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INDEBTED WOMEN 

Erin C Slaven 

Equal Hearts Equal Rights Blog  

Also published on STAMP out Media Patriarchy – Lanarkshire Rape Crisis Centre blog 

6 June 2016 

Oppression. What do women owe the world? It is instilled into us from a young age that 
finding yourself in financial debt is dangerous and scary. We are advised to avoid borrowing 
large sums of money, cautioned about high interest rates and told to steer clear of store 
credit cards. However, the real tragic debt is the alleged debt of women. There is a growing 
perception that the women of the world owe the world something more than money. Their 
bodies, their identities, their ideas. In a society where the male is still often recognised as the 
“breadwinner” it still appears to be the women that find themselves trapped in the red at the 
hand of the rest of the world. 

Bodies. At which point in the cycle of life did our bodies change from being ours to being 
objects owed out to men? So our skirt might be short and our shoulders might be bare so 
this means that we owe you compensation. That we have to pay for revealing our skin to 
men who can’t control their thoughts. Even in schools we are cautioned about the clothes we 
should wear, a place where you are meant to feel protected and safe yet are warned to 
dress with care so to avoid the distraction and tempting of the deluded who think they have 
rights to your body. 

Advertisement. Companies are tactical with the presentation of their products making them 
seem appealing to the consumer. When did the body of the female become a crucial 
component in the sales of food and drink and clothing? These products are of disposable 
use and to correlate this with the temple of the female body is objectification. Food and drink 
are easily accessed and can be consumed by all – our body isn’t of the same nature and it 
isn’t owed to the consumer, sucked in by advertisements covered in the chests and legs of a 
female. 

Identity. Women are slotted into categories. Straight/Gay/Bisexual, Virgin/Slut. But why do 
we have to confine ourselves into restrictive categories? So we can be categorised based on 
appeal or fetish by the society which so desires the capital of our autonomy? It is ironic how 
we are quick to be slotted into these labels by men who think they can be the one person to 
change it all for say a virgin or a lesbian, but these same people do not hesitate to use terms 
like slut as a weapon against females who don’t comply with their misguided ideas about 
what is owed to them by women. 

Liberty. What does the world owe women? The world owes women the right for all to vote 
equally in Britain. It owes the mothers, sisters, aunts and grandmothers to their children. It 
owes women many of the engineers and mechanics in World War 1 and 2 and it owes them 
their roles in conflicts not just on the battlefield but closer to home. The world should admire 
with pride the strong role of the woman in the accountability this damaging society. It should 
never be forgotten that when the bailiffs of such an oppressive and intimidating society come 
knocking, claiming a tab has been run up for your body and your identity, that the worth of 
your self is priceless and it is owed to nobody but yourself. 

 



 

LADS, LADS, LADS: SEXUAL VIOLENCE AND UNIVERSITY CULTURE 

Ailish Caroll-Brentnall 

Rape Crisis Centre Glasgow website blog (The Caged Bird Sings) 

4 May 2016 

In my first year of university, one of my best mates pulled a girl. The next day, at some point 
in the hung-over re-cap, he described how hairy her nipples were. A few months later her 
brought another girl home - this one had the audacity to be on her period, and left before he 
or anyone else woke up because she had to catch a plane to Australia. Both these tales 
were told with a mixture of glee, curiosity and revulsion, but that pretty much sums up my 
first year of uni: the year my flatmates left all the dishes from our Christmas dinner in the 
kitchen over the holidays, the year someone broke into the flat upstairs in halls to poo in the 
sink as a joke (I’d explain if I understood), the year we clubbed together to make sure that 
everyone could afford to go to the Union’s Christmas party because as a group we were the 
best kind of havoc. 

In my second year of university, my ten person flat divided three ways. One of the lads 
brought a girl home and everyone else thought it would be banter to push a wardrobe across 
the outside of the door so she couldn’t get out. My best mate, a hardcore atheist, set his 
sights on seducing (among others) a Catholic girl waiting for marriage in what was both a 
sexual and anti-religious crusade. I woke up one night to hear someone running out of the 
flat and my best mate shouting a girl’s name. The next morning he said he was worried he 
had had what he called ‘unconsensual sex’. I gave him a hug, completely in shock, and a 
few days later, the contact details for the White Ribbon Campaign attached to a letter 
terminating our friendship. I avoided him until I moved out and, wanting to enact some small 
act of justice, stole all his herbs from the cupboard when I did. 

In my third year of university, I discovered he’d sexually assaulted someone else. He came 
up in casual conversation as always going for the seventeen year olds in the Union. I 
contacted a society on campus he was active in to tell them to keep an eye on him at their 
events, which they did. He found out and threatened to sue me for defamation. I told more 
people. He graduated, and I haven’t heard anything more from him since. 

The point of these anecdotes are not to slander (or defame...) any specific individual but 
more to show how a pattern of sexually violent behaviour emerges and how difficult it can be 
to identify in the tumult which is university life, where (let’s face it) for the first year, most 
people are drunk and have no close friends let alone an idea of what is acceptable in this 
new cultural milieu. The warning signs for sexual violence aren’t that easy to spot, especially 
in an environment when it’s normal to debrief (often in graphic detail) after sexual 
experiences as a matter of course, or casually joke about sexual violence, or have sex with 
people who are wasted. We’re human: we talk about sex with friends, we make jokes we 
shouldn’t, we have drunk sex. In and of themselves, there’s nothing wrong with those three 
general ideas as long as they’re done with respect and an awareness of the boundaries of 
our friends and partners. The problem in a university setting is that often what boundaries 
are appropriate is not made clear - for many people, university is a time specifically for 
pushing and renegotiating the limits of what is and is not acceptable. In many ways, that is 
what university should be, but what is profoundly worrying is how those boundaries are 
pushed when it comes to sex. What is worrying is that when it comes to sexual relationships, 
the conversation and behaviour around sex frequently dismisses and disrespects women. 
What is worrying is when these actions coalesce to form a culture which is not only 
misogynistic and specifically sexually violent, but normal. In the context of the chaos of my 
first few years at university, my friend’s admission of ‘unconsensual sex’ was not a far flung 



 

exception to what was seen as normal sexual behavior. What in retrospect was clearly 
predatory and misogynistic completely passed under the radar. 

Recently, I’ve been working on the Let’s Talk Campaign, an effort to get better prevention of 
and support around sexual violence on campus including consent classes, bystander 
intervention and reporting pathways. I’m now in my final year and have chosen a mixture of 
gender and human rights based modules which fit my interests. Even so the response I’ve 
got from classmates and tutors has been mixed. Most people adopt a slightly poor-lamb 
expression and say how good, how important, how valuable it is that such a campaign is 
happening, but… is that really a problem here? Is it really our job to prevent it? Are you 
taking all this a bit seriously? The truth is, I’ve stopped telling people I volunteer at Rape 
Crisis because at least 40% of the time I am met with a disclosure, whether it’s someone’s 
own experience or a friend’s. When you open up the discussion, most people can provide an 
example of behaviour they’ve seen that hovers at those nudged boundaries of what is OK, 
and it makes me wonder what sort of disconnect is going on when people can talk about the 
endless amounts of times they’ve had to form a circle around a female friend at a club to 
block out the advances of someone who just won’t take no for an answer but still think that 
rape isn’t something that happens here. 

However much we like to think that the folks holding cheeky comparisons between last 
night’s conquests and the men whose actions our service users spend years working 
through are two completely separate groups of people, there will be one or two who sit in 
both camps. What to other people is an un-pc joke will to them be validation, what to 
administrators is an arduous system of reporting will to them be a loophole in accountability. 
Preventing sexual violence on campus doesn’t stop university being somewhere that you 
can have difficult conversations and new experiences: apart from the fact you can do that 
intellectually, there are ways to go out, get drunk, have casual sex, have banter, get the ‘uni 
experience’ and not foster sexual violence. Finding out what my then-best friend did was 
terrifying - perhaps the only thing scarier is that when you suggest ways to prevent similar 
situations arising, people act like you’re some kind of radical. 

 

A DANGEROUS WOMAN 

Nellie, Fiona, Priscilla, Sharon, Polly, Elaine, Brenda, Penny and Marian, supported by 
Women’s Aid East and Midlothian. 

The Dangerous Woman Project 

17 March 2016 

A dangerous woman is to men, 
a woman in power who wants to get even. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who is not afraid to say what’s on her mind. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who knows her rights and values herself. 

A dangerous woman is a mother, 
for her children and a woman who loves. 



 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who can influence others in a negative or positive way. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who, when she realises her man’s an abuser, takes back her life. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
that encourages other women to stand up and win. 

A dangerous woman is me, 
when a man tries to bully me. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who now lifts up her head. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
with a cause and a passion. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who manipulates and is spiteful. 

A dangerous woman is to anyone, 
who ever harms her family. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
with a voice and a sense of humour. 

A dangerous woman is a woman, 
who won’t be stopped and won’t be quiet. 

A dangerous woman is someone, 
who holds any power. 

A dangerous woman is all of us, 
when we refuse to crumble. 

We are women, independent women, 
the strongest you’ll ever come across. 

We are women who have achieved, 
We are women who are phenomenal. 

 

SELF-CARE OR SPEAKING OUT? A BLACK FEMINIST DILEMMA 

Claire Heuchan 

Sister Outrider 

8 August 2016 

On the personal and political implications of misogynoir. 

THE PERSONAL 



 

I should be writing my dissertation. I should be writing the abstract for that conference paper. 
I should be preparing the workshop on feminist voice I am to deliver. There are a hundred 
and one things I should be doing – things essential to my life that I am not doing, because I 
am curled under my desk having a panic attack.  The abuse I receive online has reached 
new heights. For the first time (and probably not the last) I feel physically unsafe because of 
it. Along with the persistent misogyny, the overt racism, the steady drip drip drip of “shut up 
nigger”, there is something new: the threat of violence. 

A white man told me that he wanted to hit me with his car. He wanted to hit me with his car 
and reverse over my body to make sure that I was dead. The scenario was so specific, the 
regard for my humanity so little, that it felt more real somehow than any of the other abuse I 
have received. It shocked me in a way that nothing on Twitter ever had before. I could hear 
my bones crack. He believed I deserved to die for being Black and having an opinion 
different to his own, that endorsing Black Lives Matter made me a legitimate target of 
violence. Seconds later, another white man appeared in my mentions with a chilling 
casualness to say that my being ran over would be “fair enough.” 

It is not ‘just the internet’. This abuse does not fade from the mind when I close my laptop, 
when I put down my phone. It is a part of my life. It has altered my way of being. It is, at 
points, debilitating. There is a clear pattern: it is when I am most vocal, most visible as a 
Black feminist woman, that the abuse occurs most frequently, is the most vitriolic. Not a 
single one of the accounts I have reported in the week (for calling me nigger, for threatening 
me, for telling me to go back to Africa, etc.) has been suspended. Twitter Support’s failure to 
penalise accounts spreading racist threats and harassment creates the impression that 
people are free to abuse others with impunity – and Black women are so often the targets of 
that abuse. 

In the same week, Black Girl Nerds received vicious harassment on Twitter. Media 
Diversified, whose editor Samantha Asumadu is a Black woman, were subject to appalling 
abuse over their endorsement of Black Lives Matter UK. Like Leslie Jones before her, 
Normani Kordei announced that she was taking a break from Twitter due to the relentless 
racism directed her way. Misogynoir was everywhere I looked. 

THE POLITICAL 

Feminista Jones authored an article explaining that “vocal black women on social media are 
the least protected users of these platforms”, and she is quite right. Visible Black women 
voicing our perspectives face a double jeopardy of racism and misogyny, neither of which 
Twitter makes the slightest effort to address. We are abused, often by white men, in the 
hope that we will stop speaking and fade into the background. This sustained misogynoir is a 
powerful silencing tactic designed to undermine any direct challenge to hegemonic 
structures of power. Any deviation from the white perspective, the male perspective, is 
treated like a threat and targeted accordingly. 

Therefore, Black women are faced with two obvious choices. The first is to capitulate, to 
accept the reward of silence: to be on the receiving end of substantially less abuse, resulting 
in far less disruption to our emotional and mental well-being. Although this approach is of 
personal if not political benefit to the individual, it precludes the possibility of driving any 
meaningful, sustainable cultural shift. The second choice is to continue speaking out, 
challenging structural inequalities, and be forced to live with the indirect yet near-inevitable 
consequence of targeted harassment. This approach prioritises the politics of feminism, of 
anti-racism, but comes at great personal cost.  It is a significant dilemma, particularly in 
terms of Black feminist praxis. 



 

As Audre Lorde said, “caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that 
is an act of political warfare.” Not simply surviving, but prioritising the self and placing value 
on the Black, the female, in a society that tells us both are contemptible, is a form of radical 
political action. It is an inherently bold defiance of the system of values upholding white 
supremacist patriarchy.  However, adhering to that principle – particularly in a digital context 
– is not always straightforward. 

