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Introduction 

Women's Aid is a leading national organisation that has been working in Ireland to stop domestic 

violence1 against women and children since 1974. In this time, the organisation has built up a huge 

body of experience and expertise on the issue, enabling us to best support women and share this 

knowledge with other agencies responding to women subjected to domestic violence and abuse. 

More information on Women’s Aid is available at womensaid.ie.  

 

Women’s Aid has taken part in a number of recent consultations and workshops on the 

development of the Third National Strategy, however we think it may be useful to summarise our 

main recommendations in one place. Links to detailed submissions on particular topics are 

included for further information. 

 

This submission is structured according to the four pillars of the Istanbul Convention, with a 

particular focus on the protection of victims and the persecution of offenders, which best reflect 

our policy work and our experience operating services for women subjected to domestic violence. 

Prevention 

 

                                                           
1 While recognising that the legal term in Ireland is ‘domestic violence’ we acknowledge that many 

victims/survivors identify more with the term ‘domestic abuse’ or 'intimate partner violence'. Women’s 
Aid uses these terms interchangeably in this submission to refer to the same set of abusive behaviours 
perpetrated by current or former intimate partners (including emotional, physical, sexual and financial 
abuse and coercive control).  

These measures may include training of professionals; participation in the media and the private 

sector; the undertaking of awareness-raising campaigns; education on non-violence and equality 

between women and men; challenging gender stereotypes; promoting women’s empowerment and 

providing programmes for perpetrators. 

 

https://www.womensaid.ie/
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The measures we would like to comment on under this heading are education, awareness raising 

and training. 

Education and Awareness Raising 

Women’s Aid believe that education and awareness-raising are key to prevent domestic abuse and 

other forms of violence against women in the long term. This preventative work is particularly 

important with the younger generations. 

 

Women’s Aid’s recent research shows that unfortunately abuse and coercive control are prevalent 

in young people’s relationships, with 1 in 5 young women surveyed (aged 18-25) having 

experienced intimate relationship abuse by a current or former intimate male partner. For 51% of 

these young women, the abuse started when they were under 182. 

 

Our research shows that education to support children and young people to develop and 

understand healthy relationships should be a priority as a long term preventative strategy to 

eliminate sexual abuse and domestic violence. This should be implemented throughout the 

National Education Curriculum in age-appropriate ways.  

 

The research also shows that a significant number of young people are not aware of the legal 

remedies afforded to survivors of domestic abuse/coercive control nor of services available to 

support them. Therefore, awareness-raising campaigns aimed at young people need to be 

continued and strengthened. 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Women’s Aid, 2020, One in five young women suffer intimate relationship abuse in Ireland, available at 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/one_in_five_women_report_womens_aid_2020.pdf 
 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/one_in_five_women_report_womens_aid_2020.pdf
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Recommendations 

1. Further in-depth research to understand the level of intimate relationship abuse 

experienced by young people aged 18 to 25-years-old to learn more about the 

prevalence, types of abuse they are experiencing and the impacts of the abuse. 

Research is also needed in relation to the prevalence of intimate relationship 

abuse amongst under 18s. 

2. A comprehensive, continuous, age-appropriate relationships and sex education 

programme, delivered in the National Education Curriculum, at both primary and 

post-primary level. This should include promotion of healthy relationships and 

how to identify unhealthy relationships. Highlighting sexualised abuse and other 

forms of abuse, and the importance of consent should be included in age 

appropriate ways at all levels. 

3. Women’s Aid feels strongly that this education program should include addressing 

the impact of pornography on children and young people. Pornography harms 

both girls and boys, by influencing expectations, normalising disrespectful sexual 

behaviour and promoting a misogynistic, and often abusive and violent model of 

sexual expectations.  

Pornography is also used to groom children for abuse as it normalises and 

reinforces the perpetrator message that they are entitled to non-consensual and 

even violent sexual actions.  

4. Ongoing general public awareness-raising campaigns to encourage increased 

recognition of the signs of intimate relationship abuse and to combat the fear, 

stigma and shame that stops victims/survivors seeking support.  

5. Specific awareness-raising campaigns targeting young people to inform them on 

the laws to protect them from intimate relationship abuse and the specialist 

organisations that are there to support them. Women’s Aid should be resourced 

to continue its vital awareness raising work with young women through the 

successful Too Into You campaign.  
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Training3 

Article 15 of the Istanbul Convention rightly mandates training for all professionals dealing with 

victims or perpetrators of all acts of violence covered by the scope of the Convention. The EU 

Victims Directive also emphasises the importance of training for professionals in the Criminal 

Justice system (Article 21). 

 

A number of training initiatives have been carried out by different agencies during the lifetime of 

the previous strategies. Unfortunately, we have seen little evidence on the ground that this 

training has positively and systematically changed the response of state actors to women 

experiencing domestic violence, with the response of the legal system, Tusla and health agencies, 

as reported to Women's Aid, remaining inconsistent and depending on the individual. 

