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Introduction 

Women’s Aid is a voluntary organisation offering information, support and access to services to women 
experiencing physical, emotional, financial and sexual abuse in intimate relationships. Women’s Aid 
welcomes the opportunity to provide comments to the Department of Social and Family Affairs Review 
of the Social Welfare Code to examine its compatibility with the Equal Status Acts, 2000-2004.   While 
Women’s Aid recognises that this is a broad area encompassing many issues, this submission will focus 
on issue affecting women and children experiencing domestic violence. 

Women’s Aid has provided services to women experiencing domestic violence for over 30 years. In 
addition to providing direct services to women, Women’s Aid is a campaigning and lobbying 
organisation, and provides training to statutory and voluntary groups on the issue of violence against 
women in intimate relationships.   The following comments are informed by the experiences of the 
women accessing our services and by the policy and research work of the organisation. 

Domestic violence is one of the forms of gender based violence, and must be understood in the context 
of gender inequality. 

While Women’s Aid recognises that men may also be victims of domestic violence, research has 
continuously confirmed that women are the victims and men the perpetrators in the great majority of 
cases. The World Health Organisation for example states that:  

“Although women can be violent in relationships with men, and violence is also sometimes found in 
same-sex partnerships, the overwhelming burden of partner violence is borne by women at the hands 

of men...[1]” 

In this submission therefore, we will refer to victims of domestic violence as women and perpetrators 
as men. 

 

Domestic Violence Statistics in Ireland 

The following Irish statistics outline the extent of violence against women in intimate relationships in 
Ireland: 

• Research carried out by the National Crime Council found that about 1 in 7 women have 
experienced severely abusive behaviour of a physical, sexual or emotional nature from a 
partner at some time in their lives. One woman in 11 has experienced severe physical abuse in 
a relationship. The survey estimates that 213,000 women in Ireland have been severely abused 
by a partner [2]. 

• 140 women have been murdered in Ireland since the beginning of 1996 – of the resolved cases 
48% were killed by a partner or former partner [3]. 

• Irish research carried out in GP surgeries found that 4 out of 10 women attending who had been 
involved in a sexual relationship with a man had experienced violence [4].  

• A study conducted by the Rotunda Maternity Hospital, found that in a sample of 400 pregnant 
women, 12.5% (1 in 8) had experienced physical abuse while they were pregnant [5]. 

There are 2 aspects of the Social Welfare Code impacting disproportionably on women experiencing 
domestic violence to which we would like to draw attention in this submission. 

1) The Qualified Adult Status  

2) The Habitual Residence Condition  

Both issues must be understood in the context of financial abuse, as part of an overall pattern of abuse 
experienced by women in domestic violence.  
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Financial abuse in the context of domestic violence 

It is well established in the literature that financial abuse is often present in violent relationships as one 
of the tactics used by the perpetrator to maintain control over his partner [6].  

For example, findings from the British Crime Survey disclose that “of those women who have been 
subject to domestic force half (48%) have also been subject to frightening threats and nearly half 
(41%) to emotional or financial abuse [7].” 

In Ireland, the National Crime Council Report found a “sharply increased risk of severe abuse for 
women, where decisions on household income are made by the male partner [8]”. 

Financial abuse represented 10% of the incidents of abuse reported to the Women’s Aid National Free-
phone helpline and the same percentage was reported in our face to face services [9].  

The following examples of financial abuse reported to Women’s Aid demonstrate how financial abuse is 
linked to and reinforces a general pattern of abuse that can include isolation, physical, sexual and 
emotional abuse: 

• Being denied access to money, even for household basics 

• Having to beg for money for necessary items, such as tampons 

• Not been given money to buy food for the children unless she agrees to carry out certain sexual 
acts 

• Having usage of petrol or electricity strictly monitored, not being allowed to put on heating on 
cold days 

• Abuser closing all bank accounts to stop the woman leaving 

• Non-payment of maintenance 

Economic dependency and poverty - or fear of poverty- can keep women trapped in violent 
relationships [10]. 

Moreover, nowhere to go, and having limited or no access to the economic resources of the household 
are two of the most frequent reasons reported by women as barriers to leaving violent partners [11]. 

It is Women’s Aid contention that both the Qualified Adult Status and the Habitual Residence Condition, 
by keeping women financially dependent on their partners, compound the financial abuse experienced 
by the woman and constitute barriers to women leaving violent relationships. 

 

Qualified Adult Status 

A claimant to a social welfare payment who supports a spouse/partner may be entitled to a Qualified 
Adult Increase (QAI) in respect of their spouse or partner if they meet certains conditions set by the 
Department of Social and Family Affairs.  

According to the Department of Social and Family Affairs there were 118,100 Qualified Adults in 2006 
[12], the vast majority of which are women. 

 The Qualified Adult payment varies from approximately 70% to 90% of the full adult allowance 
(depending on the primary payment type) and is generally paid to the primary claimant, unless the 
claimant and the qualified adult agree otherwise.   

Women’s Aid is of the opinion that paying Qualified Adult Increases to the main claimant rather than to 
the Qualified Adult increases the Qualified Adult’s financial dependency. In the case of Qualified Adults 
living with an abusive partner, this financial dependency makes it harder for women to seek support, 
access services and possibly leave the violence. Moreover, the lack of access to independent income 
contributes to the ongoing financial abuse of the woman and any children while in the relationship. 
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While an adult dependant can have the Increase for a Qualified Adult paid directly to him/her 
without the claimant’s consent  as a result of an investigation by a Social Welfare Inspector, it could be 
extremely difficult and dangerous for a woman experiencing domestic violence to follow this approach. 