Audre Lorde was also right in saying that “your silence will not protect you.” In silence, we 
inevitably remain vulnerable to racism, to misogyny, and various other manifestations of 
structural oppression. Without directly opposing the status quo, we will continue to be 
marginalised in ways both pervasive and harmful. Actively challenging oppression at its very 
root is the only solution, the only means by which liberation will be achieved. The question 
remains: to what extent should personal well-being be sacrificed so that dominant structures 
of power can be dismantled? 

To advocate an uncompromising prioritisation of the political over the personal in this context 
requires a degree of purism, an abnegation of the Black and female self, that contradicts the 
very principles of Black feminism. To focus solely on individual needs, to divorce the 
personal from the political in the name of comfort, is another such contradiction as it 
precludes the structural analysis vital to Black feminism. 

How, then, to negotiate this dilemma? At the time of writing, I am preparing a workshop to 
help young women of colour find voice and encourage them to use it. That this workshop 
coincides with the most severe abuse I have ever received raises something of an ethical 
quandary. Finding and making use of feminist voice has severe consequences – in the form 
of harassment, abuse, and even threat. How to guide others on this matter when I myself 
have difficulty negotiating that balance between political struggle and personal well-being? It 
is not a question easily resolved. 

SELF-CARE 

Self-care is a surprisingly controversial subject in feminism – it is often disparaged as 
narcissism, an intensive focus on the individual that atomises the movement, by those 
feminists with the least need to practice it. Those women whose lives are cushioned by 
whiteness and class privilege do not always see how vital self-care is to their more 
marginalised sisters, how political struggle pervades almost every aspect of our lives in a 
way that threatens to become all consuming. There is no stepping back from the very fabric 
of our existence, no sphere of our lives in which the politics of liberation become any less 
pressing. Self-care is a survival tool. 

“Do you know that the first act of self-care for us as Black people might be recognizing that 
we deserve to be cared for in the first place? Seen as human? Especially Black women.” –
Trudy Hamilton 

At times, though counter-intuitive, refusing to engage is a form of self-care. Which 
conversations to participate in, which subjects to discuss, are entirely at your discretion. I’m 
still working out where to draw that line. Abject racism and obvious derailments (e.g. on the 
theme of Black Lives Matter, the inevitable “don’t all lives matter?”) are both tactics 
employed to distract us from working towards enacting meaningful change – choosing not to 
engage with either can be a form of self-care although, of course, making that decision does 
not mitigate the damage of being exposed to graphic racism in the first place. 

The intellectual and emotional labour of Black women have long been consumed without 
due acknowledgement or recompense. Even within institutions such as the academy, where 
ideas are currency, it is clear that the concept of knowledge is not neutral – that where you 



 

are positioned structurally determines the value placed on your perspective. The white, male 
voice is standard. The Black and the female, Other. This is true is most given contexts. Even 
when our ideas are not explicitly political, that a Black woman has the audacity to speak – to 
demand to be seen and heard, visible in the public sphere – is enough to draw abuse. 

That the racism and misogyny Black women receive qualifies as abuse is forever being 
questioned – by Twitter Support, by the mainstream media when they put scare quotes 
around racism, by the hordes of white men whose greatest pleasure in life comes from 
playing devil’s advocate with marginalised voices. Racism is reframed as “perceived racism”, 
a subtle shift which serves to negate our perspective. 

“…to frame lived experience as perception is not a neutral act. It is one of the most common 
way marginalised and/or painful experiences are invalidated or trivialised because they are 
inconvenient. It is a speech act. It is a silencing act. If you doubt that, simply pay attention to 
whose experience is usually defined as ‘perception’ and whose become naturalised, 
objectivised and legitimised.” – Guilaine Kinouani 

When it is not your work, not your ideas that are questioned, but the legitimacy of your voice 
– a racialised voice, a gendered voice – then meaningful engagement is impossible. It is the 
basest manifestation of identity politics, seeking to invalidate the Black and female voice 
simply because it is Other. Audre Lorde commented on this phenomenon, the requests to 
“justify my existence and my work… because of my identity” that followed her throughout her 
career as poet and educator from the 1960s onwards. Little has changed with regard to the 
low value conferred upon the knowledge of Black women. 

Refusing to engage with those negating your voice on the grounds of identity can be a form 
of self-care. It is not necessarily a solution, but in saving yourself that energy you are 
preserving yourself – both for radical political action, and your own life. There is an 
expectation plaguing Black women: that we remain strong, no matter how great the struggles 
we face. This fortitude emerged throughout necessity as a result of surviving systematic 
racism and misogyny. The Strong Black Woman trope is part of the legacy left to us by 
slavery and colonialism and, while the idea of a deep inner-strength can provide solace, the 
ways in which it manifests relating to the expectations of others ultimately proves 
dehumanising (Harris-Perry). 

The Strong Black Woman trope plagues us. Even in messages of support and kindness, I 
am encouraged to be strong in the face of abuse, a word which is loaded with meaning when 
applied to Black women. It is complicated, this notion of resilience that is attached to us. 
Without addressing our capacity for vulnerability, the full humanity of Black women goes 
unrecognised. Therefore, acknowledging the hurt sustained through misogynoir – both to 
ourselves and others – is a key component of self-care. In doing so, we create a greater 
possibility for Black women to step back, assess the situation, and address our own needs. 
As Black womanhood does not typically engender protectiveness in others, I believe that we 
should prioritise protecting ourselves and, subsequently, each other. 

 

WHY DID MY RAPIST’S LAWYER REVEAL MY MEDIAL RECORDS? 

Sarah Scott 

BBC News 

12 February 2016 



 

Campaigners have welcomed a ruling by a senior judge that abuse victims should be able to 
access legal aid to fight attempts by lawyers to obtain their medical records. 

Here Sarah Scott describes the shock she experienced when details of her medical history, 
which were so personal her own mother did not know about them, were brought up in court 
by her rapist's QC. 

My name is Sarah. I live in the north east of Scotland. I am a mother. I am a rape survivor. 

In May 2011, my rapist, Adrian Ruddock, was convicted at the High Court in Aberdeen and 
sentenced to eight years imprisonment. 

In the days that followed my rape, I struggled to cope mentally and emotionally. I didn't want 
to deal with it - I couldn't. The pain, the trauma, it consumed me. 

This culminated in me attempting to end my life. I was admitted to A&E and given life-saving 
treatment. 

It was here, in my fragile mental state - still dazed, confused, traumatised, still bleeding from 
the tears when he ripped me open - that I was given a piece of paper to sign by police 
officers. 

It was a consent form for my medical records to be used as evidence. I wasn't given any 
legal advice, I wasn't even offered a choice. It was handed to me and I was to sign it. 

I was never told what this information would be used for. I was certainly never told that my 
rapist's QC - Ronald Renucci - would broadcast personal information from my childhood in 
court. 

I had only confided this detail to a school psychologist, maybe my doctor. I hadn't even told 
my own mother 

I tried to prepare myself in the months that followed for giving evidence. I made detailed 
notes - I filled notebooks with everything that could be asked of me in court. 

I was determined to be prepared for everything and anything. But I placated myself with the 
belief that legislation would prevent my rapist's QC from attacking my character. I was 
wrong. Very wrong. 

Giving evidence can only be described as re-victimisation and secondary violation. In other 
words: being raped all over again. 

I knew that I would have to tell the court in chilling detail precisely how this man violated me, 
I knew the defence were going to paint me as some scorned temptress, I knew it was going 
to be difficult. 

Look, to the world I epitomise the old cliche of "asking for it". I am the perfect imperfect rape 
victim. I was drunk. I was wearing a short skirt. I knew the man who attacked me. I willingly, 
albeit under false pretences, went back to his home. 

But nothing prepared me - or rather, no one prepared me - for the fact that my previous 
mental health records were going to be lambasted in a courtroom full of strangers. 

While cross examining me, Renucci asked something that shocked me. He asked me if I had 
ever self-harmed in the past. 



 

Incredibly personal 

I was confused. I was angry. I didn't understand. When I was a young teenager - around 13-
years-old - I was bullied at high school. I was depressed. 

I resorted to self-harm to deal with my pain. I had only confided this detail to a school 
psychologist, maybe my doctor. I hadn't even told my own mother. 

But here, at the trial of my rapist - some seven or more years later - this incredibly personal 
information was being broadcast to all - journalists, the jury, the judge, and worst of all, the 
man who only five months prior had repeatedly raped me. 

It sounds cliche, but I truly did feel like I was on trial - I was on trial for being raped. 

I am sure he could see the colour drain from my face, I am sure everyone could. My heart 
felt like it had 1,000 anchors pulling it to the ground. I wasn't prepared for this. 

All those hours of taking notes and I didn't see this coming. I was blindsided. Completely 
blindsided. I looked around, desperate for someone to save me, to help me, to see that this 
was not right. But it was in vain. I proclaimed something along the lines of: "Do I have to 
answer that?". 

The judge, Lord Bracadale, told me that I did, in fact, have to answer. He told me that only 
the prosecution were allowed to object to a line of questioning. They didn't. 

So there, alone, I had to tell the world that when I was a little bullied girl I cut myself to deal 
with the pain. 

Normally in life when someone is verbally attacking you and your identity and character you 
can walk away. You can ignore them. You can leave the room. I couldn't do this. I had to 
answer his questions. 

Not unique 

I was so traumatised that I didn't want to go back in that courtroom. I told staff that I was 
running away. I was told I had no choice - a warrant for my arrest would be issued otherwise. 

It sounds cliche, but I truly did feel like I was on trial - I was on trial for being raped. 

Why were my mental health records brought up in court that day? 

My rapist was convicted after a majority verdict. I will never know how many of those jurors 
thought that I was lying. I will never know what their reasons were, but in my mind it's clear: 
it's at least in part because of those medical records. I may be wrong, but that's truly what I 
believe. 

My experience is not unique: since my assault, I have spoken to countless survivors who 
have experienced the same thing I have. It's not right. It's not fair. It cannot continue. 
Something has to change. 
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‘SEX ON TRIAL’ REVEALS THE TRUE EXTENT OF OUR CONSENT CRISIS 

Beth Sexton 

The Student 

10 November 2015 

Fresh off the back of the ‘This is not what a rapist looks like’ campaign spearheaded by 
Warwick University student George Lawlor, comes BBC Three’s documentary, Sex On Trial. 
The programme saw a panel of 16-18 year olds judge a fictional scene and decide if it was 
rape. The incident, which took place at a party, was very clearly rape, but shockingly just 54 
per cent of the participants agreed that it was. 

The documentary has sparked outrage and highlighted that contrary to Lawlor’s claims, a 
university education does not equal an understanding of consent. However, the 
documentary’s findings – shocking as they were – reveal nothing new, as we already know 
that one in seven students are likely to experience rape or sexual harassment while at 
university. Unless there is just one very prolific rapist travelling the length and breadth of the 
country, this statistic would suggest that there does exist a large number of students who 
either do not understand or simply do not respect consent. 

The responses to the scene were divisive, with some participants adamant it was rape and 
others more hesitant to use the term, for fear of ‘ruining’ the rapist’s life. Instead of 
condemning the actions, terms such as ‘semi-rape’ and ‘80 per cent rape’ were instead 
favoured by participants, highlighting exactly how problematic our conceptions of consent 
have become. Instead of viewing consent as the binary yes/no issue it should be, it is clear 
consent has become a grey area replete with technicalities and false justifications. Of the 24 
participants, 33 per cent said that they were unsure if a rape had occurred. If this does not 
highlight the need for further education then perhaps the 13 per cent who falsely believed 
the girl did consent is enough to persuade Lawlor and his supporters of the need for further 
education. 

Typical arguments against consent classes are usually founded on a sense of outrage at 
being a ‘presumed rapist’. Not only is this a wildly inaccurate misinterpretation of the aims of 
consent classes, it is extremely self-involved and detracts from the real issue. In the same 
way that the BBC participants were all too quick to consider the repercussions for the rapist, 
people who feel personally victimised by consent classes perpetuate the idea that in some 
ways, rapists are victims too.  

Furthermore, detractors of consent classes such as Lawlor usually speak from a position of 
privilege, as they are usually men who just by sheer biological luck, are not surrounded by 
people bigger and stronger than them. For these people, walking home alone at night is not 
usually accompanied by a nagging fear that they might suddenly be abducted, and this is 
why they are free to dismiss consent classes as a frivolous waste of time. 

One particularly laughable argument put forward by Spiked is that consent classes ‘police 
intimacy’. The piece argued that the establishment of consent kills the mood, because as we 
all know, there is nothing sexier than rape. It begs the question, if you are not establishing 
consent during sexual contact, then what are you doing? Just silently fucking with no idea 
whether the other person is enjoying it. How erotic. 