 

Our consultation with women on the criminal justice system shows the response of the Criminal 

and Family courts to victims of domestic violence is still inconsistent. From An Garda Síochána to 

the DPP to Court staff and judges, the understanding of domestic abuse and its impact on a 

woman's ability to engage with the criminal justice process varies widely depending on who the 

woman encounters. 

 

It also seems that state agencies do not often avail of the experience of NGOs working in the area 

when designing and delivering training. A consistent trauma-informed approach across all agencies 

                                                           
3 For more information and specific recommendations see the Women’s Aid, 2020, One in five young 

women suffer intimate relationship abuse in Ireland Report, available at: 
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/one_in_five_women_report_womens_aid_2020.pdf and the 
Women’s Aid Submission to the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, 2021, available at: 
https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/citizensassembly/ 
 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/one_in_five_women_report_womens_aid_2020.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/citizensassembly/
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is needed to prevent secondary traumatisation of vulnerable victims and provide appropriate 

support. 

 

 

Protection 

Victims/survivors rights include: support services; regional and international complaint 

mechanisms; shelters/refuges; access to rape crisis or sexual violence centres; reporting violence 

to authorities; emergency barring orders; protection or restraining orders; safe custody and 

visitation rights for children; free telephone helplines 24/7; rights and needs of children, as well as 

general information on rights to be addressed. 

 

Women and children subjected to domestic violence and abuse have a range of short and long 

term protection needs. Significant gaps in the provision of short term emergency services still exist 

and need to be urgently addressed in the Strategy. Even less has been done in the past to address 

the long-term needs of women and children subjected to domestic abuse and coercive control: the 

Third National Strategy should look at addressing issues that impact recovery for victims/survivors. 

Recommendation 

6. The Third National Strategy should ensure that relevant frontline professionals  of 

all statutory systems that provide assistance to victims (such as An Garda Síochána, 

Courts, legal personnel, social workers, A&E staff, maternity and mental health 

staff,  child protection professionals, and Local Authority staff) are trained, 

resourced and informed about domestic abuse including coercive control, by 

providing ring-fenced funding for high-quality training delivered in partnership with 

specialist support services.  
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Emergency Services 

 The current level of funding for specialist emergency services to respond to all areas of 

gender-based violence in Ireland is still inadequate. The Covid-19 emergency has 

increased the demand for services as well as increasing the cost of providing said services 

due to pandemic preventing measures. 

 The Istanbul Convention requires states to provide for specialist support services and 

refuges, in sufficient numbers and in an adequate geographical distribution (Articles 22 

and 23). The number of refuges is generally accepted to be one family place per 10,000  

population4. By this standard Ireland only has one third of recommended refuge space, 

which is not enough to meet the needs of women and children escaping domestic 

violence. Moreover, refuges are not available in every county and are often full and 

therefore unable to accommodate women and children escaping dangerous abusers. 

 

 

                                                           
4 Explanatory Report to the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against 

women and domestic violence. 

Recommendations 

7. Funding to specialist services is increased to deal with increasing demand and with 

increased costs due to the Covid-19 emergency 

8. The number of refuges is increased, and additional Safe home and other 

accommodation strategies and resources put in place that meet the varying 

accommodation needs of women and children subjected to domestic abuse. (see 

also reccs 12 & 13 below)  
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Long-term Support and Recovery5 

Given the prevalence and long-term effects of violence against women, it is imperative that 

survivors have access to appropriate pathways to assist in their protection and recovery. This 

should include long-term pathways to financial and housing security, employment support, 

physical and emotional recovery. These longer term support needs have not really been 

addressed so far. In particular: 

 

 Victims/survivors of domestic violence may require long-term therapeutic support to 

overcome the impact of the abuse.  While this support is essential, there are few if any 

publicly funded recovery programs, private therapeutic services are expensive and many 

women are not able to afford them 

 Financial abuse is often part of the coercive control women experience. A lack of 

independent income or savings creates a huge barrier to leaving an abusive relationship.  

When women do leave, they often face huge financial difficulties that can lead to long-

term economic disadvantage. A range of measures to address the economic impact of 

domestic violence need to be researched, developed and implemented, including 

housing and income support, fair property settlements, enforcement of maintenance and 

financial management/debt support services for victims/survivors. 

 Domestic abuse is a key driver of homelessness for women and children. In the current 

housing crisis moving on from emergency accommodation or finding new 

accommodation after separation from an abusive partner is extremely difficult.  

 

Local authority and social housing are vital to provide long term housing to women and children 

made homeless by domestic violence. A number of issues have been identified in relation to 

                                                           
5 For more information and specific recommendations see: Women’s Aid recommendations for the 
program for government 2020, available at: 
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/womens_aid_recommendations_for_programme_for_govern
ment_2020.pdf and the Women’s Aid’s response to the Consultation on Domestic Violence Leave for the 
Steering Committee of National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence, March 2021. 
 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/womens_aid_recommendations_for_programme_for_government_2020.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/womens_aid_recommendations_for_programme_for_government_2020.pdf
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eligibility for social housing and Rent Allowance for women fleeing from domestic violence6. The 

guidance for Local Authorities developed in the previous strategy simply explains the discretion 

that Housing Officers already have and does not provide binding direction and consistency across 

LAs. 

