks to map a 
pathway to safe independent living, with or 
without assistance, a child’s journey will not 
be following this trajectory. Whilst the most 
common trope is that of ‘a woman fleeing in 
the middle of the night with her children’ this is 
not necessarily the circumstance of exit for a 
child. In summary, a child’s point of exit and final 
destination may be entirely different or separate 
from that of an adult woman and in some 
instances, there may be no parent present at all.

Whereas the victimisation of children in all 
situations of Domestic, Sexual, or Gender Based 
Violence is a given; its manifestation and gravity 
can vary significantly. For the purposes of this 
exercise, only violence which is controlled in a 
domestic setting, residential captivity, or as an 
act of cultural coercion has been scoped. For 
this purposes, five categories of victimisation 
have been identified:

  Triangulation

  Direct Targeting

  Coerced Aggressor

  Cultural Abuse

  Trafficking

  Tangential Coercion

Journey of a child from DSGBV  
to personal wellbeing

6
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A child may be cast in more than one role over 
the lifetime of the abuse prior to rescue. In 
some instances, a parent or guardian may be 
the perpetrator or accomplice, and in others 
there may be no parent or guardian present 
at all. A child may experience severe coercion, 
pyschological or physical abuse. 

The infographic on the following page (Figure 2) 
charts an array of DSGBV circumstances within 
which a child may be victimised, and identifies 
four pathways upon which a journey to safety 
could be constructed. It offers an overview of the 
context of the violence, and the range of services 
and interventions related to the journey to safety. 
From a Safe Ireland strategic development 
perspective, the journey offers a panoptical 
view of the breadth of the challenge involved in 
supporting children to safety. It is also critical 
to identifying points of intervention for tertiary 
prevention measures to help break the cycle of 
abuse, either as a potential victim or potential 
perpetrator.

The process is built the on four non-hierarchal 
pathways which capture the most pertinent, 
contiguous and insistent needs that a child will 
encounter from the point of exit to the point of 
safety. These are labelled:

1. Legal

2. Wellbeing

3. Kinship

4. Education

Each hexagon identifies key issues requiring 
supports and interventions, and associated 
with each are an array of service providers, 
both public and community based, with varying 
degrees of DSGBV competency and none, with 
whom a child may be dependent on achieving a 
safe wellbeing outcome.
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Figure 2: Journey of a child from DSGBV  to independent living
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These two infographics, based on a forensic scoping process, give us 
an insight into the non-linear, complicated and meandering journeys 
that women and children take as they move from entrapment to 
freedom and safety. Most take years to complete the journey. Many 
never get there.

Along the way, they may, at various periods, 
require the support of emergency DV services. 
They may interact with the judicial system 
(and many will not), the health system, the 
department of social protection, the education 
system, housing, employment, child protection 
services. They will probably be interacting with 
more than one service at any one time.

Their journey is anything but predicable, 
patterned or siloed. Yet that is exactly the 
response that we as a country are currently 
providing to survivors.

Figure 3 shows the current arrangement we 
have in place for DGSBV policy development 
and service delivery. It has no leadership. It 
is formulaic. It is siloed. It is departmental. It is 
disconnected. It is not working.

What we are doing isn’t working7

Figure 3: Current National Framework
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The lives of survivors can be transformed by a systemic change to 
policy, practice and commissioning that promotes early intervention 
and reduces the prevalence, impact and tolerance of domestic, 
sexual and gender-based violence at all levels. 

This transformation must be supported from 
high-level policy development, through national, 
regional and local commissioning of services and 
resources.

National Integrated structure
The following charts demonstrate what an 
integrated structure might look like, cascading 
from political level, through national and regional 
authorities, to local service level. The importance 
of a flexible, robust and comprehensive 
infrastructure cannot be over-stated. 