The programme was extremely heteronormative, but the diversity of participants and their 
reactions displays just how little consent is understood across demographics. If one thing 



 

has become clear from this documentary, it is how hazy young people’s understanding of 
consent has become. 

 

DISRUPTIONS: SURVIVING SEXUAL ASSAULT 

Ellen MacAskill 

Qmunicate 

9 April 2016 

To anyone reading this who has survived sexual violence, let’s start with this: 

Your feelings are valid. It’s not something you did. Let yourself cry and take up space. You 
deserve to be believed. Your body is yours. I’m sorry we can’t do more for each other. 

I wrote last year about consent education. Reading and writing about stigmatised issues 
allows for sharing without interruptions. I owe it to all the writers who have let me see my 
thoughts reflected in theirs, so maybe someone will feel consoled by this column about my 
own experience of coping with sexual violence. 

I was sexually assaulted for the first time two weeks into university. I had no understanding 
of consensual sex and no one I could comfortably talk to about it. The morning after it 
happened, I sat in the shower of my halls hugging my knees knowing that this deep shame 
and regret I was feeling was not like other hangovers. But then I had no words or means of 
understanding it. It took me over three years to call it what it was. 

Silencing myself was a coping mechanism. No one wants to be a victim. When we see them 
in the media, we either sympathise but feel helpless, or we don’t believe them because of 
internalised bias which tells us that people are more likely to lie about being raped than be 
raped. Survivors know they won’t be believed so often don’t believe themselves. Knowledge, 
statistics, and ideas about rape culture cannot change the fact that after assault your body 
feels alien, damaged, not your own. 

In hindsight, incidents of assault seem to contextualise the directions my life has gone in 
since. Sexual violence is probably one of the reasons why I’m an angry queer feminist, 
whether or not that matters. One of the hardest things is knowing nothing can undo what 
happened. No matter how much you theorise about its relation to your gender and sexuality, 
or campaign for others in similar situations, you can’t prevent past harm. Explaining it to 
friends feels selfish, because why should they have to deal with your emotional baggage? 
Why should you be allowed to raise your voice when this happens to every third woman, 
according to some statistics? After swallowing these fears I’ve found that talking about it 
helps more than anything. The arduous process of naming violence turned it from doubtful 
thoughts into something tangible that I have every right to draw attention to. 

For those who have assaulted me, those nights were blips, dents in their ego to be knocked 
back and forgotten. They can go on with their lives, never forced to sleep on the sofa 
because their bed is now a site of violence. They never have to avoid certain pubs because 
they might bump into someone who will trigger a panic attack. They never have to grit their 
teeth in tutorials when classmates start discussing rape themes in a novel with all the 
sensitivity of a brick wall. 



 

Reporting violence to the authorities is expected to be the first thing someone does in the 
aftermath. Our culture thinks it more important to punish people guilty of bad acts than to 
care for those who suffer at their hands. And yet the real harm of rape culture is the impact 
on survivors, their bodies and mental health and productivity. With horror stories of reports 
being met with hostility by the police, courts, and other professionals, no wonder assault is 
under-reported. This will go on until a justice system is built for us and not the protection of 
assailants. 

For the last few months I have helped run Let’s Talk, a campaign against sexual violence on 
campus. You can read about its aims here. We facilitate discussions about sexual violence 
in meetings and events. We brush off Student Voice trolls and have gained widespread 
recognition. My involvement has empowered me to write this. Without Let’s Talk, I wouldn’t 
have revisited my own experiences. 

However, people recovering from trauma need help. There cannot be an onus on survivors 
alone to fight for support when lack of support makes it harder for them to do so. As with any 
social issue, we campaign because of X bad thing and if X has affected you personally, you 
might feel strongly about fighting for change but it will be emotionally hard to keep revisiting 
X. Amazing people work on the campaign from various backgrounds and all are welcome to 
join, so know that even if these issues seem abstract to you, others need your allyship. This 
applies to everything from supporting services like Rape Crisis, to listening to friends if they 
tell you they’ve been assaulted, to calling out rape jokes made in the pub. 

Thank you for reading. 

If you need support, visit these websites: 

Archway Glasgow   

Rape Crisis Glasgow 

Glasgow Women’s Aid  

 

INAPPROPRIATE: THE POLITICS OF LANGUAGE IN REPORTING ON 
SERIOUS CRIME AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

Simon Fern 

The Student 

25 October 2015 

On Monday 26th October, Edinburgh Evening News published an article which called sexual 
assault ‘inappropriate’. Inappropriate behaviour is attending a wedding dressed in a 
Halloween costume, making loud animal noises during a trial, or writing ‘smells’ after another 
person’s name on a register. To equate sexual assault, or any serious crime, with 
‘inappropriate behaviour’ is to reduce it and effectively whitewash the scale of the offence. 
Whilst a newspaper might report on a referee’s ‘outrageous’ decision at a football match, or 
describe a new film as ‘shocking’, sexual violence is simply ‘inappropriate’.  We cannot 
expect there to be any profound change in the way our society handles its problems of 
endemic sexual violence, lad culture and prejudice until we start talking about our problems 
in language equivocal to that which it is describing. 



 

Just as phrases like ‘boys will be boys’ or ‘banter’ provide cultural carte blanche for men to 
behave with reckless disregard for others, the continued use of phraseology which 
minimises or downplays what it is describing fuels a culture which is more interested in 
covering up and euphemising its ills than addressing them in a sincere and adult manner. 
The use of this minimalizing speech plays into a narrative of normalisation, that because 
these words do not belong to an elevated register the issue they describe is itself something 
to be categorised as a norm. If chanting rape ‘jokes’ outside of accommodation buildings is 
‘banter’ then we have adjusted the scale of normal behaviour so that basic human decency 
is an exception rather an expected minimum standard. 

We see it across political institutions and throughout the media, take discussions of 
‘collateral damage’ in warfare – because it is easier to use a euphemistic buzzword than 
address the fact that the use of indiscriminate violence by hegemonic states ultimately 
results in the needless and brutal deaths of thousands. We talk about the ‘Commonwealth’ 
rather than ‘occupied, oppressed and colonised states’, we talk about ‘sanctions’ rather than 
aggressive, ideologically fuelled cuts. There is a persistent and dangerous trend to sanitise 
discourse of difficult topics by repackaging them behind vapid jargon and phrases which are 
bleached of any emotional undercurrent, precisely because that is what oppressive groups 
want to do – to become emotionally detached. 

The most simple and straightforward way to oppress a group is to deny its humanity, to 
establish a psychological distance between the oppressor and the oppressed. This is 
achieved by removing emotion from the situation, to strip the narrative of any compassion or 
humanism. This is defended by apologists as ‘objective’ speech, and in fact this is praised as 
dealing with things in a ‘professional manner’. There is nothing ‘objective’ or ‘neutral’ about 
covering up the realism of the situation, when you cover a stain with a rug the stain is still 
there and even less likely to be dealt with. In fact, far from neutrality such language 
perpetuates, sustains and institutionalises violence and discrimination. If you can convince a 
bystander not to identify the oppressed subject as a thinking, feeling human being then you 
can convince them not to act against the atrocities perpetrated by oppressive groups. 

Publicly facing voices, whether journalists in print media or politicians in our parliaments, 
must lead the way in affirming that institutionalised violence is not to be accepted or 
normalised. This means addressing things the way they are, not skirting around the topic by 
dressing up atrocities as ‘shortcomings’. Language is a political weapon, and our 
conversations necessarily shape the way we construct serious and endemic social 
problems. 

 

EXTENT OF SEXISM REVEALED AT GLASGOW UNIVERSITY 

Alastair Thomas 

Glasgow Guardian 

13 April 2016 

Over a third of students have been sexually harassed on campus, according to an 
anonymous survey carried out by the Isabella Elder Feminist Society (IEFS). 34% of 
students asked said that they had experienced sexual harassment while at University, with 
63% of the victims saying that they did not feel able to report the harassment to a person in 
a position of responsibility. 



 

The most common incidents included sexual comments or jokes, inappropriate sexual 
advances or assault, and being exposed to sexually explicit communications. The survey 
also discovered that 39% of students believe that sexism is prevalent on campus, with 45% 
believing lad culture was also widespread. 

The survey took place between the 1st and the 31st December 2015 with 131 people taking 
part. The Glasgow University Union (GUU) was referenced 16 times in association to 
sexism, with 40% of all incidents occurring within the union. Other areas highlighted included 
the Queen Margaret Union (QMU), the main library and student halls. 

One anonymous commenter said: “The GUU is filled with creepy guys & there is a big ‘lad 
culture’ scene there. I often don’t feel safe in the beer bar and the clubs if I’m by myself at 
some points if I’m on a night out.” 

Another recalled “the number of times I’ve heard the phrase “man up” in the Beer Bar.” as 
well as “a girl who was crying on the phone on the night bus back to her halls in Freshers’ 
Week talking about how ‘they were all groping me'”. 

One commenter said that after being sexually harassed, that they were still coming to terms 
with the incident: “It was during Freshers so I didn’t really know anyone. I was made to feel 
embarrassed and scared. I still won’t go into GUU on my own.” 

The Glasgow University Rugby team was also mentioned, with one commenter saying: 
“When living in student halls I had some flatmates who played rugby, and they felt very 
strongly about their team bonding through hazing rituals, which I personally found appalling. 
I and some of my female flatmates once had a discussion with them about it and they tried to 
shut us down by saying ‘you don’t understand this because you’re women'”. 

Others held different opinions on lad culture, with one person saying: “I’d argue it’s good, it 
gives men a space to be men” and another saying that “jokes are not sexism”. 

‘Spotted: Glasgow University Library’ was also cited as a perpetrator of sexism. The survey 
received answers describing it as “abhorrent” and “appalingly sexist”. Another answer said 
that it is “one of the reasons I don’t go to the library any more to study… it’s like catcalling for 
people who don’t have the balls to do it out loud, all it is reminding women that they are 
constantly watched by men and vulnerable to judgement in public spaces. If you want to 
compliment someone, say it to their face.” 

The Glasgow Guardian asked Fergus Greig, president of the GUU, how the Union responds 
to the findings of the survey, in which it comes out worse than any other student body. Greig 
replied: “Glasgow University Union does not tolerate prejudice in any form, however it is 
manifested. I want to assure all our members, their guests and any other users of the Union 
that the Board of Management is committed to robustly and comprehensively investigating 
all complaints we receive and we will ensure that where action is required, it will be taken 
without fear of favour.” 

He continued: “In recent years we have put in place significant measures to stamp out any 
form of sexism, racism or other form of discrimination, and our message is clear – we will not 
rest until all forms of unacceptable behaviour are eliminated from our Union, and our 
University. The Board of Management is charged by the members to foster an environment 
of inclusivity and mutual respect and any actions incompatible with these values will never 
be tolerated.” 

Asked if he believes the GUU still has a problem with sexist behaviour happening within its 
walls, Greig said: “It is true that the Union suffers from the perception that what has 



 

happened in the past is still present but I assure all our members that nothing could be 
further from the truth. All our Board members must complete the University’s equality and 
diversity training, we have forged strong links with groups such as GULGBTQ+, IEFS and 
the Good Night Out Glasgow Campaign to change this perception. The Union is also 
implementing vulnerable persons and sensibility training for Board Members so that they can 
better aid our members on club nights. 

“Nonetheless, the comments made in the IEFS survey remain upsetting to the Board of 
Management and it is clear that there is still work to be done. I urge any person that has ever 
experienced any kind of unacceptable behaviour in the GUU to come and speak with me, or 
indeed any other Board member, in confidence if you wish, and I assure you that you will be 
listened to. I also remind students at Glasgow that they can, and should, raise any issues 
they have in the Union with the appropriate University authorities and I urge them to do this 
at the first opportunity. 

“Let me restate: Glasgow University Union does not, and will not tolerate discrimination.” 

The Glasgow Guardian also reached out to the University over its perceived lack of 
approachability in cases of sexual harassment. A University spokesperson said: “The 
University of Glasgow has a zero tolerance approach to sexism of any kind, as we do to all 
other forms of discrimination, and we actively encourage students who feel they have 
suffered from sexist behaviour to come forward and to report any such incidents to the 
relevant school, university service or student organisation. 

“The University takes gender equality extremely seriously, and has a named gender equality 
champion in Professor Anne Anderson, Vice-Principal and Head of the College of Social 
Sciences. 

“Structures and policies are in place to support both the physical and emotional wellbeing of 
students and to raise awareness of what students can do should they experience 
discrimination. 

“Working very closely with students we recently launched a sexual violence strategy which 
links the University of Glasgow and Glasgow Caledonian University and which may be 
extended to other institutions. We have also been working for some time on another student-
led initiative, in partnership with Police Scotland and Rape Crisis Scotland. 

“We will carefully consider the findings of this report as part of our broader strategy to ensure 
that all our students have the best possible experience whilst at Glasgow.” 