 Being able to maintain gainful employment is essential for women’s long term financial 

independence. Women’s Aid believes Paid Domestic Violence Leave, as part of a 

comprehensive package of workplace measures, can play an important role in keeping 

abused women in employment and therefore expanding their agency and choices. 

                                                           
6 See Women’s Aid Manifesto 2020, point 6 for details.  

Recommendations 

9. Provide funding for long-term therapeutic recovery support for survivors.  

10. Research the economic impact of domestic abuse on survivors and develop 

and implement measures to assist survivors in establishing economic 

independence 

11. Include legislation for 10 days paid Domestic violence leave and other 

relevant workplace supports for workers who experience domestic abuse 

12. Develop and implement housing legislation and/or binding guidelines to 

enable access to priority social housing and rent support to women and 

children who have to leave home due to domestic abuse.  

13. More broadly the Strategy needs to consider the impact of the housing crisis 

on women needing to find a new home after escaping an abusive partner, 

and devise actions to mitigate it. 
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Reform of the Family Law Court7 

A much welcome reform of the Family Law Court is currently in train, including the establishment 

of a dedicated Family Law Court. Women’s Aid believes that reform of the family law system is 

much needed and highly overdue. 

 

Article 31 of the Istanbul Convention requires that domestic abuse is taken into account when 

determining custody and access, and that these arrangements are safe for children and the non-

abusive parent. Unfortunately, this is not the case in Ireland.  

 

Our experience supporting mothers separating from an abuser indicates that the family law 

system fails women and children who are separating from a domestic abuser. The process is 

prolonged, costly and disempowering. It often results in unsafe custody and access arrangements 

which disregard the impact of domestic abuse on children and overlook the risk of their direct 

abuse and/or exposure to domestic violence. The safety of the mother is not considered at all in 

custody and access hearings. 

 

Women’s Aid has made a number of detailed submissions over the years on this topic. Key issues 

identified are as follows: 

 

 A pro-contact culture that prioritises the right of access of the abuser over the safety and 

welfare of the child and mother. 

 The history of domestic abuse is not identified, or when identified, it is minimised and 

dismissed, leaving women unable to protect their children and themselves 

                                                           
7      For more information and specific recommendations see: Women’s Aid Submission to the Family 

Justice Oversight Group Consultation, February 2021, The Children and Domestic Violence Group 
Submission to the Family Justice Oversight Group Consultation, February 2021, the Women’s Aid 
submission to the Family Court Bill General Scheme, February 2021 and the Women’s Aid submission 
to the Child Maintenance Review Group, March 2021.  

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/family_justice_oversight_group_submission_womens_aid_february_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/family_justice_oversight_group_submission_womens_aid_february_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/family_court_bill_general_scheme_submission_womens_aid_february_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/family_court_bill_general_scheme_submission_womens_aid_february_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/child-maintanence-review-group-submission-womens-aid-march-2021/
https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/child-maintanence-review-group-submission-womens-aid-march-2021/
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 The women’s well founded fears about the physical safety and the psychological 

wellbeing of their children are often not heard. 

 There is a lack of communication and consistency between the Family and Criminal 

Courts. Criminal behavior is not taken into account in the Family Law Court even when 

the abuser has been convicted of serious offences (such as assault or sexual assault), 

against the mother or a sibling of the child, if the offence was not against the child for 

whom access is sought. This fails to acknowledge the impact of witnessing abuse against 

family members and the risk of further abuse. Similarly, orders issued under the 

Domestic Violence Act 2018 are not taken into account as domestic violence is 

considered a "separate issue". 

 The voice the child is not heard, particularly when the child does not want contact. 

 There is a lack of understanding of domestic abuse and coercive control by key 

stakeholders in Family Court processes and hearings, including lawyers, judges and 

Section 32 reporters.  

 a lack of understanding that separation does not end domestic abuse, and that the best 

interest of the child means protecting both the child and the non-abusing parent from 

further abuse. 

 The Family Law Court processes are used as yet another tool of abuse both emotionally 

and financially, with the abuser causing delays and adjournments, not paying 

maintenance or making numerous applications for breaches of or variation of access. The 

woman is compelled into protracted legal proceedings with the abuser, with significant 

financial and emotional impacts. 

 Access is granted in cases where it puts the children and the non-abusing parent at risk 

and exposes them to abuse. Most of the time, access is unsupervised, regardless of the 

level of danger posed by the abuser. In the rare cases when supervised access is ordered, 

there are no supervised contact facilities, leaving women to supervise the visits 

themselves at great risk in terms of their safety.  
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 Lack of adequate legal representation for children’s matters litigated in the context of 

domestic abuse.  

 Abusers often do not pay Maintenance or pay partially and erratically. Seeking and 

enforcing maintenance from an abusive partner through the Family Court is stressful, 

costly and at times dangerous. Women have to go to court time and again with scarce 

often only temporary and partial results, while paying emotional and financial costs. 

