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Introduction 

 
Women’s Aid welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to An Garda Síochána National Crime 
Reduction and Prevention Strategy.  
 
Women’s Aid is a voluntary organisation offering information, support and access to services for 
women who are experiencing domestic violence. Women’s Aid has been responding to women 
experiencing domestic violence for over 30 years. 

• We operate the Free phone National Domestic Violence Helpline, which is open 12 hours per day, 
7 days a week  

• We support women on a one-to-one basis, providing information and support on financial, legal, 
housing and social welfare matters.  We support women through the courts system and provide 
court accompaniment to them 

• We train statutory and voluntary agencies such as the Gardai, health professionals, Accident and 
Emergency staff, legal professionals, frontline staff and community groups on identifying and 
responding to domestic violence 

• We deliver creative personal development programmes in the Dublin refuges for women and 
children who have been abused 

• We lobby for improved legislation and policy to respond to domestic violence and we provide 
research and information on domestic violence to the media, public and key decision makers. 

 
In line with our remit, this submission will only focus on Crime reduction and prevention as it relates to 
victims of domestic violence and is informed by the experiences of women accessing our services and 
the research and policy work of the organisation. 

Domestic violence 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 [1]. 

• In 2005, 5,459 domestic violence incidents were reported to the Gardaí [2].   

• Research found that only 29% of women experiencing severe abuse report it to the Gardaí [3]. 

• National Research indicates that almost one quarter (23.6%) of perpetrators of sexual violence 
against women were intimate partners or ex-partners [4].  

• 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 [5].  

• 140 women have been murdered in Ireland from the beginning of 1996 to December 2007– of 
the resolved cases 48% were killed by a partner or former partner [6].  

• Studies from Australia, Canada, Israel, South Africa and the United States of America show that 
40-70% of female murder victims were killed by their husbands or boyfriends, frequently in the 
context of an ongoing abusive relationship [7]. 

• Violence does not necessarily end with the end of the relationship: 

A British research found that 76% of women who had separated from abusive partners suffered 
post-separation violence. Of these women, 76% were subjected to continual verbal and 
emotional abuse; 41% were subjected to serious threats, (either towards themselves or their 
children); 23% were subjected to physical violence; 6% were subjected to sexual violence [8].  

In the Irish National Crime Council study, 30% of victims who disclosed being severely abused 
said that the abuse continued after the relationship had ended [9]. 

Risk assessment and management 
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As evidence above, domestic violence poses a great risk to women’s safety, with international research 
confirming separation and disclosure/support seeking as heightened risks times for severe injury or 
even death. 
 
It is therefore imperative that Garda are aware of the risks indicators and of possible responses to 
minimise those risks. It is of course critical that risk assessment is not carried out in a vacuum and 
that the Garda would then be able to put in place measures to reduce/manage the risk, in the context 
of an integrated response to domestic violence including other statutory agencies and the community 
sector. 
 
Other jurisdictions have developed and implemented risk assessment checklists and safety planning/
risk management procedures, best located within a multi-agency approach [10].  
   
For example in Northern Ireland the officer responding to a DV call completes a risk indicators form. 
This is passed on to a Domestic Abuse Officer, who completes a risk assessment. If the risk is 
considered high, the case is referred to a Multi-agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC), which 
develops tailored responses [11].  
 
It is our understanding that work on risk assessment with the Garda had been initiated by the National 
Domestic Violence Intervention Agency (NDVIA) and that COSC will continue progressing the work 
done.  
 
Recommendations: 
 

1. An Garda Síochána in conjunction with COSC continues the development and national rollout of  
a risk assessment checklist similar to those used in Duluth, Cardiff and Northern Ireland to be 
used in domestic violence call outs 

2. Training on risk assessment and management should be developed and included in the Garda 
College curriculum. Training should also be provided to Garda already in service. 

3. An Garda Síochána in conjunction with other relevant agencies research and develop strategies 
focused on women’s protection to manage and reduce risk for women experiencing domestic 
violence. This would clearly involve a multi-agency approach 

4. Women’s Aid supports the commitment included in the Programme for Government 2007 that 
each Garda Region will have a team extensively trained in the area of domestic violence 

 
 
Domestic violence homicide reviews teams have been used in other jurisdictions to identify systemic 
gaps and shortfalls in service delivery to victims of domestic violence homicides.  
 