Ash Charlton, president of the Isabella Elder Feminist Society, told The Glasgow Guardian: 
“The survey really highlighted that there are some issues with sexism, sexual assault and 
sexual discrimination on campus that students don’t feel are being properly addressed by 
organisations within the University. 

“As a society we hope that student bodies and societies here take the survey results 
seriously and take action to ensure they are providing inclusive places where students feel 
safe. We suggest that the SRC and the University’s Gender Equality Steering Group should 
conduct more comprehensive research into attitudes toward sexism at UofG to find out how 
issues of sexism on campus can be more effectively tackled. 

“Other campus organisations such as GUU, QMU and GUSA should prioritise publicising the 
positive actions they have taken to provide safer spaces for students and should continue to 
take all possible measures to provide environments where students feel safe from any kind 
of discrimination. We also insist that the campus community support the ‘Let’s Talk’ 



 

campaign which is working to end sexual assault on campus to ensure student safety is a 
priority.” 

 

‘WHOSE STREETS? OUR STREETS!’ – HOW GLASGOW RECLAIMED THE 
NIGHT 

Lucy Miller  

Glasgow Guardian 

3 December 2015 

The other night, as I made my way home from the library I took the opportunity to listen to 
music through my earphones. I walked along Great Western Road, an extremely well-lit 
area, but decided to take one of my headphones out, because I simply didn’t feel safe. I felt 
that if I were to make myself totally oblivious to all noise around me that I would be putting 
myself in a position of danger; danger of being followed, danger of being unable to hear the 
footsteps of a potential attacker, or worse, rapist. You may think of me as paranoid, and yes 
it’s true I shouldn’t feel any paranoia about walking home in a ‘safe’ area, but I do. 

On the eve of the fortieth anniversary of the Glasgow Rape Crisis Centre, a huge turnout 
marched from outside the Botanic Gardens to the STUC building on Woodlands Road in 
order to ‘Reclaim the Night’, after which an audience heard from Emma Rich, Dame Denise 
Mina and Susan Calman. What was humbling to see were little girls marching alongside their 
mothers in order to raise awareness for this extremely worthwhile cause. But these little girls 
should not need to grow up in a society that sees approximately three cases of rape being 
reported daily in Scotland, and that’s only those which are reported. Too many women, 
young girls and men feel shame and humiliation in going forward to the police with their 
story. According to Think Scotland, only ten percent of rape victims will report the assault to 
the authorities, and of those reported, only one in thirty rapists will be prosecuted. 

Men, women and children representing all different aspects of inequality peacefully marched 
on Wednesday night. Megan Burns, President of Glasgow University Feminist Society 
commented that it was ‘so nice to see such an array of people’ and said that as a feminist 
this was encouraging because they were all there raising awareness of the horrific crimes 
that should not be allowed to continue. 

Many ask how a march like this can possibly put a stop to rape, things just don’t happen that 
easily. In answer to this, Politics Lecturer Myrto Tsakatika noted that ‘events like tonight 
show the power of feminist movements. However, we need more than local action, we need 
global action. Progress needs to get faster and policies that reach levels of gender equality 
need to be put in place’. 

It was encouraging to see workers stand outside businesses and cheer as we moved down 
Byres Road, not only does it show public support but crucially it gets people talking. This is a 
cause much too often swept to the side not only by politicians, but society as a whole. 
Reinforcing the idea that ‘all is not well’ puts a pressure on people to speak up, and not to 
dismiss the brutal experiences of a multitude of women and men. It attracts people to the 
cause. 

Writer, Denise Mina spoke of ‘a culture that perpetually blames the victim’ – and nothing 
could ring truer than the case of a twenty year old woman being raped and beaten in 
Glasgow’s West End this week. The young woman, currently still hospitalised had arranged 



 

to meet her victimiser through the internet.  Many will claim this to be her ‘own fault’ for 
arranging the meeting, which is a disgusting viewpoint to take – no one asks to be raped. 
Emma Rich of Engender Scotland argued that the ‘thing that causes rape is women’s 
inequality’, it is through this inequality that a 5% tax has been placed on women’s sanitary 
items – but wait – the proceeds made from the taxing will go towards women’s charities. Are 
we all supposed to swoon at the feet of the Chancellor? As Rich put it, ‘women who are 
raped can now pay for their counselling through menstruation’, creating a cruel cycle of 
paying for pain through bleeding. 

There is an inequality in all aspects of life for women – we argue that we live in an advanced 
society, yet women are still heavily unrepresented in parliament. How can Westminster class 
itself as ‘fully democratic’ when only 29% of its MPs are women? In the months before the 
general election, First Minister Nicola Sturgeon’s clothes, the way her hair sat on any given 
day and her general appearance. How can matters such as rape ever be taken with the 
seriousness they deserve if we look at female politicians’ shoes and not their views? An 
increase in female equality on a national level will see a decrease in rape. 

I look not only to all women, but to society to unite against sexual abuse and violence. 
Society should not constrict us to believe that women ask to be raped, and we cannot allow 
it to sweep the issue under the doormat. The paranoia women feel walking alone in the dark 
needs to be eliminated. Maybe one day we will get to use both sides of the earphones on a 
walk home. 

In the words of Susan Calman ‘We not only reclaim this night, we reclaim every night’. 

 

BLOG POST INFLAMES DEBATE ON SEXUAL CONSENT WORKSHOPS 

Amanda Ho 

The Student 

27 October 2015 

A university student who refused to attend a consent class has re-ignited a national debate 
over the effectiveness of sex education and preventative measures against sexual assault 
across UK universities. 

In a recent article in The Tab, a 19-year-old male University of Warwick student described 
being invited to a consent class as a waste of time, writing: “I don’t have to be taught not to 
be a rapist”. 

The student, George Lawlor, argued that teaching male students to differentiate areas of 
consent “is to point out the blindingly obvious”, asserting that it would “just be an echo 
chamber of people pointing out the obvious and others nodding along”.  The post included a 
picture of Lawlor holding a placard reading “this is not what a rapist looks like”. 

The article went viral, generating heated opinions from both men and women on whether 
consent classes should be made compulsory for university students.  

Some internet commentators praised the article for standing up to perceived “gender-based 
assumptions”, saying the focus on male behaviour in consent workshops was “a big 
psychological burden” that called for “some compassion”. Others went further in criticising 
what they saw as an anti-male focus on campuses, calling it “insulting”. 



 

But feminist and sex-positive organisations have accused the post of oversimplifying sexual 
assault scenarios and perpetuating dangerous assumptions.  One such organisation is 
Sexpression, a national charity aiming to introduce non-judgemental sex education on UK 
campuses through workshops. 

Speaking to The Student, Sexpression Edinburgh Co-Schools Co-ordinator Varshini 
Vijayakumar criticised The Tab article and argued for the importance of consent classes. 

She said: “We think consent classes are extremely important, particularly in the light of 
recent articles denouncing them. 

“Consent is a multi-faceted topic which goes further than ‘no means no’ and ‘yes means yes’ 
– it must be enthusiastic, given freely without coercion or manipulation, not under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs and considering power structures (such as those between 
teachers and pupils).” 

Vijayakumar expressed alarm at the recent criticism towards consent lessons, claiming they 
created misconstructions towards the subject of rape, sexual harassment and consent. 

Speaking on The Tab article, she said: “The writer of [the] article posted a picture with the 
caption ‘this is not what a rapist looks like’ – so what does a rapist look like? 

“Rapists are not red-eyed monsters who lurk in alleyways – they’re people too.” 

She continued: “The same writer also denounced facilitators as being ‘smug’ people 
‘accusing [men] of being vile rapists-in-waiting’, which is simply untrue and discourages 
people from attending consent lessons.” 

The Edinburgh branch of Sexpression is currently working with EUSA to hold a consent 
campaign every week at the Big Cheese. 

Members hope to raise awareness by talking to students about issues surrounding consent 
and to prevent victim blaming, alongside handing out free badges, condoms and temporary 
tattoos with anti-harassment slogans. 

The article comes as research shows a strong link between university living and reported 
sexual assault cases.  A  National Union of Students (NUS) survey released this month 
found that 59 per cent of sexual assault cases happened at social events or nightclubs whilst 
33 per cent had happened in university halls of residence. It also concluded two-thirds of 
students were unaware of how to report abuse. 

Of the total number of respondents to the poll, 46 per cent were male and 52 per cent were 
female. Almost three-quarters of the respondents were between 18 and 20 years old. 

Within the conversation on consent workshops, a smaller debate has taken hold on whether 
they should be gender specific. 

Asked whether or not consent classes should be made available for both male and female 
students, one male University of Edinburgh student, who requested anonymity, said they 
should. Having attended a consent class with his sports team, he told The Student he 
thought it was a subject matter that benefitted from the participation of both genders.  

He told The Student: “I personally believe that we both [male and females] have a duty to 
prevent harassment any way, shape or form, and that involves both genders taking a degree 
of ownership in the education process.” 



 

Sexpression Edinburgh has espoused this approach as well.  The organisation runs consent 
workshops with the Edinburgh University Men’s Hockey Team and are hoping to expand this 
to include the women’s team by the end of this semester. 

But other parties, such as the Feminist Society of the University of Edinburgh, have been 
strong advocates for consent classes mainly targeting men and male students, citing the 
prominent ‘lad culture’ that perpetuates across UK universities. 

“It’s mainly men that think they have a right to women’s bodies that they think they can grab 
our arses in night clubs or catcall us across the street. It’s mainly men that shout abuse at 
you when you reject them and that don’t understand the boundaries”, Kirsty Haigh, current 
President of the Feminist Society told The Student.  

The Feminist Society has commended the campaign work of EUSA in attempting to alleviate 
sexual harassment on campus, especially its collaboration with Sexpression so far. 
However, they acknowledge that more still has to be done, beginning with emphasizing the 
vital role consent classes play.  

Haigh added: “I don’t think any form of sex ed should happen without consent classes. To 
teach people the ins and outs of sex but not about the appropriate conduct around it and that 
non-consensual sex is rape is ludicrous. We need to make society realise that ‘no’ does not 
mean ‘convince me’ and drunk people are not an easy target. 

“If we educate people around all these issues young then that’s much easier than trying to 
correct people’s behaviour and would hopefully make it easier for people to speak out if they 
are harassed or assaulted. 

“Sexual harassment isn’t just a major problem across universities but the whole of society 
and Edinburgh is no different.” 

On a national level, the university umbrella group Universities UK is taking a zero-tolerance 
approach to sexual harassment cases on university campuses. The group aims to support 
the work of nine students’ unions to improve the support available to better inform students 
of how to report sexual harassment. 
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SEXIST HATE CRIMES GIVEN SECOND-CLASS STATUS, SAYS SENIOR 
TORY MP 

Libby Brooks 

The Guardian 

29 August 2016 

Gender-related hate crime has been given second-class status while sexist behaviour 
online, in the street and in the classroom has been going unchallenged, according to Maria 
Miller, who chairs the women and equalities select committee. 

The warning from the Tory former cabinet minister comes after the Nottinghamshire chief 
constable, Sue Fish, spoke in depth for the first time about the force’s pioneering policy to 
recognise misogyny as a hate crime. 

Miller, whose committee has most recently been taking evidence on the sexual harassment 
of girls in schools, hailed the Nottinghamshire pilot, but she warned: “While progress has 
been made in sensitising people to the issue of racial and religious hate crime, it seems to 
me that gender-related hate crime has taken on second-class status.”  

 Nottinghamshire police, in partnership with Nottingham Women’s Centre, has become the 
first force in the country to record harassment of women as a hate crime. The change began 
in May after a public summit last autumn at which women explained how unsafe they felt on 
the streets. And there have been some encouraging results since, with supporters hoping 
the Nottinghamshire policy could be taken up by other police forces around the country. 

“Listening to women’s experiences, they felt that they weren’t going to be taken seriously 
and then had mixed experiences if they did report. For both those who take the calls and the 
officers who respond to them, [the new policy] is giving a clear position,” Fish told the 
Guardian. 

Previously police knew the procedure when it was “indecent assault or a public order offence 
… But if it’s at the lower end, officers would have lots of empathy with the women but were 
not quite sure what they could do,” she said. The force now defines misogyny hate crime as: 
“Incidents against women that are motivated by an attitude of a man towards a woman and 
includes behaviour targeted towards a woman by men simply because they are a woman.” 

The basic hate crime definition is not provided by statute, and police forces are encouraged 
to include types of hate crime identified as a priority in their areas. The Nottingham 
classification now means people can report incidents that might not be considered to be a 
crime and the police will investigate, and can offer the victim support. Since the policy was 
officially launched in mid-July, Fish expressed some frustration with headlines about “arrests 
for wolf-whistling”, including one in the Guardian. 