 

While family law is one of the main and most thorny issues faced by women and children 

experiencing domestic violence and abuse, the First and Second National Strategies on Domestic, 

Sexual and Gender Based violence did not really deal with it. 

 

Given the opportunities for improvement presented by the current reform process, it is 

imperative that the Third National Strategy actively engages with the issue to ensure that any 

reform impacts positively on domestic abuse victims/survivors. 
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Recommendations 

Overarching recommendation: 

14. The Third National Strategy should actively engage with the Family Law 

reform process to ensure that survivors voices are heard and that domestic 

violence is recognised as a central issue in Family Law so that the reforms 

result in better experiences and safer outcomes for women and children. 

Summary of specific recommendations from previous submissions 

Women’s Aid have made a number of recommendations in recent relevant submissions, 

which can be summarised as follows: 

15. The reform of the Family Law system must be based on a shift to bring the safety of 

the child and the non-abusive parent at the centre of intervention and decision 

making when domestic abuse/coercive control is present. 

 

16. The voice of the child must be heard and respected including the child’s right to limit or 

sever contact with an abusive parent. 

17. It is vital that domestic violence cases are identified early and accurately in the 

proceedings so they can be prioritised and managed appropriately. The Family Law Court 

should develop a screening process to identify domestic violence and child abuse cases 

as early as possible 

18. Custody and access cases where domestic violence or child abuse are alleged should be 

fast tracked and case managed.  

19. The Family Law Court should have sufficient numbers of trained and regulated child 

assessors to provide free reports for cases where domestic violence or child abuse are 

present. They should be trained in the dynamics of domestic abuse, including coercive 

control, the impact on children of being directly targeted or exposed to domestic 

violence and on how to ascertain the views of the child 

20. A scheme to provide Family Law Courts with specialist domestic violence advocates 

should be established, to provide support, safety-planning, risk-assessment and 

management and referrals to long-term support as needed. This could be modelled on 

the Domestic Abuse Information and Support service in Dolphin House Family Law Court. 

21. Linkages between the Family Law Court, the Criminal Law Court and Child Protection 

need to be developed to identify how they can collaborate to maximise the safety of 

children and the protective parent.  

22. Children should be linked with specialist child advocates to assist them in relation to the 

child’s involvement in relevant proceedings.  

23. Appropriate training is provided to all professional in the Family Law Courts. Such training 

needs to include a clear understanding of the dynamics and impacts of domestic violence 

and coercive control, post-separation abuse, risk-assessment and how children 

experience domestic abuse. 
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Children as Victims in their Own Right8 

Children are greatly impacted by domestic violence, but they are often forgotten and unheard 

when the issue is discussed and strategies developed. Women’s Aid strongly believe that the 

Third National Strategy should recognise children as victims in their own right and develop 

dedicated measures to address their safety and support needs. 

 

                                                           
8 For more information, see the Women's Aid submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Children and      
Youth Affairs April 2019. 

24. Training on hearing the voice of the child and different methods to do so according to the 

child’s age, capabilities and wishes, should also be provided 

25. Drawing on the innovative Courts response to Covid-19, increase remote access to the courts, 

including online applications and remote hearings 

26. A network of supervised contact centres is put in place, so as to provide realistic options to 

the court when it assesses that the perpetrator should not be unsupervised with the 

children. Staff in these centres needs to be trained on domestic violence and its impact on 

children 

27. The Government should establish and fully resource an independent Statutory Maintenance 

Authority, separate from the family courts, to manage and enforce maintenance payments.  
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In particular Article 26 of the Istanbul Convention requires states to provide for children's needs 

within specialist services as well as to provide long term counselling. In Ireland, there are very few 

specialised and affordable support programs for children, mostly provided by refuges. 

Mothers have reported to Women’s Aid how difficult it is to find suitable therapy for their children 

by counsellors specifically trained on domestic abuse and children. Private counsellors can be very 

expensive and are not affordable for women escaping domestic violence. The consent of the 

perpetrator may be needed for the children to access therapeutic services, and abusive fathers 

often deny it. 

 

 

Children also need to have their voice heard in Family Law as outlined above. 

Online Safety9 

Cyber violence against women is an increasing problem worldwide. It includes a range of 

behaviours, such as cyber-stalking, image-based sexual abuse, gender-based slurs and harassment, 

‘slut-shaming’, unsolicited pornography, ‘sextortion’, rape and death threats, ‘doxing’ and 

electronically enabled trafficking. Therefore, protecting women from harm needs to include 

protection from online harm. 

                                                           
9     For more information and specific recommendations see: Submission to the Joint Committee on Media, 

Tourism, Arts, Culture, Sport and the Gaeltacht on the General Scheme of the Online Safety and Media 
Regulation Bill, March, 2021 

 

Recommendations 

28. All refuges are resourced to provide appropriate and child-specific support 

services. 

29. Group and individual therapy/counselling services for children exposed to 

domestic violence is rolled out across Ireland free of charge. 