As is clear from the current situation, where we 
have no National Services Development Plan, the 
reliance on localised Service Level Agreements 
(SLAs), on ad hoc connections, local good 
will, or worst of all, the mercy of discretionary, 
erratic powers without analysis or direction, is 
debilitating and wasteful.

Figure 4 indicates ‘fronting’ departments with 
direct responsibilities for various aspects of 
DSGBV. A more detailed outline of the roles and 
configurations of these bodies is outlined in 
Appendix 1.

Transformative reconfiguration8

Figure 4: Proposed National Framework
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Figure 5: Regional Integrated Structure and Delivery
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Domestic, sexual and gender-based violence continues the shameful 
history of misogyny and sex-gendered hierarchies in Ireland. 

Safe Ireland has recorded and researched 
DSGBV in Ireland for decades. Over the past 
year, in particular, we have tracked the number 
of women and children who have looked for 
support from a domestic violence service since 
the start of the pandemic in Ireland. On average 
from March to December 2020, over 2,000 
women and 500 children looked for support 
every month. Our services answered over 57,000 
helpline calls in that period. Over that time, nearly 
6,000 new women – that is women who to the 
best of our knowledge never contacted a DV 
service previously – made contact for support. 
And on average, 216 requests for emergency 
refuge could not be met each month.

These statistics are shocking, but do not surprise 
us. What is most concerning is that we know from 
research that these tracked statistics are the tip 
of the iceberg.

We cannot continue to deal with this pervasive 
toxic pattern as in the past, or more recently, as 
if responding to this issue is a simply a matter of 
‘efficient service thru-put’. A new model must 
be built which meets the journey and needs of 
survivors, which meets the demands of best-
practice, transparency and genuine social 
change.

There is a clear recognition of the epidemic of 
DSGBV and a commitment within the current 
Programme for Government to examine the 
infrastructure and systems that are in place to 
respond to it.

We are optimistic that this examination will lead 
to:

  A dedicated Minister and Ministry;

  Integrated and survivor-focused policy and 
services;

  Sustainable and thriving specialist local 
services;

  A world-leading intervention and prevention 
strategy.

Conclusion9

A SUSTAINABLE STRATEGY AND INFRASTRUCTURE TO TRANSFORM OUR RESPONSE TO DSGBV IN IRELAND 21



Appendix 1: Transformative reconfiguration

A guide to the roles and configurations of a new suggested infrastructure for DSGBV.

Lead Ministry: There needs to be a shift from the current system of fragmented silos to a single 
portfolio ministry.

Minister: A dedicated Minister with an exclusive portfolio for DSGBV with reach, responsibility 
and resources.

Interdepartmental Body: Ministerial high-level national governance body to co-ordinate 
development of policy and oversee implementation of services. Any department with any 
function for DSGBV related services should be represented by a senior civil servant or agency 
CEO.

Department of Justice: Gardaí; Court Services; Prison Service; Law Reform Commission

Department of Health:  HSE Social Workers; Section 39 organisations; Hospitals; GPs; 
Public Health

Department of Children, Equality, Disability and Youth: Tusla; Childcare

Department of Employment and Social Protection: Intreo; Citizen’s Information Centres; 
MABs

Department of Housing Local Government and Environment: Local Authorities, Approved 
Housing Bodies

Department of Education: NEPs psychologists; Education Welfare Officers

NGOs:  Safe Ireland, RCNI, Citizen’s Information; IBEC, Trades Council, Disability Federation, 
ITM, Migrant Rights Centre

Regional Service Delivery:  Suggested 9 regional service delivery teams, one in each HSE CHO 
region.  Each team convenes annually to co-ordinate the delivery of local services, identify 
unique issues at regional level, inform national policy and support local delivery.

Gardaí; HSE Managers; Tusla; Court Services; Housing Executives; Intreo; NEPS; IBEC, 
Trades Council; CIC; DSGBV Service Managers

Local Services Delivery:  DSGBV specialist services on multi-annual funding, providing 
wrap-around supports with local partners.
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