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1. Introduction  

This document presents Women’s Aids’ response to the recently published ‘Framework 

Document’1 which sets out the suggested parameters and priorities for the next programme for 

Government including six key commitments. Our response references the current Covid-19 crisis 

which will redefine how our society operates for the foreseeable future, and should be considered 

the operating context for the next Government. 

 

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

violence2 against women and children since 1974. In this time, the organisation has built up a 

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

and share this knowledge with other agencies responding to women experiencing domestic 

violence.  

 

We operate the 24hr National Freephone Helpline 1800 341 900, an online instant messaging 

support service and we also provide a number of one to one support services including face to face 

support, court accompaniment, family law and legal clinics in the greater Dublin area.  

 

We also deliver training and advocate to raise awareness, and influence policy and law reform and 

improved responses to women and children affected by domestic abuse. 

 

More information on Women’s Aid can be found at www.womensaid.ie.  

                                                           
1 https://www.fiannafail.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/April-15-Framework-Document-Final-Version-1-

1.pdf 
2 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 to refer to the same set of abusive behaviours by 

current or former intimate partners (including emotional, physical, sexual and financial abuse and 

coercive control). 
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2. Summary of Six Key Commitments to Victims of Domestic Abuse 

Women’s Aid calls on the new Government to: 

1. Commit to sustained investment in the specialist domestic violence sector by increasing 

core grant allocation necessary to cover not just the cost of the Covid-19 emergency, but 

also to take account of the loss of fundraising income and the expected surge in demand 

due to increase in cases and backlog in face to face and court support work once the Covid-

19 crisis abates.  Deficiencies in investment in refuges over decades, have left them 

completely exposed during this crisis. It is imperative that a commitment of a programme 

of investment is in place to improve these vital services to ensure they are accessible and 

self-contained concomitant with meeting European standards. 

2. Prioritise Family Law Court Reform by supporting developments for the Court Services to 

facilitate applications for ex parte domestic violence orders remotely; establishing 

specialist Family Law Courts, which should specifically take into consideration and provide 

for parties who are survivors of domestic violence; exploring case management options to 

reduce the number of hearings and minimise delays; investing in the necessary 

infrastructure to provide safe and dignified physical Court environment and establishing a 

Statutory Maintenance Authority. 

3. Commit to a victim-centred reform of the Criminal Justice System response to domestic 

violence. This should include a review of the criminal justice system response to domestic 

violence victims; research on victim-centred best practice in other jurisdictions; specialist 

training on domestic violence for all practitioners; improvements in data collection; 

provision of specialist supports for victims of domestic violence in the criminal courts and 

improving links between Family and Criminal law courts. 

4. Ensure that a gender analysis is in the homelessness strategy which explicitly 

acknowledges domestic violence as a major driver of homelessness for women and 

children, and responds to specific considerations which may be required to meet their 

needs in the short, medium and long term; additional provision of female only homeless 
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accommodation for women who may not access refuge but suffer violence and abuse; 

providing capital investment to increase the number of refuges and reconfigure communal 

refuges to independent family units model, which also prioritise greater accessibility for 

disabled women and children and address the Local Housing Authorities requirements that 

prevent survivors of domestic violence access social housing and inconsistency of response 

among different Local Authorities. 

5. Tackle online abuse by legislating to criminalise image based sexual abuse; establish a 

Digital Safety Commissioner office and provide for civil legal remedies to have distressing 

and abusive images removed from online platforms quickly. 

6. Invest in research and public awareness to measure and prevent domestic violence and 

abuse (including in dating relationships) and ensure that the National Education 

Curriculum, at both primary and post primary level, is developed to  deliver a 

comprehensive, continuous, age appropriate relationships and sex education programme 

to combat gender stereotypes and gender based violence. 

3. Impact of Covid-19 on Victims of Domestic Violence  

The Covid-19 pandemic and lock-down is having a detrimental impact on women and children 

experiencing domestic violence and abuse, and on the specialist services providing them with vital 

support3. 

 

Women report an increase in both the severity and frequency of violent attacks.  The lock-down is 

providing abusers with new ways to exercise violence and control towards women and children 

and the current climate is restricting any opportunity to leave the relationship and seek safety.  

                                                           
3 "I feel constantly suffocated": The domestic violence epidemic raging behind closed doors of Covid-19, 

The Journal 20/04/20 , https://www.thejournal.ie/domestic-violence-investigation-coronavirus-crisis-

part-one-5076812-Apr2020/  
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International reports indicate an increase in domestic violence incidents during the Covid-19 crisis4. 

For example in the UK there was a 49% increase in calls and a doubling in domestic murders since 

the lock-down started5. 