30. Legal provisions must be enacted to enable children to access domestic 

violence counselling without needing the perpetrator’s consent. 

 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/submission_on_the_general_scheme_of_the_online_safety_and_media_regulation_bill_march_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/submission_on_the_general_scheme_of_the_online_safety_and_media_regulation_bill_march_2021.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/submission_on_the_general_scheme_of_the_online_safety_and_media_regulation_bill_march_2021.pdf
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In particular, many women report to Women’s Aid threats or actual sharing of intimate images 

online or on social media without consent. 

Great progress was made during the life of the previous National Strategy in terms of criminalising 

online harassment, including image-based sexual abuse. However criminal prosecutions take time 

and, for a variety of reasons, do not always go ahead. For many women, the most pressing concern 

is to have content removed before it goes viral and causes significant and permanent damage. 

A fast, free and effective way to remove harmful content, especially but not only in relation to 

image-based sexual abuse, is needed.  

 

Moreover, during the Oireachtas debates on the Harassment, Harmful Communications and 

Related Offences Bill and in order to expedite its passing, the Minister for Justice agreed that a 

number of unresolved issues – including civil restraining orders - would be dealt with in a 

Miscellaneous Provisions Bill in the short future. These civil restraining orders are an important 

protection option and should be progressed without further delay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendations 

31. Include actions to protect women from online harm and harassment 

32. Ensure civil restraining orders are inserted in to the Harassment, Harmful 

Communications and Related Offences Act 2020 through a Miscellaneous 

Provisions Bill in a short timeframe. 

33. Include actions to provide for a mechanism (such as take-down orders), to 

have image-based sexual abuse and other harmful content removed without 

having to wait for a criminal prosecution. 

34. Engage with the development of online safety codes to ensure they respond to 

the concerns of victims of image-based sexual abuse.  
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Prosecution10 

Effective law enforcement and judicial proceeding measures include legislation criminalising 

violence against women; effective police investigation; dissuasive sanctions for perpetrators; 

effective public prosecution as well as consideration of aggravating circumstances. 

Victims’ rights measures include: protection during an investigation and judicial proceedings; rights 

to access information and support; a right to privacy; no victim blaming; coordinated risk 

assessment and the protection of child victims and witnesses. 

 

Women continuously report to Women’s Aid a range of offences which are perpetrated against 

them by intimate partners, including coercive control, breaches of orders, assaults, threats to kill, 

rape, false imprisonment, sexual assault, property damage, trespassing, firearms offences, 

abduction of a child and attempted murder. 

 

In the worst case scenario, domestic abuse can end in murder.  In Ireland, 56% of women killed 

since 1996 were killed by a partner or ex-partner and in 35% of cases a previous history of 

domestic violence was mentioned in court or reported in the media11.  This is likely an under-

estimate. 

 

Moreover, domestic violence has a very high rate of repeat victimisation, and many women tell us 

that the crimes against them take many forms and are repeated many times.  

                                                           
10    For more information and recommendations see: the Women’s Aid Report, Unheard and Uncounted: 

Women, Domestic Abuse and the Irish Criminal Justice System. , 2019 
       Women’s Aid Submission to the Criminal Justice Sectoral Strategy: Public Consultations, August 2020. 

Women's Aid feedback on The O'Malley Report on Review of Protections for Vulnerable Witnesses in the 
Investigation and Prosecution of Sexual Offences, September 2020.  
11 Women's Aid Femicide Watch Report, 2019 
 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/unheard_and_uncounted__women_domestic_abuse_and_the_irish_c%20riminal_justice_system_full_report.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/unheard_and_uncounted__women_domestic_abuse_and_the_irish_c%20riminal_justice_system_full_report.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/womens_aid_submission_to_the_criminal_justice_sectoral_strategy_-_public_consultations_august_2020.pdf
https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/157593017348186301.pdf
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In our experience, the criminal justice system does not respond well to women victims of domestic 

abuse.  The Women's Aid Unheard and Uncounted Report12 on domestic violence and the criminal 

justice system shows significant issues and gaps.   

 

For many participants, criminal proceedings while being long and stressful, did not increase their 

overall safety.  Many felt that the perpetrator was not adequately sanctioned and that the system 

failed them. Irrespective of whether there was a conviction or not, most of the women interviewed 

by Women’s Aid for the above report said that they wouldn’t, or were unsure if they would, go 

through the process again. 

 

While some individual professionals within the criminal justice system provided an excellent 

response, the system is not designed with victims of domestic violence in mind, where crimes are 

committed repeatedly against the same victim who has significant emotional, familial and 

financial ties with the perpetrator. 

 

The overarching issues are as follows: 

 

 Lack of victim-centered focus and supports: 

Criminal proceedings are prolonged, confusing and exhausting. Women may be involved in a 

number of proceedings in different courts at the same time. There is a lack of information 

and support to deal with the legal proceedings which can leave women re-traumatised by the 

court process.  Opportunities for referral to external specialist supports are often missed. 

Most worryingly, some women reported feeling unsafe on and around the court premises.   

