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BOLTON FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION GUIDANCE

CHILD CONCERNS AND DOMESTIC ABUSE
For additional information see:
Bolton Framework for Action Handbook 2007
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2006
Responding to Domestic Abuse: A Handbook for Professionals 2005

Domestic Violence Crime and Victims Act
1. INTRODUCTION

Domestic abuse is the abuse of power and exercise of control by one person over another.  It can occur in any situation where two people have, or have had, a relationship.  Experience shows that in the majority of cases domestic abuse is perpetrated by men against women.  However in a small number of cases, men are abused by women.

Issues of ethnicity, religion, social class, disability, family income, occupation, sexuality or age should not be seen as protective factors.  Domestic abuse may involve:-

· A woman and a man
· A parent and a son/daughter
· Siblings
· Two men
· Two women
Working Together 2006 highlights the need for co-operative inter-agency working in gathering information and organising supportive services for women and children experiencing domestic abuse.  It states "normally, one serious incident or several lesser incidents ... where there is a child in the household would indicate the need for an initial assessment in accordance with the Assessment Framework.

Research has made clear links between domestic abuse and the abuse and neglect of children.  Child death inquiries have highlighted the need for workers to acknowledge the issue of domestic abuse and incorporate it into their interventions.

The impact of living with adult violence has detrimental emotional and psychological affects on children.  In most circumstances these children can be defined as Children in Need.  All agencies, have a duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, wherever possible keeping them within their families.  

Children may be involved in domestic abuse in a number of ways.  They may be:-

· Aware of the violence as a witness or overhearing it
· Intervening directly to try and protect
· Being threatened to remain silent
· Intervening indirectly by telephoning for help from relatives, neighbours or the Police
· Witnessing damage and ill treatment to their possessions, including pets
· Being encouraged or forced to participate in the abuse and the degradation of their mother
· Being injured directly or indirectly during an assault
· Witnessing the outcomes from an assault
Living with domestic abuse does not automatically result in poor parenting.  If parents or carers are to be empowered to promote their children's wellbeing, they will require sensitive and appropriate resources, including at times a safe place to live.

Recent research highlights particular vulnerability of children living with domestic abuse, when their parents/carers also have mental health and/or substance misuse difficulties.
2. GOOD PRACTICE GUIDANCE

Effective sharing of information between statutory and voluntary agencies is a vital part of positive response to domestic abuse.  Staff need to familiarise themselves with the services provided by FortAlice (local refuge) and the Phoenix Project etc, in order to offer relevant services.

Workers should take a holistic approach to family support, including the provision of services appropriate to the issue of domestic violence.  Child concern matters should be discussed alongside domestic violence and not treated as a separate factor.

‘Safety Planning’ with individuals helps to focus on discrete plans, which will aid at a time of need.  This should include:-

· Finding somewhere she could quickly use a telephone
· Keeping a spare set of keys and some money in an easily accessible place

· Carrying a list of emergency numbers with her
· Talking to her children about emergency situations
· Talking to a neighbour or friend who may be able to help in an emergency
Interviews with family members should be undertaken in a manner which does not contribute to additional risk of abuse.  Joint interviews with a controlling and abusive partner minimises opportunities to seek help whilst giving the message that the worker fails to understand the danger of their situation.

The use of interpreters should be carefully considered where there are issues of domestic abuse.  There are additional barriers to seeking help for members of ethnic minority groups, which require specific support and advice.  The refuge will advise staff on appropriate interpreters to use.

The safety of children must take priority when planning intervention.  This should include confidentiality regarding the family’s whereabouts if they have left the home environment.

In line with the Framework for the Assessment of Children's Needs and their families, particular reference should be made to the context within which the child is being brought up.  This should include the impact domestic abuse has on the parents' ability to meet the needs of their child and the affect on the child's development of living with family violence.

Having assessed the vulnerabilities and strengths of a family, staff should seek to provide services from statutory or voluntary agencies.  An integrated service provision will best meet the needs of women and children living with domestic abuse.

