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Good morning everybody and thank you for the invita�on to speak today. My name is Sinead Harrison and I work for 

Women’s Aid, an organisa�on that supports women experiencing domes�c violence. I manage our face to face    

services here in Dublin.  Women’s Aid has been an ac�ve member of the migrant women’s coali�on since it’s       

establishment. 

Women’s Aid is a Na�onal organisa�on that was established in Ireland in 1974, with the se*ng up of the first    

women’s refuge in the country.  In the 38 years since then thankfully there has been a development of more        

refuges, outreach, advocacy and court accompaniment services, and in this �me Women’s Aid has built up a huge 

body of experience and exper�se around the issue of domes�c violence. This enables us to not only directly support 

women, but also to use this knowledge to improve responses overall to women and children experiencing domes�c 

violence. Our direct work with women informs training that we provide na�onally to a range of health professionals, 

community services and other points of contact for women.  It also informs our policy and communica�ons work. 

We provide direct services through our Na�onal Freephone Helpline 1800 341 900, and I’ve cards, leaflets and   

posters here so please do take some. This provides a listening ear and   emo�onal support as well as informa�on on 

the prac�cal op�ons available.  The helpline is used by women all over Ireland. The majority of callers are women 

who are directly experiencing abuse and we receive many calls from, and    provide support to individuals who are 

concerned about women experiencing abuse. Since last November we have a language line facility on the Na�onal 

Freephone Helpline which means that a woman can speak to a Helpline support worker in the language of her 

choice. All the woman has to do is say the language and she then holds while we connect with the interpreta�on 

service; this usually happens within a minute, and she can have a   conversa�on with the helpline support worker 

being translated by a professional and confiden�al interpre�ng     service.  In 2011 the Na�onal Freephone Helpline 

responded to 11,169 calls. Due to it’s confiden�al nature only non iden�fying informa�on that is disclosed is noted.  

308 calls were noted as from minority callers with 74% of these being migrant women. That’s 228 women. 

In addi�on we provide face to face support, advocacy and court accompaniment in the Greater Dublin area.  In 2011 

we had 455 support visits with 312 individual women.  We went to court 142 �mes with 91 women. We advocated 

for women and made referrals to other services needed by the women on 142 occasions and provided addi�onal 

telephone support on over 1000 occasions. In 2011 41% of the new women using these face to face services were 

migrant women.  That’s 114 women. Where needed we provide interpreters. 
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In conjunc�on with two other Dublin based domes�c violence services, Dublin 12 Domes�c Violence Service and the 

Inchicore Outreach Centre, we have also set up a Support and Referral service in Dolphin House, Dublin’s district 

family law court where all domes�c violence order applica�ons are made.  This service provides women with       

support when making applica�ons and links them into services for longer term support if they wish. The service 

started in March 2011.  

From then to the end of the year 188 individual women were met with. Where it is noted, 54 of these women were 

migrant women. 

So these numbers are well and good, but what does that mean in reality? What are these individual women actually 

experiencing, and indeed the many women who are living with domes�c violence unsupported.  As in the rest of the 

world domes�c violence against women in Ireland is s�ll extremely prevalent. Almost all vic�ms of domes�c         

violence are women, beyond that there are no boundaries.  1 in 5 women in Ireland who have ever been in an     

in�mate rela�onship have been abused by a current or former partner, regardless of their ethnicity, age, marital 

status, religion or socio economic background. 

Domes�c violence is where one person tries to control another through abusive behaviours.  It’s coercive control. 

Domes�c violence can take many forms, including physical, emo�onal, sexual and financial abuse and is most o=en 

a combina�on of these. These are just some examples of abusive tac�cs experienced by both Irish and migrant 

women told to Women’s Aid: 

• Women being beaten, slapped and kicked to the point of bleeding and injuries 

• Women being stabbed 

• Women being choked, strangled, smothered, some�mes to the point of unconsciousness 

• Women being threatened with weapons 

• Women being assaulted with weapons 

• Abusers threatening to kill the women, the children or other family members 

• Women being threatened that children will be abducted and taken overseas 

• Women’s children being abducted 

• Women never being le= on their own, not being allowed to go anywhere without the abuser 

• Women being raped by partners or ex-partners 

• Women not being given money to buy essen�als, including food and medica�on 

• Women forced to give all their wages or social welfare benefits to the abuser  

 

These behaviours serve to maintain the abuser’s control and the ensure the abuser’s needs get met, whilst the    

vic�m feels trapped in the situa�on, and is living in fear. 

We also must not forget that domes�c violence can have fatal  consequences.  In Ireland, since 1996 un�l the end of 

June this year 183 women have been murdered.  137 of these cases have been resolved.  In 118 of these the woman 

knew her killer.  In 71 cases it was her current or ex partner. 

Frequently the women that we work with tell us of death threats and fearing that their partner capable of killing 

them. 

We know through all our work that leaving an abusive rela�onship can be extremely difficult and dangerous, and 

that women need to be supported with a range of op�ons to achieve independence from the abuse. It is well known 

that separa�ng from a violent and abusive partner does not necessarily stop the violence, and indeed we cannot 
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expect women to leave if it is not going to be safe.  The support that is needed will vary for each case. For example 

in some cases women need to access new accommoda�on, whilst others need to know that the Gardai will respond 

if they stay in the home and the abuser is put out.  Today we are here to talk specifically about non indigenous     

minority ethnic women, who incidentally are over-represented as services users of domes�c violence services. This 

overrepresenta�on points to the addi�onal barriers that these women face, and addi�onal supports that are      

needed when trying to leave an abusive rela�onship and access long term safety. 