Their overall aim is to improve effective risk assessment and risk management and consequent 
interventions with the ultimate goal to help preventing such homicides in the future [12] and to inform 
the practice of the wide range of agencies dealing with the issue. 
 
In this regard, Women’s Aid has just began a domestic violence homicide research project with Prof. 
Liz Kelly, Child & Woman Abuse Studies Unit, London Metropolitan University, which should be 
completed by 2009 and which, we hope, has the potential to increase the safety of many women. 
 

Repeat victimisation and recidivism 

 
Victims of domestic violence are more likely to become repeat victims than victims of any other type of 
crime [13]. Conversely, domestic violence perpetrators have a high rate of recidivism [14].  
 
An Garda Síochána are the only 24 hour protection available to victims of domestic violence and 
consequently play a critical role in potentially life threatening situations. It is therefore imperative that 
Garda responses to domestic violence call outs maximise the opportunity to reduce further 
victimisation to the victim and prevent further offences been committed against them. 
 
Linking women with support may assist women in taking the steps to increase their safety (for 
example through safety planning, applying for a DV order and/or accessing a refuge), and may assist 

in reducing repeat victimisation.  
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For example, it is the experience of Women’s Aid, that where women are supported through the legal 
process by skilled workers trained in the dynamics of violence against women, there is a greater 
likelihood that they will see the legal process through to the end, rather than withdraw due to fear and 
lack of support.  This experience is supported by international research [15]. 
 
Other countries have developed innovative ways to increase police referrals to support agencies. For 
example, the Queensland Police Service and the Domestic Violence Service have developed the Fax 
Back project. The Fax-Back is a process whereby police investigating domestic violence talk to the 
victim about whether they would like any support or assistance from the Domestic Violence Service. 
After obtaining the victim’s written consent, police fill out a pro-forma and fax it through to the 
Domestic Violence local service, which then provides follow-up support, assistance and information to 
the victim [16]. 
 
Escalation of abuse against a victim has been identified internationally as an indicator that the victim is 
at increased risk of murder or grave injury. Therefore repeat calls to the Garda needs to be taken 
seriously and Garda response needs to match the gravity of the risk and lead to safety planning with 
the victim. Measures, such as “victim cocoon” and “target hardening” within a wider and individually 
tailored framework of support have been proved to increase victims’ safety and decrease repeat 
victimisation [17].  
 
Again, measures need to be taken in the context of a multi-agency approach that focuses on the safety 
of the victim. Overseas experience demonstrates that “taking a holistic approach to domestic violence 
can reduce recidivism even amongst the population most at risk” [18]. 
 
A recent evaluation of the Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) pilot project in Northern 
Ireland has been found to reduce the number of repeated incidents and increase the number of arrests 
in the pilot area, so that MARACs are recommended to be rolled out throughout Northern Ireland [19]. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

5. An Garda Síochána develop methods to identify repeat victims/perpetrators through Pulse and 
any other data collection systems 

6. An Garda Síochána in conjunction with other relevant agencies research and develop strategies 
to increase safety and reduce repeat victimisation for women experiencing domestic violence in 
the context of a multi-agency approach. 

 
 

Real sanctions for perpetrators of domestic violence 

 
Domestic violence includes a variety of criminal offences that ranges from threats to assault to rape 
and murder, but often these offences are not identified as domestic violence offences.  
 
The only data available in 2006 in relation to domestic violence offences was data on the breaches of 
Domestic Violence Orders.  This hides the extent, range and gravity of the criminal offences committed 
in intimate relationships. 
 
In contrast, recent statistics from the Police Service of Northern Ireland [20] show that in 2007/08 
9,283 domestic violence offences were recorded. Of these only 1,186 were breaches of domestic 
violence orders. More than half (5,058) of the recorded offences were common assaults and 149 were 
Grave bodily harm. Eleven murders and 21 attempted murders were also recorded, as well as 40 rape 
and 52 indecent assaults (See Annex 1). 
 