Children's needs and the impact of domestic abuse on a child will vary.  Workers need to engage in direct communication with a child to understand their perspective.  
‘Safety Planning’ with children may include establishing:-

· How to remain safe during an incident, i.e. not to intervene directly in the violence;

· Where they can go to use the telephone;

· Who they can talk to.

Children must be kept informed about what is happening in a way which is appropriate to their age and understanding.
3. RESPONSE TO DOMESTIC ABUSE
Research shows that the quality of a worker's response can significantly influence the likelihood of individuals engaging in the change process.  Workers need to support and empower individuals to strengthen their ability to promote the wellbeing of their children.  At an initial stage this may mean acknowledging that the abuse is not their fault and reassuring them that they will receive help to resolve difficulties.

Individuals need permission to openly discuss the issues of conflict and violence within their intimate relationships without feeling they are being judged.

Although the abuse may not be a daily occurrence, the risk of an incident places great strain on those living with it with those involved feeling responsible for the abuse and living with a high level of shame and guilt.

Making a decision to leave your home and loved ones requires a long process of contemplation.  It is not easy to disregard your own and your children's familiar places and routines in order to escape abuse and violence.

Domestic abuse should be recorded as a specific concern on all referral and assessment forms.  Those involved should be asked if they are safe at the moment and given appropriate advice if not.

The Children Act 1989 provides legislation to aid work in situations where there is a risk posed to children from domestic abuse.  The Act:-

· Recommends that where possible abusers rather than children should be removed from home.  (Vol 1. Section 4.31)

· Places a duty on Local Authorities to provide services to Children in Need and provides funds to help children remain within their own families. (Section 17)

· Places a duty on Children’s Services to investigate the circumstances of a child where they are informed that a child is suffering or is likely to suffer significant harm or they have reasonable cause to suspect that a child may be or is likely to suffer significant harm.  (Section 47)

If an individual attends a public building wanting help to flee domestic abuse, her safety should be a priority.  Whilst interviewing ensure the safety of the parent and any children.  This may mean alerting colleagues to the situation, providing somewhere safe for children to sit whilst their parent is interviewed and maintaining confidentiality regarding their whereabouts in the building.
Research tells us there is a significant link between violence to a partner and the abuse of children.  70% of men who are violent to their partner are also violent to her children.  Living with domestic abuse has a significant detrimental effect on the wellbeing of children.  Several studies link domestic abuse to the risk of sexual abuse.  Violent and controlling individuals misusing their power to have their needs met by a partner may well be using the same power to abuse children in the household.

In some situations there will be a conflict of interest whereby the child's need for safety must take priority over the parents choice to remain with her partner.
The individual circumstances of a family should be taken into consideration where it is suspected a level of adult violence exists.  In some families mutual adult violence is the norm.  This will affect the assessment and intervention process.

Working with adults who are violent poses risks to workers.  There should be a discussion of risk with a manager and strategies agreed.

A female immigrant who has moved to Britain to join her husband and wants to leave him should seek legal advice immediately.  Her immigration status and that of her children may be at risk.  The Phoenix Project and Fort Alice will offer relevant advice and support.

The most dangerous time for an individual is when they are planning or have actually left the violent situation.  Workers should, therefore, move at the pace advised by the individual and provide supportive services after they have left the family home.  Continued single or multi-agency intervention may well be required in addition to the support of a refuge.

Individuals who return to violent situations require more help not less.  Returning to your home and familiar situation should be seen as a normal response to separation and part of the process of change.  An up to date risk assessment should be completed in these circumstances.

4. INTER RELATIONSHIP WITH DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND CHILD PROTECTION AND CHILDREN IN NEED PROCEDURES

All staff should be aware of the inter-relationship between domestic abuse and the abuse or neglect of children.  In all circumstances where the abuse of a child is suspected staff should be alert to the possibility of domestic abuse in the household.  Where there is evidence of domestic abuse staff should seriously consider the implications for the children in the household.
Research indicates the risk to children begins before birth, with women experiencing domestic abuse being twice as likely to have had a miscarriage or still birth.  Other research shows father figures who abused their partners were three times more likely to be the child's abuser than were other father figures.