 

In Ireland,   

• Women’s Aid National Freephone Helpline is seeing significant increases in calls, building 

each week the crisis continues. We recently indicated a 60% increase in calls.6 

• Reports of domestic violence to the Garda increased by almost 25% since the coronavirus 

lock-down began, with higher spikes in some areas7. 

 

Support services, including Women's Aid, continue to respond to vulnerable women and children 

seeking help.  Covid-19 health restrictions, however, are impacting on victims’ ability to access 

safety and presenting them with many unforeseen and new challenges, some of which include: 

• severely restricted access to support or  protection through the courts; 

• the abuser is constantly nearby; 

• there may be no public transport routes particularly impacting those in rural areas; and 

• there is no formal or informal childcare available during isolation. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic highlights and exacerbates the many long-standing concerns as previously 

identified by Women’s Aid (Unheard and Uncounted, 2019) including: 

                                                           
4 'Calamitous': domestic violence set to soar by 20% during global lock-down, The Guardian, 28/04/20 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/apr/28/calamitous-domestic-violence-set-to-

soar-by-20-during-global-lock-down-coronavirus  
5 UK lock-down: Calls to domestic abuse helpline jump by half, BBC news, 27/04/20 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-52433520  
6     Women trapped waiting until the middle of the night to seek domestic abuse help, Irish Independent, 

4/5/2020 https://www.independent.ie/world-news/coronavirus/trapped-women-waiting-until-middle-

of-night-to-seek-domestic-abuse-help-39177879.html  
7 Domestic violence reports up 30% in some areas since lock-down, says Garda, Irish Times, 27/04/20 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/crime-and-law/domestic-violence-reports-up-30-in-some-areas-

since-lock-down-says-garda-1.4238362    
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• lack of adequate investment and funding for specialist services; 

• delays and deficiencies in the court system and difficulties in accessing courts for both 

Family and Criminal matters; 

• lack of both emergency and long term accommodation for women and children escaping 

domestic violence. 

4. Beyond Covid-19: Recovery for the Domestic Violence Sector 

The framework document on government negotiation outlines a plan to recover, rebuild and 

renew Ireland after the Covid-19 emergency has passed Women's Aid appreciates that this plan 

includes a reference of commitment to tackling domestic and sexual violence8. However, we are 

concerned that there is no a detailed plan available as to what this will look like in practice.   

 

We strongly believe the following commitments must be included and agreed by all parties during 

the government formation process in order to provide the-necessary and measurable steps for 

both preventing and tackling domestic violence and abuse. 

3.1 Funding 

Specialist domestic violence services have historically been underfunded and experienced drastic 

cuts during the last recession.  We are concerned that further cuts may be imposed on the sector 

and that already inadequate grants may be reduced due to the impact of the pandemic on the 

public finances. 

 

Currently, services are under increased strain in order to continue to provide services during the 

pandemic safely. This includes changing work model to remote working, providing PPE, providing 

alternatives to communal refuges in the community.  

 

                                                           
8 A draft document between Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael to facilitate negotiations with other parties on a 

plan to recover, rebuild and renew Ireland after the COVID-19 Emergency, page 11. 
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A great number of community and voluntary organisations, including those who receive some 

state support, rely heavily on fundraising to meet operating costs. The research and consultancy 

firm, 2Into3, anticipate that in 2020 alone, the sector will be faced with a loss of funds, raised by 

fundraising alone, to the amount of €400,000,000 resulting from the pandemic9.  

 

When lock-down is eased, Women’s Aid and other specialist Domestic and Sexual violence services 

expect a surge in demand for support from women who are currently  not in a position to access 

face to face services. As Courts reopen and start dealing with the backlog in Family Law and 

Criminal cases, so too will the need for specialist court support and legal services. There will be a 

need for increased resourcing for specialist support staff to meet this demand. 

 

Commitment 1 

Women's Aid calls for the new government to: 

• commit to sustained investment in the specialist domestic violence sector by increasing 

core grant allocation necessary to cover not just the cost of the Covid-19 emergency, but 

also to take account of the loss of fundraising income and the expected surge in demand 

due to increase in cases and backlog in face to face and court support work once the Covid-

19 crisis abates.  Deficiencies in investment in refuges over decades, have left them 

completely exposed during this crisis. It is imperative that a commitment of a programme 

of investment is in place to improve these vital services to ensure they are accessible and 

self-contained concomitant with meeting European standards. 

                                                           
9 https://www.thesun.ie/news/5312561/coronavirus-in-ireland-charities-lose-e400m-covid-decimates-

sector/ 
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5. Family Law Courts Reform 

Women's Aid had previously highlighted the urgent need for reform of and investment in the 

Family Law Courts system10.  