“This challenges the power base in society, and some people have deliberately 
misunderstood,” she said. “Some trivialise it and say: ‘Oh so I can’t chat up a woman now.’ 
But I think there’s a significant difference between ‘Can I buy you a drink?’ and ‘Do you want 
some cock?’ This is about the unacceptable abuse of women because they are women and 
it has to stop.” 

A similar frustration is expressed by the campaigner Martha Jephcott, who has so far led 40 
training sessions for police on misogynistic harassment. “A really important part of the 
training, which is usually male dominated, is to emphasise that the average man doesn’t do 



 

this, but also to point out the hidden nature of the problem,” she said. “It’s never been done 
to me when I’m standing next to a man.” 

Jephcott is perfectly placed to explain the details of women’s lived experience to officers 
having set up the Nottingham branch of the global anti-street harassment campaign 
Hollaback while at university in 2014. 

 “I tell them about the things that women do to keep safe – whether that’s carrying keys 
between your knuckles, changing from heels to trainers, or walking in the middle of the road 
so you can’t be dragged off – which encourages them to think about the world that women 
live in when men are not around. I explain the fear that women report when they are shouted 
at in the street, and how they are always thinking about the worst-case scenario of serious 
sexual assault.” 

Crucially, the Nottinghamshire scheme will allow police to chart the scale of the problem for 
the first time: in the first month since they began recording in early May, they received 21 
reports of misogynistic hate crime, which included verbal abuse, threats of violence, assault 
and unwanted physical contact. 

It is hoped that there will be growing awareness of the ability of victims to report such 
behaviour. While thousands of anecdotal reports have been collated by organisations such 
as Hollaback and Laura Bates’s Everyday Sexism site, a recent study supports what 
younger women have been saying for a number of years: that harassment of women in 
public is at epidemic levels. 

Believed to be the first study to look specifically at this issue, the results of a YouGov survey 
for the End Violence Against Women Coalition were released on 8 March, International 
Women’s Day. It found 64% of women of all ages have experienced unwanted sexual 
harassment in public places, while 35% have experienced unwanted sexual touching. For 
women aged 18-24 the percentages increased significantly to 85% and 45% respectively. 

The Guardian was unable to gather UK-wide data on reports of street harassment, partly 
because there is no uniform way of logging or responding to these incidents. But one thing is 
clear: where the police do concentrate their energies, reporting figures leap up. 

In 2013, British Transport police introduced a dedicated text service to encourage people to 
quickly and discretely report any form of behaviour that makes them feel uncomfortable – 
that could be rubbing, leering, sexual comments, indecent acts or more serious sexual 
assault. This was followed up in 2015 with the Report it to stop it campaign. 

BTP have since seen a dramatic increase in reporting, increasing force-wide by 40% from 
2014-15 to 2015-16, after the campaign had been launched. The spike was particularly 
visible in London, which the BTP had previously targeted with the Project Guardian 
campaign, with reporting increasing from 567 a year to 894, a rise of 58%. 

BTP are keen to stress that, even if women do not want to give further information, reporting 
an incident helps to build intelligence. “The whole point is to change the culture of reporting,” 
said a spokesperson. And, because all BTP officers have received training for these 
campaigns, victims’ experience of reporting has also changed. “I cannot praise the British 
Transport police enough,” said Aileen MacKay, who was harassed and physically grabbed 
late at night on the Glasgow subway by a man who then followed her out of the station 
demanding her address. “I would encourage anyone else unfortunate enough to be a victim 
of misogynistic harassment to get in touch with them. They will take you seriously, act 
thoroughly and offer you victim support.” 



 

But other women who shared their experiences of reporting street harassment with 
GuardianWitness revealed far less constructive responses from the authorities. One 
Londoner described how a 999 call handler insisted that she return to the road where a man 
had followed her, threatening to rape and murder her, to confirm the spelling of the street 
name. 

Another respondent from the east Midlands, after reporting that a man had followed her from 
a train station when she was eight and a half months pregnant, then grabbed and squeezed 
her bottom “so aggressively that I could feel his fingers dig in between my buttocks”, was 
asked by an officer: “Are you sure he didn’t do it by accident?” A student who managed to 
run away from a man who had grabbed her and told her “I’m going to rape you” was advised 
by police to get a taxi in future when returning home late at night. 

For DCI Alwyn Bell, head of the Edinburgh public protection unit, the benefits of being victim-
led are self-evident. Two years ago, Bell set up a dedicated team of six officers in the 
Scottish capital to deal with high-volume, lower-level offences such as voyeurism, indecent 
exposure and communications, and minor sexual assaults. They deal with about 1,000 
offences a year and undertake outreach work with the local media and victims’ charities “to 
allay fears that we won’t take women seriously”. 

As with England and Wales, there is no legislative hate crime provision for misogyny in 
Scotland, so the basic laws and powers of the courts apply in these cases. Lewd remarks on 
the street or groping in a bar will usually fall under the Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009. 

For those who would argue that pursuing these crimes distracts from more serious offences, 
Bell emphasised – as the BTP do – the operational importance of information gathering, 
especially where offending escalates. “The beauty of a specialised team is that you can see 
patterns developing,” Bell said. For example, after a recent appeal for witnesses to a man 
allegedly making lewd remarks towards a woman on the street in Edinburgh, the individual 
was eventually charged with two other counts of indecent exposure. 

Bell said: “Regardless of independent corroboration, we will still bring the person to the 
station if they are identified, take their photograph and fingerprints. They can make no 
comment and we may not be able to pursue it further at that time, but they are on our radar 
and we can check if they are a potential suspect in other cases, or they may come up again. 
The bigger picture is that if you’re making a comment like that, what does that lead to? And if 
you get away with that, what else do you think you can get away with?” 

Since the Nottinghamshire force launched their misogyny hate crime initiative, a number of 
other forces have expressed initial interest in the pilot. In Scotland, although gender was left 
out as an aggravating factor in previous legislation, campaigners believe the rise of online 
misogyny and greater sensitivity both to street harassment and sexism in schools means the 
scene has shifted significantly since then. The Scottish government’s independent advisory 
group on hate crime, prejudice and community cohesion is expected to report next month. 

Another woman reported that two men who shouted sexual abuse at her from their van as 
she was walking to work in the morning, then revved the engine and drove towards her at 
speed. She said the officer behind the police station desk had smirked at her account, 
laughed with a colleague and failed to write down the registration she had noted. 

She described succinctly the effect of her experience: “I don’t suppose all police officers 
would handle my report this badly, but the fact they might do makes me unwilling to report 
similar. They reinforced my sense that the streets are not my domain. I can walk on them but 
it’s at the discretion of men. And there’s a lot of hatred out there.” 



 

ALLEGED RAPE VICTIMS NOT BEING TOLD THEY CAN CHALLENGE MOVES 
TO REVEAL MEDICAL HISTORY IN COURT 

Victoria Weldon 

Herald Scotland 

31 August 2016 

Alleged victims in rape and domestic abuse cases are not being told they can challenge 
moves to reveal their medical history in court - despite a landmark legal ruling earlier this 
year. 

Just three applications for legal aid to argue against private records being used by defence 
lawyers have been made since a judgment was published in February giving complainers 
the right to the funding. 

Campaigners are now calling for measures to be put in place to ensure women are aware of 
their rights to argue against the move, which support groups claim can increase the trauma 
of coming to court for victims and dissuade some from coming forward.  

The ruling in February came after Scottish Ministers refused to grant legal aid to a woman in 
a domestic abuse case who did not want her records accessed. 

She successfully appealed and the Scottish Government has now put measures in place 
allowing all complainers access to state funding, but nothing has been formally introduced to 
tell them about it. 

Sandy Brindley, national coordinator for Rape Crisis Scotland, said she believes more 
applications for legal aid would have been made in the last six months if more people were 
aware of their right to it. 

"It's all very well having a right to do something," she said. "But if you're not told you've got 
that right then it's meaningless." 

Government figures released earlier this year show that over a three month period, between 
January 11, 2016, and April 11, 2016, a total of 57 applications were made to lead evidence 
relating to the character or medical history of an alleged victim. 

Of these, a total of 48 were granted in full or in part and nine were refused. 

The Crown, who prior to this ruling were the party able to object on behalf of the complainer, 
opposed six of the applications. 

Marsha Scott, chief executive of Scottish Women's Aid, argued that there now needs to be a 
more systematic approach to informing complainers. 

She said: "Services like us and Rape Crisis Scotland can tell women about it, but that's by 
no means efficient, especially given that a huge number may not be being supported by our 
services. 

"There really needs to be clear accountability in the court system for letting women know of 
their rights. 

"It's a public service and it's only a public service if the public know about it." 



 

Currently, defence lawyers intimate to complainers their intention to seek access to records, 
but are under no obligation to tell them that they can argue against the move or get legal aid 
for a solicitor to do so. 

Advocate Thomas Ross, president of the Scottish Criminal Bar Association, said: "We would 
certainly have to intimate the application, but where I think it's lacking is that there's no 
obligation to tell the complainer that they're entitled to make representations. 

"This could easily be put in place via a rule from the Lord President saying that when you're 
intimating an application you need to let them know this too. 

"If everybody knows they've got to do it then it makes things a lot simpler, if it's just left up in 
the air then it will lead to adjournments in cases." 

Mr Ross argues that a standardised form informing complainers about their rights would be a 
sensible way forward. 

The Crown Office can also seek records, but already request consent from complainers and 
advise them to seek legal advice if they object. 

A spokesman for the Judicial Office for Scotland said guidance was issued following the 
court ruling "highlighting the importance of ensuring that any petition for the recovery of 
medical records is intimated to the subject of the records before it is considered" and the 
importance of complainers being given an opportunity to argue against the petition. 

The Scottish Government said they welcomed the ruling and had put measures in place for 
complainers to receive legal aid on a non-means tested basis, but it was not for them to 
instruct the courts on how to inform complainers. 

 

REVEALED: LESS THAN HALF OF DOCTORS QUALIFIED TO EXAMINE SEX 
ATTACK VICTIMS IN SCOTLAND ARE FEMALE 

Marcello Mega 

Sunday Mail 

20 May 2016 

Our Sunday Mail investigation found that only 30 of 79 specialists who carry out the highly 
intimate examinations are female. 

Only 30 of 79 specialists are female 

FEWER than half the doctors qualified to examine sex attack victims are women, the 
Sunday Mail reveals today. 

Our investigation found that only 30 of 79 specialists who carry out the highly intimate 
examinations are female. 

Now the Scottish Government have pledged to spend £20million addressing the problem 
after an outcry from victims and charities. 



 

Cash will be invested on specially trained forensic physicians and to upgrade outdated 
facilities in police stations. 

More male physicians make themselves available for duty than female colleagues, who often 
have greater family commitments. 

But cash will be spent over the next three years on improving services and making sure a 
female doctor is on call. 

Rape Crisis Scotland’s national coordinator Sandy Brindley said: “It must become a 
fundamental starting point that women who have been raped are examined by a female 
doctor in an appropriate clinical setting. 

“Overwhelmingly, the feedback is that the traumatic forensic examination is made worse if 
it’s a male doctor. 

“Women who have just been raped are in shock and not likely to be very assertive. 

 “If the sex of the doctor is mentioned at all, it’s often to say that a male is available now and 
that it would take six hours to get a woman. 

“As women are desperate to get it over with and take a bath or shower, they will normally 
accept the male – but it’s not a choice they should face.” 

All 14 Scottish health boards were asked under Freedom of Information laws how many of 
their doctors carried out forensic medical examinations and how many were women. 

In the Highlands, where there is a female doctor majority of three out of five, managers 
admitted there were times when a request for a female doctor could not be met. 

Greater Glasgow and Clyde, who also provide services for neighbouring Lanarkshire, have 
22 forensic experts, half of them women. 

They also benefit from the Archway Centre, the only purpose-built unit in Scotland staffed by 
female doctors, nurses and counsellors. 

NHS Tayside, who have only one woman out of six, said: “We have advertised, and 
employed nurses to undertake the majority of the healthcare role, but it still remains a 
challenge to recruit.” 

NHS Lothian host the South East Scotland Forensic Medical and Healthcare Service and 
also serve the Borders, Fife and Forth Valley. Of 23 registered medical practitioners, nine 
are women. 

They said: “It would be unlawful for men or women to receive less favourable treatment in 
employment because of their sex.” 

But in NHS Grampian, where there are two women among seven doctors, the lead forensic 
medical examiner has approached other women to encourage them to take on the work. 

Ayrshire and Arran have eight doctors, only two of them women. 

The board said: “We will endeavour, where possible, to ensure we maintain a reasonable 
male/female split.” 



 

Dumfries and Galloway and the Western Isles each have one woman out of four forensic 
physicians. The former have not targeted female doctors, while the island board have 
offered training for women and a second female will qualify this month. 

Orkney and Shetland both refer all cases to mainland authorities. NHS Shetland said they 
had asked all female GPs to consider training for the work but none accepted. 