Social workers must consider the safety of individual women when making section 47 enquiries.

Many parents are worried that disclosure of the level of violence will lead to removal of their children.  Parents should be informed about what help is available to them which will enable them to protect themselves and promote the wellbeing of their children. 

Where concerns persist parents should be provided with honest and clear information regarding the concerns workers have and the procedures that will be followed in order to protect their children.  Individuals rights should be outlined and information of organisations that can support her be provided. 

The inclusion of violent partners in formal decision making, including Action Meetings, needs to be discussed with a line manager.  Safety issues need to be balanced with any possible benefits of all relevant parties attending.

Action Meetings should be fully informed of the level of domestic abuse which should be reflected in the action plan. 

When planning a Child Protection Conference advice should be sought from Independent Reviewing Officers or the Quality Assurance Team Leader, regarding how best to meet the safety needs whilst promoting full involvement in the process.

Domestic abuse should be noted as a factor leading to concern about a specific child and not treated as a separate issue.  The domestic abuse aspect should attract specific services in its own right and feed into the holistic assessment and intervention with each family.

Child Protection Conferences should be fully informed of the level of domestic abuse and any protective factors, which are available to the child.  The written Child Protection Plan should include specific services aimed at the issue of domestic violence.  Subsequent Child Protection Reviews should share information relating to the response to these services and reassess the level of concern for the child.

Core Groups and any other inter-agency meeting, including Action Meetings should note and act upon any evidence of domestic abuse in families.

All documentation referring to a family should carefully manage confidential information regarding the whereabouts of women, with or without children in their care, as disclosure of addresses may place the women at risk.  This would include Child protection matters in Court proceedings and all minutes of meetings. 
Domestic abuse issues should be considered when planning contact for children as research suggests this is an area where intimidation and abuse of women can continue.  The impact of such contact for the child should be carefully considered.  This should involve eliciting the child's wishes and feelings regarding their contact with their absent parent and any impact such contact has on the child's relationship with their mother.

5. KEY AGENCIES
Bolton's Women's Aid Refuge offers a safe place for women with or without children.  
In addition to temporary accommodation the refuge offers aftercare, advice and support, a weekly drop in, counselling services and therapeutic group work.  Women can be referred by statutory and voluntary agencies with the women's permission or by self-referral.  The drop in and counselling service can be accessed directly by women.

The Bolton Refuge works within the LSCB child protection guidelines.  They will refer to Children’s Services any concern for a child, including circumstances where a woman is returning to a situation where there is a known or suspected risk to children's safety.  The refuge staff work alongside all agencies regarding the wellbeing of a child.

The refuge staff should be kept fully informed of any intervention by Children’s Services staff and should be invited to attend all Core Groups involving families who are known to them.

There are refuges for specific ethnic groups including an Asian Women's Refuge in the North West region.  However, discussion should take place regarding which refuge would best meet an individual woman's needs.  Assumptions should not be made as women may be placed at risk by inappropriate decisions.  The Phoenix Project provides a drop in service to Asian women who are experiencing domestic abuse. Workers could request advice regarding specific issues or ask for help in providing an appropriate service to individual women.   
6. HOUSING
Bolton Local Authority recognises its responsibility to provide housing services to women who are fleeing violence. 

The Homeless Welfare service will respond promptly to women fleeing from domestic violence situations.  They will provide a refuge or other emergency accommodation according to availability.  

Positive consideration is given to referrals across authorities where the applicant is fleeing domestic violence.  Women are free to decline an offer to return home with the protection of a Non-Molestation Order or other Court order.

Housing staff will try to clearly lay out as many options for the applicant as possible, so that they can make an informed choice of what to do.

Housing staff will try not to be intrusive, however, they may ask for the history of domestic violence and wish to liaise with other agencies.  The Housing code of guidance states "The fact that violence has not yet occurred does not on its own suggest that it is not likely to occur", therefore it should not be necessary for actual 'proof' of violence to be provided.