 

Long before the pandemic, the Family Law Courts and Legal Aid were over-stretched and women 

experienced unacceptable delays and long waiting lists.  Women in rural communities in particular, 

experienced serious difficulties accessing the Family court in terms of transport, childcare and 

frequency of court sittings. 

 

In the current climate, the Courts are - limited to urgent matters such as Interim Barring or 

Protection order applications. Inevitably this will create considerable backlogs in matters such as 

Separation, Divorce, Maintenance, Access and Custody orders and full Barring and Safety orders 

requiring a hearing.  

 

The Legal Aid Board has reported a significant decrease in certificates for Domestic Violence orders 

and expects a surge in demand for domestic violence and other family law matters such as Access 

and Maintenance, once the lock-down is lifted11.  

 

It is deeply worrying that some women are not be able to attend court to obtain emergency orders 

due to the lock-down. There is an urgent need to find mechanisms for a judge to grant ex parte 

orders (Protection, Interim Barring and Emergency Barring Orders) remotely.  Women’s Aid 

strongly recommend that these measures be put in place as soon as possible to deal with the 

Covid-19 emergency.    

 

                                                           
10 See our 2019 submission on Reform of the Family law courts, available here

 https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/womens-aid-submission-on-reform-of-the-

family-law-courts-march-2019/  
11 Domestic violence applications halved since lock-down began, aid board says, the Independent, 

29/04/20 https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/domestic-violence-applications-halved-since-lock-

down-began-aid-board-says-39166387.html  
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Beyond the emergency, we foresee that this solution would continue to help victims of domestic 

violence and abuse.  For example, women with disabilities and women in rural areas where 

childcare and transport problems remain barriers to accessing courts.  It would also greatly relieve 

pressure on the courts system.  

 

If successful, consideration should be given to developing procedures for full hearings held 

remotely to make access to justice even more achievable.  

 

Post Covid-19, when the legal system is fully operational again, Courts, Legal Aid and support 

services providing court accompaniment, will be faced with a hike in new caseloads on top of an 

already over-stretched and under-resourced system. Preliminary work was done by the previous 

government on the need for Family Courts reform and investment in physical court infrastructure, 

the building of a new Family Law Court at Hammond Lane in Dublin, and development of specialist 

Family Law Courts or Centres to replace situations where district courts currently respond to both 

criminal and civil matters in the same premises. This work must be progressed as a matter of 

urgency.  

 

Commitment 2 

Women's Aid calls for the new government to prioritise Family Law Court reform by: 

• supporting developments for the Court Services to facilitate applications for ex parte 

domestic violence orders remotely; 

• establishing specialist Family Law Courts, which should specifically take into consideration 

and provide for parties who are survivors of domestic violence; 

• exploring case management options to reduce the number of hearings and minimise 

delays; 

• investing in the necessary infrastructure to provide safe and dignified physical Court 

environment; 

• and establishing a Statutory Maintenance Authority. 
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6. Criminal Justice Reform 

Recent research by Women's Aid has highlighted critical gaps and pressing issues in the criminal 

justice response to domestic violence and has called for radical reform12. The limitations of an 

incident based system and the disconnect between the criminal and family courts were identified 

as a significant barrier to women obtaining justice. A full review of the criminal justice system is 

required to ensure access to justice for victims is equally balanced with the rights of the accused 

throughout the criminal justice process. 

 

The Covid-19 lock-down has highlighted the way abusive men use any opportunity to oppress, 

abuse and control women and has created the perfect environment for coercive control to 

flourish.  

 

The prosecution of the offence of coercive control introduced in the Domestic Violence Act 201813, 

needs to be strengthened by training for the Judiciary, the Legal Profession, Key Court Personnel 

and Gardaí and support for victims. 

 

Trauma and victim centred reform and initiatives, need to be explored and established, based on 

best practice in other jurisdictions (such as Specialist Domestic Violence Courts, or independent 

domestic violence advocates).  

 

Commitment 3 

Women's Aid calls for the new government to commit to a victim centred reform of the Criminal 

Justice System response to domestic violence. This should include: 

• a review of the criminal justice system response to domestic violence victims; 

• research on victim-centred best practice in other jurisdictions; 

                                                           
12 See Unheard and Uncounted - Women, Domestic Abuse and the Irish Criminal Justice System Full 

Report available here: https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/publications/unheard-and-uncounted-

full-report/  
13    http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2018/act/6/enacted/en/html  
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• specialist training on domestic violence for all practitioners; 

• improvements in data collection; 

• provision of specialist supports for victims of domestic violence in the criminal courts; 

• improving links between Family and Criminal law courts. 