Justice Secretary Michael Matheson said: “We’re investing an unprecedented £20million 
over three years to provide bespoke support for complainers of sexual offences and to tackle 
domestic abuse. 

“We’re working with partners including Rape Crisis Scotland, Police Scotland and NHS 
Scotland to identify how we overcome issues such as a lack of availability of female forensic 
physicians to examine victims.” 

Assistant Chief Constable Malcolm Graham said: “Victims of rape and sexual crime being 
examined by male doctors in police buildings continues to be a matter of great concern. I 
would like to see the way we treat rape and sexual crime victims regarded as world-class.” 

Scotland has one of Europe’s worst rape conviction rates. 

Although figures released last month show a 40 per cent increase in the number of 
convictions, Rape Crisis Scotland say there is still lots of room for improvement. 

The latest figures show there were 125 convictions for rape and attempted rape during 2014-
2015, compared with 89 the previous year. But there were a total of 1901 reports made to 
police. 

Rape Crisis Scotland’s Sandy Brindley said: “By far the highest number of not guilty and not 
proven verdicts are to be found in cases of rape and attempted rape. 

“There is no room for complacency and much still remains to be done in terms of improving 
the justice response for rape survivors in Scotland.” 

The figures show 34 per cent of people accused of rape were found not guilty, while 10 per 
cent received a not proven verdict. 

Sarah Scott, 24, was raped in 2011. She was examined by a male doctor after being 
attacked by Adrian Ruddock. 

Ruddock was jailed for eight years after he lured Sarah to his flat in Aberdeen and sexually 
assaulted her. 

A male doctor was drafted in by police to examine her but Sarah, who has waived her right 
to anonymity, says she would have preferred a female physician. 

She said: “I was examined by a man. It was really uncomfortable and distressing. It’s hard 
because the whole thing is so unnatural – the whole situation. 

“But to have a man insert a speculum and take pictures of your most personal injuries just 
hours after it happened was pretty traumatic. 

“If I had been given the choice, I would have preferred a woman. 

“The doctor was really nice – don’t get me wrong – but it was just so uncomfortable. 



 

Sarah Scott has bravely spoken about her heartbreaking experiences 

“I knew he wasn’t a threat but I just felt so ashamed and very exposed. 

“The examination took well over an hour. So between the attack and showering, it was over 
six hours, which didn’t really help. I had to wait around a few hours for the doctor 
beforehand. 

“The thing about being raped is that you had your choice taken away from you, stolen, and 
then you’re sort of pushed into this strange situation where all these people are looking at 
you as a piece of evidence and making decisions for you. 

“No one asked if a male doctor was OK because it was the only option. So, again, you feel 
completely powerless. 

“I can’t stress how much the ability to simply make a decision for yourself helps. For 
example, I was allowed to wait until the next day to give my statement. 

“Simply allowing me to choose that really helped to give me control over the situation, if that 
makes sense. 

“I think it’s so important to give women as much autonomy throughout the process as 
possible. 

“If women knew they would be examined by another woman, they would probably be more 
likely to come forward and fully cooperate. I think it’s a great thing to highlight.” 

 

WOMEN FACING ‘IMPOSSIBLE’ TRIBUNAL FEES BARRIER TO CHALLENGE 
WORKPLACE HARASSMENT 

Judith Duffy 

Sunday Herald 

14 August 2016 

Women are facing “impossible” barriers to challenge workplace harassment with the number 
of sex discrimination cases falling sharply after the introduction of fees for employment 
tribunals, say campaigners in Scotland. 

Figures from the UK Government show there were 8,380 sex discrimination cases taken to 
employment tribunals in 2015/16. 

But that is a sizeable drop of nearly 20% from the previous year’s figure of 10,231."The 
message is that it doesn't matter what a woman is wearing, it is not acceptable to harass 
her." 

The statistics serves to highlight a continuing trend of a fall in sex discrimination cases - 
which is also mirrored in other workplace complaints - ever since fees for employment 
tribunals were first introduced by the UK Government three years ago. 

It can now cost as much as £1200 to obtain a hearing leaving some to brand the system 
"worthless" if it prevents women from fighting back. 



 

A major survey from the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and Everyday Sexism Project only 
last week found more than half of women have suffered sexual harassment in the workplace 
- including incidences of groping, sexual advances and inappropriate jokes. 

For women and girls aged 16-24, the proportion rose to nearly two-thirds – 63%. 

Emma Ritch, executive director of Scottish feminist organisation Engender, said the number 
of sex discrimination cases had fallen by 91% in the year immediately following the 
introduction of employment tribunal fees – and the new statistics show it had continued to 
fall. 

She said: “For many women, particularly those in the lowest-paid jobs, paying £1200 upfront 
in fees to get a tribunal hearing is simply impossible. 

"This immense barrier to justice has an obvious link with the disturbing sexual harassment 
findings published earlier this week. 

“Most women don't report sexual harassment to their employer. The tribunal fees regime all 
but ensures that employers who fail to address toxic workplace cultures can evade their 
responsibilities with impunity.” 

Alastair Pringle, Scotland director of the Equality and Human Rights Commission, said legal 
rights are “worthless” if there is no access to justice when they are breached. 

He added: “This clearly shows that the system is not working and individuals are being 
priced out of the justice system. 

“The Ministry of Justice launched its review into the impact of employment tribunal fees on 
11 June 2015, over 14 months ago. 

“We have been calling for the UK Government to publish the results of this review as a 
matter of urgency and take action to address the financial barriers to accessing justice for 
women experiencing discrimination.” 

Ian Tasker, assistant secretary of the Scottish Trades Union Congress (STUC), said: “The 
fact that people have to put up £1200 we always said was going to be a barrier to justice, 
irrespective of whether it is sex discrimination or any other workplace complaint – and we 
have been proved right. 

“Employment tribunals are about getting justice for the individual – but when judgements are 
made and widely publicised it acts as a deterrent to other employers and ensures they have 
got their house in order. 

“Our concern is that with the drastic reduction in cases, hearings are not taking place. “The 
nature of these complaints in the workplace are in all likelihood still taking place, but they are 
not coming to the surface.” 

Campaigners have welcomed a commitment by the Scottish Government to removing the 
fees when employment tribunals are devolved, although a timescale for this has not yet been 
given. 

A spokeswoman for the Scottish Government said: “We will abolish fees for employment 
tribunals, when we are clear on how the transfer of powers and responsibilities will work. 



 

“We recently consulted on the shape of services that best support people's access to 
employment justice, as part of the transfer of the powers for employment tribunals to 
Scotland.” 

A spokesman for the Ministry of Justice said it was committed to publishing the review into 
the impact of employment tribunal fees. 

He added: “We have noted there has been some critical commentary from the Justice Select 
committee in England and Wales about our delays in publishing this. It will be published in 
due course.” 

Here are some examples of workplace sexual harassment which have been gathered by the 
Everyday Sexism project: 

“I am a cleaner at a construction site. There are only a handful of women working here and 
am surrounded by hundreds of men every day. I am a victim of sexism every day. Most of 
the time I keep my mouth shut and ignore it, but this morning two of the men were talking 
about a woman who works in the offices. The stuff they were saying was extremely vulgar, it 
made me sick to my stomach. So I stepped in and defended her. They preceded to call me 
stuck up and a ‘feminazi’ and that I need to lighten up (those being the nicest of the 
comments). Word spread throughout the site and I am now hiding in the storage cupboard 
seriously considering quitting my job because I’ve not gone ten minutes today without 
someone calling me a name or telling me to make my life easier by just shutting up and 
keeping my opinions to myself.” 

“I have worked in a popular Asian chain restaurant for about eight years. About six months 
or so into my employment I was serving a table of five lads, and at a loss as to what to do 
with the chopsticks provided one guy used them to demonstrate to the rest of the table how I 
had disappointingly small breasts by poking my left breast multiple times. As the table 
erupted in laughter I left and informed a male supervisor of what had happened, he smiled 
and shrugged at me and refused to either kick the customers out or take over the table for 
me. I had to go back to these men and finish taking the order, which I did whilst visibly 
shaking. After the event I was pulled aside by the General Manager and asked if I 
understood why the supervisor had done nothing. He informed me that due to the fact that 
we were a new restaurant and the financial crisis had just struck we needed to keep all the 
customers we had happy.” 

“I was cleaning tables outside and a guy came up to me and said “I was gonna touch your 
arse but I’ll just think about it whilst w**king later”. When I told my manager, she said – “he 
says it to all the young girls. I’m not going to bar him because he’s one of our regulars, just 
ignore it”.” 

“I am 19 and work at a golf club where most of the members tend to be older and retired 
men. One event I did recently, the Captain (in his 60s) was drinking. As the evening 
progressed he gradually became more and more inappropriate…During the speeches for the 
presentation he thanked me for serving drinks and “finishing him off later”, to which everyone 
laughed while I just stood there unsure what to do. Then afterwards he started asking me for 
a lift home…My manager was there and he didn’t do anything because ‘he was just joking 
and drunk’. The next time I was in I was told that the captain was embarrassed by his 
actions but I didn’t get an apology or spoken to about it. And yet nothing has happened.” 

“Yesterday at work, my creeper of a boss crept up behind me, placed his hands on my side 
and started kissing my cheek, all while asking for coffee. I shook him off and quickly moved 
away. Not long after a male colleague of mine asked if he could kiss me “just on the cheek, 
because [he was] in a good mood”. Repulsed, I immediately and without hesitation replied 



 

that no, he most certainly could not. And he demanded to know why not and asked again if 
he could kiss me…I’m on my way out the door right now to print CVs and look for another 
job.” 

 

REVEALED: CATALOGUE OF SEXUAL ASSAULT AND MISOGYNY IN 
SCOTTISH CLASSROOMS 

Karin Goodwin 

Sunday Herald 

29 August 2016 

SEXUAL harassment and assault, violence and bullying against girls, and casual misogyny 
are all blighting Scottish schools, according to the country's leading teachers' union. 

The Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS) is now to issue new guidance for teachers on 
how to address growing concerns about the prevalence of sexism in schools. 

The EIS will this week send out its new teachers' guide, Getting it Right for Girls, in response 
to research in which teachers reported witnessing girls being "pushed, grabbed and groped", 
and being subject to sexist – and sometimes graphic – verbal abuse. 

Staff claimed girls and young women were also objectified on the basis of their looks, and 
that the attitudes of some boys towards both female staff and pupils could be "dismissive 
and contemptuous". 

The guide to tackling misogyny recommends that nurseries, primary and secondary schools, 
as well as further and higher educational institutions need to develop policies that specifically 
addresses gender equality and violence against women, and detail strategies to challenge it. 

Suggestions include school assemblies on the issue, cross curricular work themed around 
violence against women, as well as regular and open discussion with pupils on topics 
including derogatory language and pornography. 

The union is calling on the Scottish Government to show leadership and put gender firmly 
back on the educational agenda, claiming that due to the success of high profile of female 
politicians, there has been a misguided sense of sexism having been "solved". 

It comes as a growing body of evidence suggests that girls – despite holding on to a 
marginal lead in attainment levels – are experiencing growing levels of violence in school. 

According to a YouGov poll one in three girls had been groped, while shocking statistics 
from England and Wales released under an FOI last year showed more than 5,500 alleged 
sex crimes in UK schools were reported to police in the last three years, including more than 
600 rapes. 

Jenny Kemp, national education and equality officer for the EIS, said: "Some of the casual 
misogyny that we found was really quite shocking. We are taking steps to stamp out racist 
language but sexist language has become quite normal. We found that many girls were not 
pushing back against misogyny - there was an expectation of being harassed, groped and 
grabbed. 



 

"There has been a feeling that we have reached sexual equality and perhaps that means it 
has fallen off the agenda. It is time to put it firmly back there." 

There was a role for Education Scotland, the General Teaching Council and for the Scottish 
Government to do more, she added. 

Caroline Yates, an EIS Equality Rep and teacher at Edinbarnet Primary School in West 
Dunbarton, said that misogyny, as well as gender stereotyping, was evident in classes of 10-
12 year olds. 

"Even at this age I pick up a sense that boys feel entitled in a way that girls feel less so," she 
said. 

Gender stereotyping meant that talented girls were not allowed to play football within boys 
teams though no girls one existed, she added, and the large concrete area of the playground 
was used almost exclusively by boys for games. 

She also claimed that she had seen boys kicking their mothers when called in to speak to 
teachers about their behaviour. "When this was challenged by staff, mothers said, "he does 
that all the time". We sometimes see this attitude carrying across to younger female staff. 

"It needs to be addressed in initial teacher training as well as within schools. We need to 
create a culture of openness and develop training to look at how we narrow the gender 
divide." 

The EIS research is backed up by a recent study by Girlguiding UK which suggested a fifth 
of girls have experienced unwanted touching or unwanted sexual attention at school. 