Some of these barriers can be: 

• Language difficul�es 

• Discrimina�on and or racism 

• Uncertain immigra�on status 

• Limited or no access to independent income 

• Unfamiliar surroundings and social isola�on 
 

Lack of informa�on on their rights and of support services available in Ireland, which may be very different from 

those available in their country of origin. 

All of these barriers are very real, and prevent women from accessing long term safety.   

In situa�ons of domes�c violence, as part of the coercive control that is taking place, abusers try to isolate the     

vic�ms, and prevent them from accessing support.  If a woman is not from Ireland this is a lot easier for the abuser 

to do. As we know knowledge is power, but if you are not familiar with a place, its laws, its policies and what        

supports are available, you are much more reliant on your partner or friends to help look out for your interests.   

Unfortunately in situa�ons of domes�c violence a partner is not looking out for her interests, and in most situa�ons 

for migrant women, they do not have their family around, and they will be prevented from making any friends that 

they could build up a confidence in.  Migrant women will not be familiar with op�ons that are available and where 

to go to access them, and may also may not speak the language to be able to find out. This all strengthens the   

abuser’s control, and leaves these women and their children at increased risk. So, it is so important that informa�on 

is available and there are safe places for dialogue with these women. 

And if the woman does not have her own independent status this gives the abuser even more control, and, as we 

have INIS here today I’m going to talk about this a liFle bit more and the situa�on for women who do not have an 

independent status. 

Last year this was an issue for 8 women we worked with in our face to face services.   

Being dependent on the abuser for leave to remain in Ireland means that women are faced with the ‘choice’ of   

leaving the abuser, and risking having to leave the country, which we must remember may not be a viable op�on, 

for economic, social, cultural or safety reasons, or staying in the rela�onship and pu*ng up with the violence. 

Women who have to leave due to domes�c violence in these situa�ons face uncertainty and des�tu�on. Refuges 

can only accommodate women for a short �me if they have no recourse to social support, and medium or longer 

term accommoda�on is not available so they cannot move on. Women are remaining or returning to violent         

situa�ons as they do not think they have other op�ons. 

Hence the work of the migrant women’s coali�on to look at addressing these and the other barriers that this    

grouping of women faces.  We have been lobbying for the gran�ng of autonomous residence permits in excep�onal 
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circumstances such as domes�c violence, which would be in line with what is available under European Law.         

Currently these are not specifically provided for in legisla�on though we would like to acknowledge the many cases 

where INIS has used it’s discre�on posi�vely. We also welcome the publishing of informa�on of INIS current policy 

on this issue on it’s website so that people can find out they can make applica�ons in their own right. 

We would also recommend that the residency status received by these women should enable them to access the 

labour market or the social welfare system, as well as educa�on and training, in order to allow them to support 

themselves and their children. 

Alongside this, though recommenda�ons are not for INIS but for the Department of Social Protec�on, but they are               

inextricably linked we are also making recommenda�ons that welfare support should be granted to abused migrant 

women regardless of whether they sa�sfy the Habitual residency condi�on. 

I am now going to read you a case study that reflects the difference having such provisions would make. I also have 

two other case studies as handouts to support this input, which again show the necessity of women being able to 

access independent status when trying to move on from violent rela�onships, and what can occur when such        

provisions are not in place. 

Please note all iden�fying informa�on has been changed and I am going to call her Karen though that is not her real 

name: 

Karen came to Women’s Aid seeking urgent help to get her children back. Her husband had abducted her two eldest 

sons and she had no idea where he had taken them.  He had le= her baby girl with her.  Karen was par�cularly         

desperate as she was from Africa and had been in Ireland on a spousal dependent visa.  Her husband had previously 

migrated to Ireland as a highly skilled professional.  Her visa only afforded her ‘Stamp 3’ en�tlements which meant 

that her right to remain in Ireland was dependent upon the con�nued existence of a rela�onship with her husband 

and it also meant she had no right to work.   

Karen didn’t know what was going to happen to her.  She thought that she might be forced to leave Ireland or that if 

she went to her country to look for her children that she would not be allowed back in. Her first priority was to seFle 

her immigra�on status so that she could freely travel in order to find her kids and keep them safe. Women’s Aid 

wrote a leFer of support on behalf of Karen outlining her terrible situa�on which the Immigrant Council of Ireland 

used as part of their advocacy efforts with the Department of Jus�ce to secure an independent status for Karen.  In 

the mean�me, the rent on Karen’s apartment was due but she was being refused rent allowance by her Community 

Welfare Officer as she only had a stamp 3 visa.  Thankfully, Karen was provided with transi�onal housing by Sonas.   

Next, Karen went to Court to get full custody of her children, which was granted.  She was also granted a Safety    

Order against her husband to protect herself and the children from his abuse.  Eventually, a=er many months of  

uncertainty and anxiety, Karen was given permission to remain in Ireland in her own right for an ini�al two years on 

a ‘stamp 4’ visa.  While this was a very posi�ve outcome in terms of her immigra�on status, the discre�onary nature 

of the decision, and the lack of published informa�on, meant that she was never sure what was going to happen and 

this caused Karen an awful lot of stress.   

As a result of the length of �me it took to receive a decision from the Department of Jus�ce, Karen was also le=   

undocumented in Ireland for two months.  This effec�vely meant she was illegally present during this �me and could 

have been picked up by the Gardai at any �me and detained while they inves�gated her situa�on.  Karen has since 

learnt that her husband took her sons back to his country of origin.  She does not know where they are exactly but 

s�ll holds out hope that one day she will get them back from her husband. 

(Note: Country of Origin not signatory to the Hague Conven�on). 


