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Launch of the Dolphin House Support and Referral Service,  

Margaret Martin, Women's Aid 

Minister, Chief Justice, Members of the Judiciary, Ladies and gentlemen thank you for 

coming today to mark the launch of the report of the pilot of the Dolphin House 

Support & Referral Service. 

This report shows how collaboration between Statutory and NGO services and an 

openness to new ideas and a willingness to share resources can make significant 

changes for court users.   

I would like to compliment the Courts Services and our partners Dublin 12 Domestic 

Violence Service and Inchicore Outreach Centre for their high levels of co-operation 

which were vital in building a successful service in a short space of time. 

At the end of a meeting of the Eastern Regional Advisory Committee on Violence 

against Women, Tom Ward asked if any organisations were interested in using space 

becoming available with the reorganisation of the courts.  This presented a wonderful 

opportunity to set up an on-site support service in Dolphin House for women seeking 

protection under domestic violence legislation and related matters.  Dublin 12 

Domestic Violence Service and Inchicore Outreach Centre willingly accepted Women’s 

Aid invitation to set up a partnership which aimed to reach out to women at crisis 

point and to provide a safe, confidential environment where they are listened to and   

not judged. With a strong track record of good practice by each partner in 

accompanying women to court, as well as a shared ethos and client-centred focus, 

there was much to build on. The Support & Referral Service aimed to deliver a service 

which would: 

• focus on providing clear information relating to the best legal options open to 

women experiencing domestic violence, 

• explain the possible practical outcomes of court proceedings to them, 

• develop a personal safety plan to maximize their own and their children’s 

safety, 

• and give them information about on-going support & advocacy services 

available to them should they choose to use them.   
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From the beginning this meant that the Support & Referral Service was well placed to 

provide a level of emotional support to women more appropriately delivered by non-

court staff which dovetailed with the vision of the Courts Services to create a centre of 

excellence and extend the range of services available to court users.  Details of the 

three partners are included in the report.  The encouragement and support of the 

Commission for the Support of Victims of Crime from the beginning was vital in making 

the pilot happen as none of the partners had the resources to take on this work.   

The evaluation results are very encouraging. During the pilot period (March-August 2011) 

the service supported 107 women attending the Dublin District Family Law Court at Dolphin 

House to seek legal protection from domestic violence.   During 114 drop-in visits, women 

disclosed 179 incidents of emotional, physical, sexual and financial abuse.  This service 

makes a real difference to women’s lives in making their journey through the legal system 

easier.   

Women like Annie: 

Annie’s story is based on accounts told to the Support & Referral Service but the 

details have been changed to protect her identify and preserve the confidential nature 

of the service. Annie made contact when she was 8 months pregnant with her third child.  

Her pregnancy offered no protection from her husband’s violence.  He continued to beat 

her and burn her with cigarettes.  She was very isolated and she had no friends to talk to.  

Her husband told her she was worthless and that she was a terrible mother.  She had heard 

it so often that she began to believe him.  Annie had tried over the years to get a protection 

order but each time she applied she didn’t go through with it because her husband 

threatened to kill her if she did.  One time he physically blocked her from leaving the house 

so she would miss her hearing.  When Annie came to the Support & Referral Service, the 

support worker carefully explored her options with her and helped her prepare for that 

day’s hearing.  She also worked on a safety plan for Annie and her children.   

Research shows that when a woman tries to leave a violent relationship she places herself 

at increased risk and that this is a time when women are at highest risk of murder; so safety 

planning is vital for dealing with the outcome of any hearing.   Annie kept in touch with the 

Dolphin House Support & Referral Service in the months after her baby was born.  

Eventually, with the support of the service, she went through the court process and secured 

a barring order against her husband.  She and her children are now protected and are 

building a safer, happier life, free from her husband’s abuse and control.  It is very likely that 
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without the help of the service, Annie and her children would still be living in an abusive 

home. 

The Dolphin House Support and Referral Service supports women like Annie to apply for 

Orders under the Domestic Violence Act and other ancillary orders such as custody, access, 

maintenance, guardianship, production of infants and HSE care hearings.  Women who have 

used it have expressed their appreciation at being able to talk through their options and 

make an informed choice about which orders they wish to apply for either on the day or in 

the future.  The service also helps women link in with other domestic violence support 

services for further help when they choose to.  All 3 partners are seeing women who have 

used the Support & Referral Service and women have also been referred to other agencies 

for support.  In fact, during the pilot there were 160 referrals to other agencies with the 3 

most frequent being domestic violence services, Legal Aid and the Gardai.     

As Dolphin House accounted for 33% of all barring orders and 41% of all safety orders issued 

nationally the work the Support & Referral Service does in assisting women to clarify their 

options dovetails well with the Courts’ vision of creating a centre of excellence and 

providing support to ease court processes.  It can prevent a woman having to make several 

trips to the Court and this in turn saves Court time and resources.   

Most referrals to the Support & Referral Service come from the front desk and Court 

Clerks with a number coming from the Family Mediation Service and Legal Aid. These 

referrals have contributed to strengthening inter-agency working in Dolphin House. It 

is estimated that 188 women were referred during the pilot by the Court Clerks and 

the figures showed that just under half (45%) used the service on the same day.  As not 

all women want to avail of the Support & Referral Service then and there, an 

information leaflet giving women information on it and broader domestic violence 

services was designed with support from COSC.   88% of the women using the Support & 

Referral Service were first time users with 11% returning for further visits. 

The evaluation also shows that 97 women used the service before appearing in Court with a 

further 20 using it after their court appearance.  A woman who has had her application 

accepted or rejected can access the Support & Referral Service to discuss the possible 

consequences of her action, identify options that best serve her and her children’s safety 

needs and consider whether she wants to link into specialist domestic violence services for 

on-going support.   
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A key finding of the evaluation was that 10% of women were not eligible for domestic 

violence orders during the pilot phase and some interesting information has emerged in 

relation to the extension to the domestic violence legislation at the end of the pilot in 

August 2011.  Although the month of September was not included in the pilot there was a 

dramatic increase in the number of women who accessed the service in that month, going 

from a monthly average of 19 each month during the pilot to  a total of 35 women using the 

service in that month alone. The Courts Services own figures for 2011 show that domestic 

violence cases made up 26% of the total of applications for the first 8 months (January to 

August)  but rose to 32% for the last 4 months of the year.  It would appear that this 

increase was by persons who would not have qualified for protective orders prior to the 

August 2011 amendment.   

Women’s Aid has been working for over a decade to secure this extension to domestic 

violence legislation and it is very affirming and encouraging to see such an immediate and 

positive effect of the changes.  I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Minister 

and his administration for this refinement of the previous legislation.  We welcome the 

openness of the current Minister to comprehensively reviewing the current domestic 

violence legislation in order to maximize protection for all those who need it.   And we are 

pleased that the pilot was completed in time to support the court to meet the challenge of 

increased demand for domestic violence orders. 

Finally it is important to say that while the beginnings of this project look deceptively 

simple, they built on good working relationships developed over a number of years at a 

range of levels: from the National Steering Committee to Eastern Regional Advisory 

Committee on Violence Against Women and most importantly at the on-going day to 

day level of front line work in Dolphin House by the Court staff and the 3 domestic 

violence support service partners.  The final figures for 2011 showed what a positive 

result can be achieved where there is good inter-agency work and a modest 

investment.  In 2011, 187 women received immediate support on the day they arrived 

in Dolphin House, women like Annie, and a great many of them have been linked into 

on-going support, all of which is vital to achieving safer outcomes for them and their 

children.   

Thank you for your attention and your support. 

 