Katie Horsburgh, 16, a Girlguiding Scotland member who has been campaigning on the 
issue, said: "Schools should be safe and empowering places for girls to learn and reach their 
full potential. No girl should ever leave home in the morning fearful of facing harassment in 
the classroom or being subjected to sexist behaviour and attitudes." 

Ceris Aston, information officer for YWCA Scotland, a campaign organisation for young 
women, said girls reported being cat-called and harassed on the way to school. 

Laura Tomson, co-director of Zero Tolerance, which campaigns to stop violence against 
women, said: "As they go through school, misogynistic attitudes teach girls that they are 
worth less than boys, that they have fewer rights and limited career choices. Misogyny is not 
‘boys being boys’ and it is never ‘just a bit of fun’. 

"Those working with children and young people have a particular opportunity to both 
demonstrate and encourage positive, respectful treatment of women and girls." 

A Scottish Government spokesperson said it had produced updated guidance which aimed 
to help teachers deal with misogyny. 

"We want every child and young person in Scotland to develop mutually respectful, 
responsible and confident relationships with other children, young people and adults," she 
added. 

'In my school sexual harassment wasn't treated as sexual harassment' 



 

IT'S not just the way some boys leer at you, according to Shannon Baird, 17, a former pupil 
of St Andrew's Academy in Paisley. It's the graphic comments that go along with the leering. 
"There were places at school where you would not want to walk past on your own," she said. 

If the teachers had overheard the comments, the boys would have got reprimanded, she 
acknowledged. "But it was the girls who would be pulled up by staff for short skirts, which 
"left little to the imagination". 

"Logically you knew it was ridiculous that you should feel in any way like you were "asking 
for it" but that's how it could feel. 

 "When I was younger the boys would talk about "slap an a*se Wednesday". The boys did 
get into trouble but it was not treated as sexual harassment, which it was." 

Sex education was limited, one teacher at the Catholic school promoted an "abstinence 
approach", and to Baird the conservative view of sexuality fed a misogynist culture. 

  "Girls are expected to be calm and controlled. The girl should be the responsible one, even 
in things like last day of term pranks" she said. "Boys aren't dumb but if we preach that they 
act irresponsibly because they can't control themselves some might start to believe it." 

  A spokesperson for Renfrewshire Council said: "Renfrewshire Council promotes a culture 
of dignity and respect for all pupils and staff in our schools. Any pupil who is concerned 
about being harassed or bullied for any reason should get in touch with pastoral support 
staff." 
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A HORRIFYING MOMENT OF AUDIENCE INTERACTION SHOWED WHY WE 
NEED FEMINIST STAND-UPS LIKE ZOE COOMBS MARR 

Vonny Moyes 

The National 

29 August 2016 

YOU don’t know me, but I’ve spent the last 24 hours thinking about you. I clocked you early 
when we were in the holding area, waiting to go into the venue. An odd crowd, I thought. A 
strange cross-section of the population, my partner remarked. He was right. It’s the sort of 
crowd you find after a show gets a nomination for a prestigious award. People see a name, 
and popping along to see what all the fuss is about is a far easier way to make a decision 
about a show than wading through several hundred pages of the Fringe programme. 

So there you were, a man in your 50s, but dressing older. You had the air of someone’s 
grandfather, I thought. You reminded me of my own grandfather. You were not the sort of 
person I expected to see there. I raised an eyebrow, and then I checked myself. I was 
buoyed to see someone like you at a comedy show about intersectional feminism. Zoe 
Coombs Marr’s show, Trigger Warning. I only realise just how appropriate this name is now. 

It was actually the second time I’d been to see the show. I caught it early in the Fringe run 
and was so wowed by it – by the gravity of the subject matter and its artful execution – that I 
bought another ticket. 

I used to be the comedy editor of an arts magazine, so I’ve seen more shows than I care to 
count. You probably don’t realise this, but in a festival and an industry where almost every 
act is a man between 20 and 40 standing on the stage telling jokes, a woman finding a 
space to call attention to the darker side of that is a rarity. As a woman and a comedy fan, 
it’s rare that you can directly transpose yourself into the material – so often we’re still the butt 
of the joke. It was only 20 minutes into my first show of the Fringe that I grimaced through 
another poorly executed rape joke. It was refreshing to find a show that made those sorts of 
jokes well – calling attention to the problem rather than making fun of the victims. That’s why 
I went a second time. 

There was an odd vibe in the room from the word go. I could see you, pursed lipped, arms 
folded, grumbling to who I can only presume was your wife. You didn’t seem to get what was 
funny about a queer female comedian, dressed as a man, delivering chauvinist lines and 
bemoaning the silencing of male voices by internet feminists – and that’s okay. You don’t 
have to find that funny – but you were still an audience member. When you buy a ticket and 
turn up to a show, you enter into an agreement with the act. You will sit, and you will listen, 
and if you don’t like it, you don’t clap. That’s it. 

You don’t talk through the show. You don’t be rude to the act. You don’t wilfully derail 
someone else’s art just because it’s not to your taste. A man of your age should have the 
self-awareness to realise you are just one person in a room with 70 others who paid to see 
that show, without your input. You were not the act who was nominated for the Edinburgh 
Comedy Award. No matter how witty your comeback seemed in your head, it would never 
compare to a year of writing, practice and skilful execution. 

This wasn’t a straight stand-up show either. It was a surreal non-linear performance piece 
that required all of our concentration to follow. It’s not the sort of thing you could zone out of 



 

 

and come back to without missing something essential to the narrative. That’s why I thought 
it was exceptionally brave that Zoe momentarily broke character for a little bit of crowd work 
during a costume change. That tiny feedback window could make or break the hour. 

“What do you do for a living?” 

The first guy she spoke to wasn’t up for participating. Tough crowd, I thought. Some nights 
are just like that. And then she spoke to you. Unhappy audience member number two, one 
row in, right of the aisle. We all looked at you, jaw set, arms clenched around yourself, visibly 
irked. 

“What do you do, sir?” 

You bristled. Out of the whole room, she’d picked you. This was your moment to shine. This 
was your opportunity to show everyone else in the room how unfunny this sort of feminist 
comedy about lazy gendered jokes, sexism and working in a male-dominated industry really 
was. This was your opportunity to kill the atmosphere with a bullet of truth that would snatch 
back some of the power you’d ceded when you, a man, walked through the door of that 
show and found yourself on the receiving end of the critique for once. 

You said it, and it worked. There was an audible, collective intake of breath, and then a 
stunned silence. Did you really say that? Here? My heart thrummed, because you didn’t 
stop, and every fibre of my being wanted to tell you how awful what you said was. You were 
going to say more – but she outwitted you. In a single beat she’d caught you out, and took 
the room with her. She used that spiteful, violent thing you said as fuel for the remainder of 
the show, skilfully weaving three call-backs into her material. 

Your words are a reminder of why we need more women’s voices in comedy. Why we need 
more shows like this that draw attention to the imbalance and the ever-present threat of 
gendered aggression when you dare to point out a problem – and not just in comedy. 

It was a simple question. A cliched filler piece for a bit of comic relief, and you blew it. You 
could have ruined the night for everyone, wasting their time and their money, if it wasn’t for 
Zoe’s skill. You didn’t think about that, and that is exactly what the show was about. 

It was a simple question. 

“What do you do, sir?” 

“If I told you, I would have to slit your throat.” 

 

SEXUAL PREDATORS GET TOO BIG FOR THEIR BOOTS 

Dani Garavelli 

The Scotsman 

26 March 2016 

We heard them when Ryan Giggs had an eight-year affair with his brother’s wife. We heard 
them when Wayne Rooney admitted using prostitutes. We even heard them when Ched 
Evans was dropped by Sheffield United after serving a sentence for rape (he’s now 
appealing his conviction, and may yet be welcomed back into the fold). But what the Adam 



 

 

Johnson case demonstrates is that the role model debate is a red herring. The problem with 
footballers who overstep ethical or legal boundaries is not that the general public, or even 
the media, think they should behave better than other people, it’s that they believe their 
talent is a licence to behave any way they like. And their fame gives them more opportunity 
to do so than most. 

From the very earliest stages of their careers (long before they turn professional) promising 
players, are taught to see themselves as “special” by their school-friends, their teachers and 
their boys’ clubs. They are led to believe the whole world should bend to them; so it’s hardly 
surprising if they develop a sense of self-entitlement, if they come to see themselves as 
above the law, particularly if they are immature and no-one is keeping them grounded. This 
seems to have been the case with Johnson who was last week jailed on three counts of 
sexual activity with an under-age girl. Judging from his career trajectory, there was never a 
time he didn’t feel “chosen”. Singled out for praise by former England captain Johnny 
Haynes during a seven-a-side game, he joined Middlesbrough’s youth academy at 12 and 
made his first senior appearance in a UEFA Cup match at 17. 

Around the time he committed his offences, Johnson was leading a life of self-gratification, 
habitually meeting girls for sex (while his then girlfriend was pregnant at home) and 
downloading porn. When his besotted victim asked him to sign a shirt, he doesn’t seem to 
have grappled with his conscience before exploiting the request as a bargaining tool for 
sexual favours. “I thought I would have got a thank-you kiss,” he texted. Later he wrote: “I 
will get this for you, it had better be worth it.” Once he had been caught, Johnson continued 
to act as if the world owed him a favour, chewing gum and expressing no remorse. 

As the judge Jonathan Rose made clear, it was his status as a footballer that gave Johnson 
the opportunity to offend, and it was his status as a footballer that made him feel he had the 
right to do so. His status as a footballer was also responsible for the fact the girl was trolled 
by fans who cared more about Johnson’s prowess than they did about child abuse. The six-
year sentence Rose handed down – a longer term than many people expected – was clearly 
meant to send out a message: footballers are not special. They are subject to the same rules 
as everybody else.  

That is not the signal his own club sent. The football world is adamant it doesn’t condone the 
grooming of under-age girls (well, you’d hope not), but sometimes you have to look at what 
they do, not what they say. So how did Sunderland react to the former England 
international’s offending? It allowed him to keep playing, even though he’d confessed to 
kissing his victim. Just as Sheffield United allowed Evans to train with the team after his 
release from jail, until sponsors started pulling out in protest. No doubt Sunderland, fearful of 
relegation, was swayed by Johnson’s proven ability to stick the ball in the back of the net. 
Between May 2015 (when he confessed to officials) and February 2016 when he pleaded 
guilty to one charge of grooming and one of sexual activity (and was finally sacked), he 
played 20 games and scored two goals. His last, on the weekend before his court case, 
helped the club to a 2-2 draw against Liverpool. The decision not to suspend him led to the 
resignation of the chief executive Margaret Byrne, but perhaps that one result made it all 
worthwhile. Because, at the end of the day, it’s all about the scoreline, innit?  

This lowering of the behaviour bar for a key player is only an extreme example of what goes 
on all the time: at boys clubs, youth academies and at a professional level. Coaches and 
managers may talk the talk about not tolerating a bad attitude, but they know if they crack 
down too hard on talented players who offend on or off the pitch, they’ll soon find a place on 
a rival team. So they make excuses, allow them to keep playing, and their sense of 
inviolability grows. That’s pernicious even when all they’re doing is acting like boors, but 
unacceptable when it places children at risk.  



 

 

It is no longer enough for clubs and the football authorities to maintain that the vast majority 
of players are not like Johnson. Of course they aren’t. But a handful are. And it’s not enough 
for them to claim there is no link between the way young players are feted and a culture of 
entitlement. If clubs want to convince us they condemn bad behaviour – whether it be 
mouthing off, physical aggression or sexual offences – they need to clamp down as soon as 
it occurs, even if that means losing a star, sacrificing a few victories or dropping down the 
league table. 

 

INDIA – IN THE LAND WHERE WOMEN ARE DEEMED WORTHLESS 

Vicky Allan 

Herald Scotland 

1 December 2015 

A GIRL in India is up against it right from the start. The skewing against her life chances 
begins at the moment she is conceived: even before that, when she is merely a possibility, a 
dread thought to be prayed against. From that moment a girl’s worth, particularly in the 
states of northern India, the amount of money spent on her health and education, the 
attention invested in her, starts to diverge from a boy’s. 

She is more likely to be killed before she is born, stands more chance of perishing in the first 
few years, is less likely to be vaccinated against disease, and less likely to be given the 
medical treatment she needs to thrive. 

Being conceived a girl in India is a severe disadvantage. 

It puts you at risk of foeticide, infanticide, neglect, abandonment, bride burning, wife-
torturing, dowry killing, and domestic violence. 

Since December 2012, when a young woman was gang raped on a Delhi bus, the spotlight 
has been on how India treats it women. That shocking crime triggered a wave of protest and 
outrage within Indian itself, as well as horror across the rest of the world. 