Safety and Sanctions, research commissioned by Women’s Aid in 1999, examined the effectiveness of 
the civil and criminal judicial systems in dealing with cases of domestic violence [21].  The research 
found that only between 1 and 6% of domestic violence crime results in a prison sentence [22].  
 
Of the 8,452 domestic violence incidents recorded by An Garda Síochána in 2003, 1,418 incidents 
resulted in arrest and only 650 (7%) resulted in a conviction [23].   
 
It is clear that real sanctions are needed to protect the victim and deter perpetrators from repeated 
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violence. 
 
While the Garda is not responsible for the final outcome of prosecution and sentencing, they are a key 
player in the criminal justice process.  
 
The quality of the information gathered at an incident of domestic violence is crucial in increasing the 
likelihood that the victim will be made safer and the perpetrator will incur sanctions. Victims of 
domestic violence are often reluctant to give statement as that may lead to retaliation against them 
and increased abuse.  
 
Police forces in other jurisdictions are able to avail of specific training and initiatives on policing 
domestic violence, in order to improve their response in terms of victim safety, evidence gathering, 
and prosecution without necessarily relying on the victim as a witness. 
 
Other innovative initiatives include the use of body worn camera to record the scene of a domestic 
violence scene (Plymouth) and the use of emergency call recording as evidence (San Diego) 
 
We understand that the Garda has already done valuable pilot work in collaboration with the NDVIA to 
improve its practice in relation to responding to domestic violence calls but that this work will now be 
undertaken with Cosc.  
 
This has included training call takers and dispatchers on assessing and documenting domestic violence 
calls and training Garda officers on evidence gathering and recording through a new enhanced form.  
 
It is essential that the learnings of this work be progressed further and rolled out nationally. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

7. That An Garda Síochána in conjunction with Cosc progresses the work undertaken to date with 
the NDVIA to improve evidence collection and recording and that evaluated pilots are rolled out 
nationally 

8. That international best practice informs An Garda Síochána review on developing training on 
policing domestic violence and developing an appropriate training program within the Irish 
context 

9. That relevant supports be put in place to facilitate An Garda Síochána to explore the use of 
innovative techniques for evidence collection at domestic violence scenes, as exemplified above 

 

Data collection 

In order to monitor whether interventions are effective in relation to domestic violence a system of 
comprehensive and accurate data is needed. In this respect, we are pleased that COSC is undertaking 
a piece of research on data collected by various agencies in relation to domestic violence and hope that 
it will contribute to expose the magnitude of the problem. 
 
In the past An Garda Siochána published annual statistics which included the number of domestic 
violence incidents recorded, charges made, number of arrests, convictions and persons injured and 
number of breaches of domestic violence orders.   
 
However some of this data has been discontinued and the only data available for 2006 in relation 
domestic violence was data on breaches of Domestic Violence orders.   
 
Research commissioned by Women’s Aid that examined the response of the legal system to domestic 
violence found that information recorded for domestic violence incidents should also include [24] 
gender, relationship of the accused to the victim and number of domestic violence orders in existence. 
 
Domestic violence can include a variety of criminal charges (for example, homicide, assault, sexual 
assault, rape, stalking). It is the view of Women’s Aid that it is essential to record the relationship 
between the perpetrator and the victim in order to unveil the domestic violence crime that is ‘hidden’ 
within headline offences.   
 
For example, the Police Service of Northern Ireland publishes statistics on Recorded Crime with a 
Domestic Motivation, which details the type of offences, such as: Murder, Causing /Allowing death of 
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vulnerable person, Attempted murder, Threat or conspiracy to murder, Wounding / GBH (incl. with 
intent), AOABH / common assault, Intimidation /Harassment, Rape (incl. attempts), All indecent 
assaults, Other Violent Crime, All criminal damage, Breach of orders, All other notifiable offences – 
(See Appendix) 
 
This makes visible the huge range and the gravity of crimes committed as part of domestic violence 
abuse. 
 
 
Recommendations: 
 

10. That data on number of domestic violence incidents recorded, charges made, number of 
arrests, convictions and persons injured is collected and again made available to the public. 

11. That data on crime committed in the context of domestic violence is collected detailing type of 
offences, gender of victim and perpetrator and relationship between victim and perpetrator. 
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