 Fragmentation of the lived experience of domestic abuse into an incident-based system: 

                                                           
12    Women’s Aid Unheard and Uncounted Report, 2019.  
 

https://www.womensaid.ie/assets/files/pdf/unheard_and_uncounted_-_women_domestic_abuse_and_the_irish_criminal_justice_system_full_report.pdf
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At every stage of the process, the focus on only the particular and recent incident which is 

the object of the specific offence on trial prevents an understanding of the woman's complex 

reality, the impact of cumulative abuse on her and the risk posed by the accused.  

 Disconnect between the criminal and family law courts: 

Criminal behaviour is not considered in determining access and custody cases resulting in 

unsafe arrangements. On the other hand, the abuser plays the two systems against each 

other, for example by threatening to seek access or withdraw maintenance to coerce a 

woman to drop charges, or using the lack of prosecution for breaches or assaults on women 

and children as a proof of the woman’s "vindictiveness" in family law courts. 

 

The above issues result in a system that often denies justice to women and does not increase 

their safety. 

 

Notwithstanding the huge amount and range of crimes committed in abusive relationships, the 

discourse on domestic violence and the justice system is often limited to family law, or at best 

criminal breaches of domestic violence orders.  

 

There needs to be much more visibility of domestic violence in the criminal justice system. 

 

For example, the recent and otherwise excellent O’Malley report on the Review of Protections for 

Vulnerable Witnesses in the Investigation and Prosecution of Sexual Offences, did not consider the 

particular circumstances and needs of victims of sexual crimes committed in the context of 

domestic abuse. This significant weakness is unfortunately reflected in the Government response 

to this report, Supporting a Victim's Journey A plan to help victims and vulnerable witnesses in 

sexual violence cases.  

 

It is time that domestic violence is seen and addressed as a serious crime. 
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A review of how the criminal justice system responds to victims of domestic violence is needed, 

similar to the O’Malley report on sexual violence. This should lead to a radical reform of how the 

system responds to crimes of domestic abuse. 

 

 

 Recommendations  

35. Include a root and branch review of how the criminal justice system responds to victims of 

domestic abuse/coercive control 

36. Research innovations in other jurisdictions, which might be appropriate for adaption to the 

Irish context, such as Specialist Domestic Violence Courts and Independent Domestic 

Violence Advocates to provide insights on how to address the fragmentation of the criminal 

justice system and the lack of links with Family Law  

37. Ensure that the Criminal Justice Sectoral Strategy identifies domestic abuse as a key priority 

for the criminal justice system. 

38. Ensure that the Criminal Justice Sectoral Strategy develop a victim-centered and trauma-

informed approach to domestic abuse crimes. A victim-centered approach should include 

measures to: ensure safety in court, provide the support of victims’ advocates for court-

related matters, link all women with support services in relation to non-legal needs and 

engage victims as participants in the legal process by providing information, updates and 

where possible, choices. 

39.  The specific needs and circumstances of women subjected to sexual offences in the 

context of domestic abuse/coercive control should be considered and responded to in all 

aspects of the implementation of the Supporting a Victim's Journey: A plan to help victims 

and vulnerable witnesses in sexual violence cases. 

40. Specialist domestic and sexual violence organisations should to be funded to provide 

support in criminal courts, and to victims both before and after court proceedings, if 

required. 
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Coordinated Policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Under this heading we would like to focus on overall monitoring and accountability, data 

collection and research. 

Accountability 

In order for domestic, sexual and gender-based violence to be consistently prioritised and 

properly resourced, clear lines of accountability need to be established through an independent 

mechanism, reporting regularly on progress achieved against Ireland’s international 

commitments -notably the Istanbul Convention - and the Third National Strategy.   

 

This could take the form of a Special Rapporteur, such as the National Rapporteur On Trafficking 

in Human Beings or an Ombudsman/Commissioner with adequate resources and powers to 

develop recommendations and monitor their implementation.  

 

Actions Ireland is required to undertake include inter-agency cooperation; support and 

work with civil society and NGO’s; coordinate actions and monitor implementation; 

human rights-based policies; funding for policies and support services; comprehensive 

legislation and gender-sensitive policies; as well as a whole-of-society response as well 

as research and data collection. 

 

Recommendation:  

41. A Special Rapporteur or Ombudsman/Commissioner on domestic, sexual 

and gender based violence should be established, with appropriate 

resources and independent powers to monitor Ireland’s implementation 

of relevant international instruments and of the 3rd National Strategy 
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Data Collection 

Progress on data collection has been very disappointing in the previous strategies. While the 

“gold standard” has been identified it is still not implemented anywhere.  

The fact that the relationship between victim and perpetrator is not recorded is a huge issue in 

the Criminal Justice System. While Garda can flag any incident as motivated by domestic abuse, 

this information is lost further on and the criminal courts who do not provide data on domestic 

abuse crime, except for breaches. 