Since September 2007 Qualified Adult Allowance on all new State Pension claims are paid directly to 
the pensioner’s spouse or partner, in line with the commitment in the Programme for Government to 
provide 'qualified adults' with their own direct pension payment [13]. 

While this is a step in the right direction, it leaves Qualified Adults whose spouse/partners is the 
recipient of another payment or whose claim for a state pension was made before last September 
without direct access to financial support. 

As mentioned, financial abuse is common in domestic violence and contributes to women’s lack of 
options and difficulties in leaving. Research indicates that financial dependence is a major factor in 
women’s entrapment in abusive relationships. 

The Qualified Adult category, while technically gender neutral, impacts disproportionably on women 
and undermines their economical independence, thus keeping them more vulnerable to violence and 
making it harder for them to leave an abusive relationship. 

Women’s Aid has found that similar issues apply to Family Income Supplement (FSI). 

FSI is a supplementary payment for families where at least one parent is on full time work but on low 
pay. It is paid to the working member of the family. 

Woman’s Aid has supported a woman whose husband is working and receiving FIS for the family. 
However he does not give her any money for the upkeep of the household and the children. She has 
been unable to get FIS paid to her directly as FIS is paid to the person in the family who is in 
employment, or if both parents are in employment, to the one with the highest income. In most cases, 
this would be the male partner/spouse.  

 

Recommendation 

That the category of Qualified Adult be abolished within the Social Welfare Code, and all Qualified 
Adults be made independently eligible for Social Welfare Payments and be paid directly. 

 

Impact of the Habitual residence condition on women escaping domestic violence 

It is Women’s Aid contention that the Habitual Residence Condition (HRC) has a disproportionate 
impact on foreign national women escaping a domestic violence situation. 

The Habitual Residence Condition was introduced in 2004 with the aim to restrict access to the Irish 
social welfare system. Habitual Residence is a condition that needs to be met in order to qualify for 
certain social welfare assistance payments and Child Benefit. It applies to all Welfare system applicants 
regardless of nationality, including Irish citizen, however the majority of applicants who do not meet 
the HRC are non Irish nationals.  

The HRC also applies to ongoing Supplementary Welfare Allowance payments, such as the Basic 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance and SWA Rent Supplement, even though these are administered by 
Community Welfare Officers (CWOs) in the Health Service Executive, rather than by the Department of 
Social and Family Affairs. The approach taken by the HSE in relation to determination of HRC is 
consistent with the approach taken in DSFA [14].  

In a Forum facilitated in 2006 by Women’s Aid, AkiDwA (African Women’s Network) and the Immigrant 
Council of Ireland on Addressing the Needs of Black and Minority Ethnic Women Experiencing Male 

Violence, the HRC was identified as one of the main issues for women experiencing domestic violence 
and a barrier to their being able to leave violent partners [15]. 

 

The HRC severely impacts on a woman’s ability to leave a violent relationship and to access 
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support services in more than one way.  

• Firstly, she may not be regarded as HRC compliant and may therefore have no access to any 
financial assistance, including emergency assistance through the Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance scheme.  

• Secondly, due to limited funding, refuges find it very hard to assist women without income, who 
may therefore be denied access to refuges at a particularly vulnerable time. Their safety and 
that of their children may be put at risk. 

Community Welfare Officers do use discretion in these decisions and women are sometimes granted 
Supplementary Welfare payments, but the discretionary nature of these decisions means there is no 
consistency and therefore no safety net for many non national women leaving their violent partners. 

• Moreover, often these women do not have access to the network of family and friends that may 
in other cases be able to provide some support or safety net.  

Women who are subject to the HRC are generally recently arrived in Ireland, therefore less 
likely to have established networks here. As domestic violence victims, they are likely to have 
been socially isolated as well, both from the new community and from their families and friends 
in their home country, as perpetrators of domestic violence use social isolation to further 
establish their control.  

• In some cases, they may not be allowed to take up paid employment; therefore they are left 
with no avenue to provide for themselves and their children. 

A number of migrant women contacting domestic violence services for support are dependent 
on their spouse for leave to remain in Ireland. Depending on their visa status, they may or may 
not be allowed to access paid employment.  Asylum seekers have no right to work, nor access 
to welfare payments. 

In short, some women escaping domestic violence have no right to work, no right to welfare assistance 
and no support networks available in Ireland. Even if they have a right to work, they may not be in 
employment or able to take up employment at a short notice when fleeing an abusive relationship. 

 

As mentioned, lack of a place to go and financial issues are 2 of the main reasons why women do not 
leave violent partners. The HRC increases these barriers to leaving by negatively affecting the woman 
access to both financial support and to a refuge.  

 

While the HRC is gender neutral, the intersection of gender and nationality causes these women to 
remain trapped in a relationship where they have to endure significant levels of sexual, physical, 
emotional and financial violence.  

 

Recommendation 

That women in this situation be allowed to access, at a minimum, emergency Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance payments including; rent allowance, supplementary welfare, medical cards, as well as child 
benefit and the one parent family payment. 
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