7. Homeless and Housing 

The Framework document states a welcome mission to reduce homelessness and provide housing 

for all. However, it misses the link between homelessness and domestic violence.  A gendered 

analysis of homelessness is a glaring gap and represents a serious deficit in the current strategy 

being pursued.  Domestic Violence is a major driver of women and children's homelessness; 

survivors' accommodation needs must be explicitly included and given priority in any new 

homelessness and housing strategy. Refuges should be recognized as providing homeless services 

and have access to information, resources and onward referral pathways in a far more integrated 

manner than at present.  

 

Similarly, the needs of homeless women who may not access refuge through other vulnerabilities 

such as addiction, must be made visible in a strategy which currently makes completely inadequate 

provision for female-only homeless accommodation. 

 

Emergency needs: 

The number of refuges in Ireland is already inadequate and does not meet the Istanbul Convention 

standards of one family place per 10,000 population14.  The pandemic has also highlighted the 

many limitations of the communal refuges model; Covid-19 cases confirmed in some refuges and it 

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

women and domestic violence, available at https://rm.coe.int/16800d383a.  



   

   11

 

is proving difficult to isolate, women are too scared of the virus to access refuges and communal 

refuges are having to drastically reduce client numbers to avoid transmission15.  

 

Long term needs: 

It is very difficult for women to find secure and affordable accommodation in the private market 

after separation from an abusive partner. Existing rules on eligibility hinders their access to 

local/social housing.  

 

Commitment 4 

Women's Aid calls for the new government to commit to: 

• ensuring a gender analysis is in the homelessness strategy which explicitly acknowledges 

domestic violence as a major driver of homelessness for women and children, and responds 

to specific considerations which may be required to meet their needs in the short, medium 

and long term; 

• additional provision of female only homeless accommodation for women who may not 

access refuge but suffer violence and abuse; 

• providing capital investment to increase the number of refuges and reconfigure communal 

refuges to independent family units model, which also prioritise greater accessibility for 

disabled women and children; 

• address the Local Housing Authorities requirements that prevent survivors of domestic 

violence access social housing and inconsistency of response among different Local 

Authorities. 

                                                           
15 "I feel constantly suffocated": The domestic violence epidemic raging behind closed doors of Covid-19, 

The Journal 20/04/20 https://www.thejournal.ie/domestic-violence-investigation-coronavirus-crisis-

part-one-5076812-Apr2020/ 
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8. Online Abuse 

The framework document rightly commits to protect children and young people from online abuse, 

cyber-bullying, and other forms of online harms. However, women are also common victims of 

online harassment, in particular cyber-stalking and image based sexual abuse.  Valuable ground 

work has already been done on this issue, including the publishing of the Harassment, Harmful 

Communications and Related Offences Bill 201716 and the Digital Commissioner Bill 201177 and this 

should be built on to create legislation without delay. 

 

Commitment 5 

Women's Aid calls for the new government to commit to: 

• legislate to criminalise image based sexual abuse;  

• establish a Digital Safety Commissioner office; 

• provide for civil legal remedies to have distressing and abusive images removed from 

online platforms quickly. 

9. Prevention 

The framework document also commits to "prioritise gender equality, by involving more women in 

decision-making roles".  Women's Aid believes the gender equality and the elimination of violence 

against women are closely interlinked.  In addition to the ongoing public awareness campaigns 

addressing domestic violence and abuse (including in dating relationships), comprehensive 

interventions in the national education system are needed to combat negative sexist stereotypes, 

encourage equality and oppose gender based violence. 

 

Commitment 6  

Women's Aid calls for the new government to commit to: 

                                                           
16 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2017/63/ 
17 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2017/144/ 
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• Invest in research and public awareness to measure and prevent domestic violence and 

abuse (including in dating relationships); 

• ensure that the National Education Curriculum, at both primary and post primary level, is 

developed to  deliver a comprehensive, continuous, age appropriate relationships and sex 

education programme to combat gender stereotypes and gender based violence. 

10. Conclusions 

During the Covid-19 pandemic there has been a welcome focus on domestic violence and the many 

difficulties that victims/survivors experience. 

 

This visibility needs to remain central in the recovery and rebuilding phase, so that survivors' needs 

are not side-lined and Women’s Aid is calling on all Parties, and Independents to ensure there is a 

clear and focused commitment to preventing and effectively responding to domestic and sexual 

violence and abuse, as crimes that destroy so many lives.  

 

We thank you for considering this paper and would welcome the opportunity to further discuss 

any of our recommendations. 

 

© Women’s Aid, May 2020.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