 

Data from other state bodies, including for example hospitals or local authorities remains 

completely unavailable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation  

42. The Third National Strategy needs to address the ongoing lack of basic data and 

ensure the gold standard is implemented across all relevant agencies as a matter of 

urgency.  
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Research on Impact of Recent Legislation 

Positive legislative progress has been achieved during the life of the previous strategy including 

the enactment of the Domestic Violence Act 2018 and of the Harassment, Harmful 

Communications and Related Offences Act 2020. 

 

Data is needed to evaluate if new provisions within these Acts are utilised by the Courts and if 

there are any issues arising. 

 

Recommendation 

43. Women's Aid recommends that an Action to monitor the impact of various positive 

and innovative measures introduced by recent legislation is included in the Strategy.  

In relation to the Domestic Violence Act, data should be collected to monitor: 

◦ reasons for orders being granted or refused 

◦ use of Emergency Barring Orders 

◦ use of provision for special sittings of the District Court  

◦ use of coercive control offence 

◦ use of forced marriage offence 

◦ use of aggravating circumstances in sentencing for domestic violence related 

crimes 
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Recommendation 

In relation to the Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020, 

data should be collected to monitor 

◦ Prosecutions under S2 

◦ Prosecutions under S3 

◦ Prosecutions under S4 

◦ whether the time limit of 2 years for summary proceedings under S7 is 

appropriate 

Other relevant recommendations on research have been made under each heading. See 

Recommendations 1, 10, 35 and 36. 
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 Recommendations in Full 

 

1. Further in-depth research to understand the level of intimate relationship abuse 

experienced by young people aged 18 to 25-years-old to learn more about the 

prevalence, types of abuse they are experiencing and the impacts of the abuse. 

Research is also needed in relation to the prevalence of intimate relationship 

abuse amongst under 18s. 

2. A comprehensive, continuous, age-appropriate relationships and sex education 

programme, delivered in the National Education Curriculum, at both primary and 

post-primary level. This should include promotion of healthy relationships and 

how to identify unhealthy relationships. Highlighting sexualised abuse and other 

forms of abuse, and the importance of consent should be included in age 

appropriate ways at all levels. 

3. Women’s Aid feels strongly that this education program should include addressing 

the impact of pornography on children and young people. Pornography harms 

both girls and boys, by influencing expectations, normalising disrespectful sexual 

behaviour and promoting a misogynistic, and often abusive and violent model of 

sexual expectations.  

Pornography is also used to groom children for abuse as it normalises and 

reinforces the perpetrator message that they are entitled to non-consensual and 

even violent sexual actions.  

4. Ongoing general public awareness-raising campaigns to encourage increased 

recognition of the signs of intimate relationship abuse and to combat the fear, 

stigma and shame that stops victims/survivors seeking support.  

5. Specific awareness-raising campaigns targeting young people to inform them on 

the laws to protect them from intimate relationship abuse and the specialist 

organisations that are there to support them. Women’s Aid should be resourced 

to continue its vital awareness raising work with young women through the 

successful Too Into You campaign.  

6. The Third National Strategy should ensure that relevant frontline professionals  of 

all statutory systems that provide assistance to victims (such as An Garda 

Síochána, Courts, legal personnel, social workers, A&E staff, maternity and mental 

health staff,  child protection professionals, and Local Authority staff) are trained, 

resourced and informed about domestic abuse including coercive control, by 
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 7.  Funding to specialist services is increased to deal with increasing demand and with 

increased costs due to the Covid-19 emergency 

8. The number of refuges is increased to meet requirements  

9. Provide funding for long term therapeutic recovery support for survivors  

10. Research the economic impact of domestic abuse on survivors and develop and 

implement measures to assist survivors in establishing economic independence 

11. Include legislation for 10 days paid Domestic violence leave and other relevant 

workplace supports for workers who experience domestic abuse 

12. Develop and implement housing legislation and/or binding guidelines to enable access 

to priority social housing and rent support to women and children who have to leave 

home due to domestic abuse.  

13. More broadly the Strategy needs to consider the impact of the housing crisis on 

women needing to find a new home after escaping an abusive partner, and devise 

actions to mitigate it. 

14. The 3rd National Strategy should actively engage with the Family Law reform process 

to ensure that survivors voices are heard and that domestic violence is recognised as a 

central issue in Family Law so that the reforms result in better experiences and safer 

outcomes for women and children. 

15. The reform of the Family Law system must be based on a shift to bring the safety of 

the child and the non-abusive parent at the centre of intervention and decision 

making when domestic abuse/coercive control is present. 

16. The voice of the child must be heard and respected including the child’s right to limit 

or sever contact with an abusive parent. 

17. It is vital that domestic violence cases are identified early and accurately in the 

proceedings so they can be prioritised and managed appropriately. The Family Law 

Court should develop a screening process to identify domestic violence and child 

abuse cases as early as possible 

18. Custody and access cases where domestic violence or child abuse are alleged should 

be fast tracked and case managed.  
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 19. The Family Law Court should have sufficient numbers of trained and regulated child 

assessors to provide free reports for cases where domestic violence or child abuse are 

present. They should be trained in the dynamics of domestic abuse, including coercive 

control, the impact on children of being directly targeted or exposed to domestic violence 

and on how to ascertain the views of the child 

20. A scheme to provide Family Law Courts with specialist domestic violence advocates should 

be established, to provide support, safety-planning, risk-assessment and management and 

referrals to long-term support as needed. This could be modelled on the Domestic Abuse 

Information and Support service in Dolphin House Family Law Court. 