Many women worried about their tenancy and household goods if they flee domestic violence.  Housing staff will advise them on possible options regarding securing their property and furnishings or relinquishing their tenancy, whichever they choose.

7. POLICE

All forces in England and Wales have special domestic abuse units.  In Bolton the Public Protection Investigation Unit works closely with Children’s Services and Health.  Once an incident is reported, it will be recorded and a specially trained officer will assess if the women should be contacted to offer advice and/or further services.  The Police will in most cases notify Advice and Assessment teams if:-

· The referrer is a child
· A child is present during the assault
· Where there has been a number of referrals or there are additional concerns
Social Workers should always check records held by the Public Protection Investigation Unit regarding domestic abuse incidents as part of the gathering of information.  The Data Protection Act 1998 limits the sharing of details but basic facts, i.e. the number of incidents, can be given.  The Head of Service Child Protection can access more detailed information.

The Public Protection Investigation Unit can be asked for advice or help with joint visits where it is thought appropriate.  They can also help to establish a personal alarm system for a small number of women where the male is out of the property but still poses a risk.  A uniformed officer can be asked to prevent a breach of the peace whilst a woman and child leave the family home.
MULTI AGENCY RISK ASSESSMENT PROCESS (MARAC)  
Purpose

MARAC is a multi-agency meeting which facilitates the risk assessment process for individuals and their families who are at risk of Domestic Abuse.  Organisations are invited to share information with a view to identifying those at “very high” risk of Domestic Abuse Where very high risk has been identified, a multi-agency action plan is developed to support all those at risk.

Attendance

The following agencies are represented:-

· Children’s social care

· Adult social care

· Police

· Probation

· PCT

· Royal Bolton Hospital 

· Education 

· Housing 

· Women’s Aid  (Fort Alice)

· Victim Support

Process

Referrals to MARAC can be made by any agency using the referral form.  

MARAC is held every four weeks and is chaired by the Detective Inspector, Public Protection Investigation Unit.

Minutes will be copied to all those present at the meeting within 2 days of the MARAC
8. LEGAL
Individuals have recourse to the law for protection against violence in the home.  Individuals should be advised to seek legal advice regarding the best course of action.

The Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act 1976 provides Non-Molestation and Ouster Injunction Orders which can be sought from the County Court.  Emergency and Ex-parte Injunction Orders can be applied for via the Duty Judge or outside of court hours by a County Court judge.  Women do not need to be married to apply for any of these orders.

The Domestic Proceedings and Magistrates Court Act 1987 provides Personal protection orders or Exclusion order, which can be applied for only by married women and are dealt with in the Magistrates Court.  

The Family Law Act 1996 deals with Occupation Orders and Non-Molestation Orders Part IV.  It also includes amendments to the Children Act 1989 and can be used in conjunction with Interim Care Orders and Emergency Protection Orders.

The Protection From Harassment Act 1997 provides legislation which includes protection from 'stalking' which can be useful in situations where the woman does not live with her aggressor.

9. WELFARE BENEFITS FOR WOMEN FLEEING ABUSE
Financial independence can be a crucial factor in helping women make the decision to leave an abusive situation. Women should be advised to seek a consultation with a Welfare Rights Officer regarding her financial position should she leave. 

In a crisis, when there is delay in accessing DSS benefits, help under Section 17 should be considered to help the decision process.

The most significant benefits are Income Support, Child Benefit, Family Credit, Housing Benefit, Crisis Loans and Community Care Grants.  Updated information regarding these benefits can be obtained from the Benefits Advice and Welfare Rights.

For some women their immigration status will be unclear and will affect their right to benefit.  These women will therefore require additional help including legal advice.   

In circumstances where there is 'an intention to return' it is possible to have Housing Benefit paid for the refuge and the property.  This can be agreed for up to 52 weeks, giving women time to reflect on their situation and make choices about housing and location.
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