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More than 18,000 women seek state help after fleeing domestic violence
 

More than 18,000 women, aged up to 88, sought state help during one year to find new homes after fleeing violent partners, the British Sociological Association’s annual conference heard today. [Thursday 12 April].  
 

Janet Bowstead, of London Metropolitan University, examined the journeys made by every woman seeking temporary housing in women’s refuges or hostels, or help from housing support teams, after suffering abuse. 
 

She used a national database for England to examine journeys made from April 2008 to March 2009 to create the first picture of where victims of domestic abuse go, in what she calls a “forced migration”.
 

Ms Bowstead told the BSA conference in Leeds that the 18,812 women were aged between 15 and 88 and that 54% took children with them, a total of 18,819, as they escaped. One per cent had five children with them when they fled.
 

Around 4% of the women were disabled - including some with mobility problems, learning disabilities, and hearing and visual impairment - 4% had mental health needs, and 2% needed help with alcohol or drug issues. The women came from all ethnic origins and 67% were white British.
 

Of the 18,812, over 60% went to women’s refuges, 10% went into supported housing, 20% were helped by housing support workers and the rest found a variety of accommodation and support.
 

Women travelled from all of the 354 local authorities in England, and also from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland to their destinations, though almost half of the journeys - 46% - were within the same local authority in England. Women did not travel to some of the local authorities in England as these did not have services available to help them.
 

Ms Bowstead found that the women travelled an average of 20 miles, and an average of 37 miles if they went to a different local authority. However, some had travelled over 400 miles from Scotland.
 

She found that women tended to travel to the same type of area - urban or rural, wealthy or deprived - that they had left, though poorer areas saw a higher proportion of women leaving and arriving than richer ones. 
 

The effect was that the numbers of women seeking housing support tended to remain similar across local authorities in general.
 

“Overall, therefore, a process of spatial churn is identified across the country, with the thousands of individual journeys tending to cancel each other out on the national scale,” said Ms Bowstead.
 

“Whilst tens of thousands of women and children are forced to migrate due to domestic violence within the UK every year, it is a migration that does not look like a migration because it is not a net migration on the regional or national scale.
 

“Overall, this forced migration has no strong net flows, and most local authorities experienced similar numbers of women arriving and leaving due to domestic violence each year.”
 

She said that one striking fact from the database was that the journeys women made were similar in length and destinations regardless of their age or ethnicity. However women with children tended to travel slightly further than those without, and women who needed help for mental health or drink and drug problems tended to travel slightly less far.   
 

Ms Bowstead, a PhD research student at the Child and Woman Abuse Studies Unit at London Metropolitan University, used a national database compiled by Supporting People, a national government programme set up to help people with housing, which ran from 2003 to 2011 before its work was devolved to individual authorities. 
 

She called for national statistics to continue to be kept, and for women not to lose rights to social housing if they fled from one council area to another. 
 

“Women leave their local authority because they are forced to, and the large number of short migration journeys and journeys of residential mobility within a local authority suggests that if women can stay local they tend to do so.  
 

“It should not necessarily follow from that initial force from the perpetrator that they should also be forced to lose their housing tenure rights, and their service support, because of crossing an administrative boundary. 
 

“However, a more seamless provision would require greater cooperation between local authorities, and a more robust national overview. Such a national responsibility can also be argued for in terms of a governmental responsibility to protect the rights of and provide protection for women who are forced to migrate.”
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Notes
 

• The figures refer to those women who relocated and accessed housing-related support from an English local authority between April 2008 and March 2009 after suffering domestic violence. It is not comprehensive in terms of all women who suffered or fled from domestic violence during that time. 
• Janet Bowstead is funded by an ESRC studentship. 
 

• The British Sociological Association is holding its 61st annual conference in 2012 at the University of Leeds. Around 600 social scientists are giving presentations from April 11 to 13. 
 

• The British Sociological Association’s mission is to represent the intellectual and sociological interests of its members. The BSA is a Company Limited by Guarantee. Registered in England and Wales. Company Number: 3890729. Registered Charity Number 1080235 