21. Linkages between the Family Law Court, the Criminal Law Court and Child Protection need 

to be developed to identify how they can collaborate to maximise the safety of children 

and the protective parent.  

22. Children should be linked with specialist child advocates to assist them in relation to the 

child’s involvement in relevant proceedings.  

23. Appropriate training is provided to all professional in the Family Law Courts. Such training 

needs to include a clear understanding of the dynamics and impacts of domestic violence 

and coercive control, post-separation abuse, risk-assessment and how children experience 

domestic abuse. 

24. Training on hearing the voice of the child and different methods to do so according to the 

child’s age, capabilities and wished, should also be provided. 

25. Drawing on the innovative Courts response to Covid-19, increase remote access to the 

courts, including online applications and remote hearings 

26. A network of supervised contact centres is put in place, so as to provide realistic options to 

the court when it assesses that the perpetrator should not be unsupervised with the 

children. Staff in these centres needs to be trained on domestic violence and its impact on 

children 

27. The Government should establish and fully resource an independent Statutory 

Maintenance Authority, separate from the family courts, to manage and enforce payments 

of maintenance.  

Njk 

 

28.  
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 28. All refuges are resourced to provide appropriate and specific child support services. 

29. Group and individual therapy/counselling services for children exposed to domestic violence 

is rolled out across Ireland free of charge. 

30. Legal provisions must be enacted to enable children to access domestic violence counselling 

without needing the perpetrator’s consent. 

31. include actions to protect women from online harm and harassment 

32. ensure civil restraining orders are inserted  in the Harassment, Harmful Communications and 

Related Offences Act 2020 through a Miscellaneous Provisions Bill in a short timeframe  

33. include actions to provide for a mechanism (such as take down orders), to have image based 

sexual abuse and other harmful content removed without having to wait for a criminal 

prosecution 

34. engage with the development of online safety codes to ensure they respond to the concerns 

of victims of image based sexual abuse  

35. include a root and branch review of how the criminal justice system responds to victims of 

domestic abuse/coercive control 

36. research innovations in other jurisdictions, which might be appropriate for adaption to the 

Irish context, such as Specialist Domestic Violence Courts and Independent Domestic Violence 

Advocates to provide insights on how to address the fragmentation of the criminal justice 

system and the lack of links with Family Law  

37. Ensure that the Criminal Justice Sectoral Strategy identify domestic abuse as a key priority for 

the criminal justice system. 

38. Ensure that the Criminal Justice Sectoral Strategy develop a victim-centred and trauma 

informed approach to domestic abuse crime. A victim-centered approach should include 

measures to: ensure safety in court, provide the support of victims’ advocates for court 

related matters, link all women with support services in relation to non-legal needs and 

engage victims as participants in the legal process by providing information, updates and 

where possible choices. 

39. The specific needs and circumstances of women suffering sexual offences in the context of 

domestic abuse/coercive control should be considered and responded to in all aspects of the 

implementation of the Supporting a Victim's Journey A plan to help victims and vulnerable 

witnesses in sexual violence cases. 

40.  
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40. Specialist domestic and sexual violence organisations should to be funded to provide support 

in criminal courts, and to victims both before and after court proceedings, if so required. 

Include a root and branch review of how the criminal justice system responds to victims of 

domestic abuse/coercive control. 

41. A Special Rapporteur or Ombudsman/Commissioner on domestic, sexual and gender based 

violence should be established, with appropriate resources and independent powers to 

monitor Ireland’s implementation of relevant international instruments and of the 3rd 

National Strategy. 

42. The Third National Strategy needs to address the ongoing lack of basic data and ensure the 

gold standard is implemented across all relevant agencies as a matter of urgency. 

43. Women's Aid recommends that an Action to monitor the impact of various positive and 

innovative measures introduced by recent legislation is included in the Strategy.  

In relation to the Domestic Violence Act, data should be collected to monitor: 

◦ reasons for orders being granted or refused 

◦ use of Emergency Barring Orders 

◦ use of provision for special sittings of the District Court  

◦ use of Coercive control offence 

◦ use of Forced marriage offence 

◦ use of Aggravating circumstances in sentencing for domestic violence related crimes 

In relation to the Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020, data should 

be collected to monitor 

◦ Prosecutions under S2 

◦ Prosecutions under S3 

◦ Prosecutions under S4 

◦ whether the time limit of 2 years for summary proceedings under S7 is appropriate 

Other relevant recommendations on research have been made each heading.  See Recommendations 

1, 10, 35 and 36. 
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For more information, contact 

Sarah Benson, CEO, 

Women’s Aid, 5 Wilton Place, Dublin 2 

Email: sarah.benson@womensaid.ie 

Phone: 00353 (01) 6788858 

 