India has done a lot of brow-beating in the intervening years: the Justice Verma commission 
created a report, identifying a "failure of governance" as the root cause of sexual crime, and 
a gender rights movement has burgeoned. But shocking stories still emerge, many in recent 
months: four boys arrested last week for gang raping a 15-year-old in Mumbai; a two-year-
old sexually assaulted and dumped in a park; four-year-old girl raped, slashed with a knife 
and left by a railway track in Delhi. 

These tales of horror and violence, however, are the tip of an iceberg, a distraction from the 
bigger story about gender in India, which isn’t one of stranger rape. Rather, as I found when 
last month I travelled with the Edinburgh-based charity EMMS International to New Delhi, 
and Bihar, the country’s poorest state, it is of what happens in home and family. It is what 
happens when a whole gender is devalued. It is a story that begins in the womb. 

India, of course, is not alone in experiencing gender violence. It is, as the organisers of last 
Wednesday's International Day For The Elimination of Violence Against Women point out "a 
global pandemic". 



 

 

But such is the culture of male favouritism and subordination of women in some parts of 
India that being born a woman is a profound health risk, and one that is seen regularly in the 
wards of hospitals and in maternal health clinics. Cathy Ratcliff, Director of International 
Programmes at EMMS International told me she felt the situation for women in some parts of 
India was one of the most shocking things she had seen. 

For her, the work that the agency is doing with maternal and child health projects at Duncan 
Hospital in Bihar was ultimately about gender. 

In the villages of Bihar, one of the northern states with the worst sex ratios (877 girls to 1000 
boys in the 2011 census), it is a rare family for whom, “It’s a girl” is received as good news. 

Let’s say the girl survives and gets older. In the villages around Raxaul it’s unlikely she will 
be sent to secondary school. Across Bihar the female literacy rate is only a little above 50%. 
Few of the girls I met in the small huts of Khurmaniya village had received much of an 
education. Amongst a chatty crowd of women preparing for their yearly Chhath festival, only 
one could write. Family focus instead, is on protecting girls, keeping them “pure” and getting 
them married. An education would only get in the way, expose her to other boys, the 
possibility of physical relationships, and when it comes to making the marriage deal, result in 
having to pay more dowry. 

Bihar state has the highest incidence of child marriage (below the legal age of 18) in the 
country, at 68%, according to a 2012 UNICEF report. But across India approximately 23 
million girls are in early marriages. 

Most of the Bihari village women I saw were placed in arranged marriages before they had 
their first menstrual period. A community worker who runs a United Against Child Marriage 
project in the area, explained, “The villagers think that before the menstrual cycle starts in a 
girl they should be married, because after that this she will be impure, and the god will 
punish them.” 

The girls, who mostly never meet their husband-to-be before they marry, have no 
opportunity to reject him. Once married, at usually around eleven years old, they, for the 
most part, remain cloistered in their own family’s home for several years, until they are 
considered mature enough to have sex and live with their husband and his family. 

This period however is not always observed. Some, I found, were sent away younger. One 
sexual rights worker was married at eleven and immediately sent to live with a 35-year-old 
husband. Physical contact started soon after; sex before her first period. She was also 
regularly beaten by her husband. 

Most agree that at the heart of the problems for women is the dowry system. This practice of 
gift-giving by a bride’s parents as a condition of marriage has been illegal in India for over 
half a century but is still practised across much of India regardless of class or caste. 

Dowry turns daughters into a burden, a financial liability. Give birth to too many girls, and the 
question arises how will you afford their dowries? Dowry is an issue for the rich as well as 
poor; perhaps more so because greater wealth and status is at stake. However, Amitabh 
Kumar, a gender activist who works at the gender advocacy organisation Centre for Social 
Research, says that dowry is no longer the only reason families don’t want girls. 

 “It used to be dowry. Now it’s also their protection. People are worried about crime against 
women,” says Kumar. 



 

 

Dowry is also a hazard for a woman even after marriage. She may be sent back home 
because her family's gift is not big enough. She may even be killed. In the past three years, 
24,771 dowry deaths were registered under section 304B of the Indian Penal Code (Dowry 
Death), 3,830 of these took place in Bihar, the second worst state in the country. Burning by 
dousing a woman in kerosene and lighting a match is not uncommon in Bihar. One woman 
was admitted, to the hospital her body covered in third degree burns after her mother soaked 
her with kerosene. “They burnt her,” recalled one staff member, “because she could not 
bring more dowry. She was eight months pregnant and she died. These are the common 
cases in this area.” 

As in all parts of the world, the most dangerous place for a woman is the home. But in the 
villages of northern India, what is shocking is that the beating of women appears a matter-of-
fact part of life. There, I met women who were beaten not only by a husband, but by every 
single member of their family of in-laws: because they didn’t work hard enough, didn't give 
birth to a girl, or just didn’t cook a good enough meal. 

In Bihar there was 22-year-old Seema Devi, for instance, who lost six babies to jaundice, 
and was beaten after her loss as if it were her fault, and because her in-laws believed she 
was cursed. 

Or one young woman, who arrived at the hospital having walked the miles from her home, 
bleeding and battered. She recalled being beaten by every single member of her husband’s 
family. Her father-in-law would strip her naked and then beat her. “When I was pregnant,” 
she said, “My husband would put my hand on my stomach. He would say, where is the 
baby? Then he would beat me across my abdomen.” 

And rape, too, is part of this story of women in the home. In India marital rape is still legal 
and one third of men admit to having forced a sexual act on their wives, while 60% admitted 
using violence to assert dominance over their partners. A great many cases of rape in India 
are also committed by other family members. At Duncan Hospital, nurses and doctors said 
that most of the rape cases they saw involved brothers-in-law. 

Of course, the Indian government is attempting to tackle these problems. At the beginning of 
the year, Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched "Beti bachao, beti padhao" (save our 
daughters, educate our daughters), in an attempt to tackle the sex ratio. In recent state 
elections in Bihar, women turned out in greater numbers than men and voted back in chief 
minister Nitish Kumar whose scheme to give bicycles to schoolgirls resulted in a 32% 
increase in enrolment in secondary school. 

In fact most of the previously mentioned misogynistic practices mentioned are already illegal. 
Sex determination tests are, as is dowry, as is early marriage, as is burning your wife or 
smothering your infant daughter. But there is a huge gap between the legislature and what 
happens in the culture. In a village in Bihar it often feels like the law might as well not exist. 

What do the women here know of divorce? What do they know of their property rights? What 
awareness have they of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act? 

One of the staff at the EMMS-supported hospital recalled that a recent exercise done with 
some of the girls in the local village asked them to answer questions like, “Who am I?” 
Almost all the girls seemed confused by the question. In the end, many answered, “I am 
nothing.” 

These women know little of what it means to be part of the other, modern India, a world of 
wealth, feminism, rights, global connectivity, and to some extent, sexual liberalism. 



 

 

That India is easily found in New Delhi. It was there, for instance, in the Taj Mahal hotel, 
where I attended a summit, packed with women of influence, all clamouring for change. 

It is there in the swelling gender rights movement. Amitabh Kumar of the Centre for Social 
Research says, “Is there a gender movement in India? You only have to look at December 
16, 2012 to see there is. The doors were opened. Nobody could stop you by saying this is a 
fake thing you are talking about: this does not happen in India.” 

It was there too, in Anamika, a PhD student I met in a New Delhi mall, who told me she had 
just split up with her boyfriend. 

“Change is happening,” she said, “But I think we are a patriarchal society. Not only in India, 
but all over the world. Feminism is really needed now. It will take another twenty years in 
India, till we can say that we are equal with our counterparts in the west.” 

In poverty-stricken rural Bihar, though, where the infrastructure is stretched and cultural 
traditions entrenched, it feels as if it will take much longer. Change is happening, but slowly. 
Women are taking a stand. In one village, for instance, inspired by self-help and advocacy 
groups run in northern Bihar, one young woman put a stop to her own arranged marriage, 
and helped three other girls prevent their marriages. 

She funds herself by working as a tailor, and pays the school fees for her brothers. She is 
creating her own small revolution in her village. Not far away Shoba Devi, mother of four, 
shows us an exercise book in which she has been teaching herself to write. She wants, she 
says to work. She wants her daughter to have an education. And at the hospital itself there is 
hope that things will be different:  

There is hope that girls will one day be wanted; that they will one day have the same survival 
chances as boys; that one day on their labour wards there will joy at the words, "It's a girl." 

Text GIRL to 70660 to donate £5 to EMMS International whose projects help break this cycle 
of darkness for girls in Bihar, India’s poorest state. Donations will be doubled as part of the 
Send a Light appeal. Or donate online at www.emms.org/get-involved/donate/urgent-
appeals/send-a-light 

 

WHEN I SAW PICTURES OF THAT LONELY FIGURE SURROUNDED BY 
ARMED MEN AND ONLOOKERS DOING NO MORE THAN WATCHING, I 
GLIMPSED MY OWN FUTURE 

Angela Haggerty 

Herald Scotland 

28 August 2016 

"WE now have actual morality police telling women what we can and cannot wear in public 
in Europe. Let that sink in," lamented one Twitter user last week. It was almost surreal when 
I logged onto the social network and saw images of a woman on a beach in Nice apparently 
being forced at gun point to remove her clothing. 

It was the latest incident following a series of decisions in a number of French towns to ban 
the wearing of the burkini, a swimming costume which covers most of a woman's body. 



 

 

Later in the week, the country's highest administrative court suspended the ban imposed by 
one town, Villeneuve-Loubet, arguing that it "seriously and clearly illegally breached 
fundamental freedoms". But town halls in other French towns have vowed to keep the bans 
in place. 

Proscribing full-body swimsuits seems like the action of a frightened, panic-stricken nation 
which has lost hundreds of lives in recent chilling terrorist attacks - none of which, 
incidentally, was orchestrated by women. 

And yet, my gender bears the brunt of what strikes me as male power games, whether in the 
name of religion or in government. 

There is little difference in a woman's appearance being policed in France than in, say, 
Saudi Arabia, so let’s not be fooled here. The fundamental issue has never been about what 
a woman is wearing, it's about her right to wear it – or not too. 

I thought that was obvious until I was confronted with an image of a woman surrounded by 
armed police on a French beach and began to wonder whether progressive thought existed 
only in my head, a feeling I’m sure many are struck by as Europe descends into worrying 
racial and religious intolerance. 

As fears about terrorism have increased, the language around women in society has 
deteriorated alongside growing intolerance. Muslim women have become mere pawns in the 
battle. I now see men claiming to be consumed with concern about oppression when it 
results in the wearing of a veil, but it is often from the same men who believe political 
correctness has gone too far when you can't tell the new bird in the office that she has a nice 
pair. While there is a clear feminist headache in the veil debate, the boundaries of women's 
liberation being fought over by men who refuse to acknowledge their own roles in the 
problem is insulting. 

Infringing on a woman's right to decide what happens to her body is a significant move. Even 
in Western countries, like Ireland, women are still not afforded the right to choose when it 
comes to abortion. Their bodies are still policed by the state. Liberation has not yet been 
won, and now, in France, it is moving backwards. 

Make no mistake, morality policing means exactly the same thing in the West as it does in 
the East; it is a denigration of women, it is a lowering of their status and value in society, 
and, in France, it represents the ironic embracing of everything French citizens fear: the 
erosion of the values of freedom. 

Meanwhile, little thought is spared for Muslim women dealing almost silently with the 
consequences of these decisions. Even in Britain, a recent report from MPs warned that 
Muslim women are the most economically disadvantaged group in British society. 

It highlighted that a woman's liberation does not lie in what she does or doesn't cover her 
head with; it lies in education and equality. Creating an environment in which women can 
choose their own paths in safety is the key, and it does not happen overnight. Feminist 
awakenings require shaking off years of ingrained stereotypes and stigmas, and freedom is 
not something that can be given to a woman, it has to be found. 

The very idea of men delivering Western freedom by foisting limitations upon women is 
outrageous, and we must get angry about it. 

When women play such comparatively small roles in the violent frontline of the terrorist 
threat the West continues to battle, and when they are often some its most enduring victims 



 

 

– being forced out of education and into slavery, for example – the burkini debate is pushed 
into stark perspective. 

This is not about terrorism prevention or community relations, this is a marker for a bigger 
question facing citizens in the West. What does freedom mean, and who does it belong to? 
What kind of society are people fighting for? 

I sincerely hope other women will see the danger. When I saw the pictures of that lonely 
figure surrounded by armed men and onlookers doing no more than watching, I saw a 
glimpse of my own future. We are women as much as we are black, white, Muslim or 
Christian, and we can become victims of the war on terror wherever, whoever we are. 

 

UNDERSTANDING COERCIVE CONTROL AND DOMESTIC ABUSE  

Anni Donaldson 

Common Space 

4 March 2016 

Amid a storyline on The Archers radio programme, writer Anni Donaldson explains coercive 
control in abusive relationships and how people can seek help 

THE ARCHERS' Helen Titchener really could use an independent domestic abuse advocate 
(IDA) right now. 

If Ambridge was in the west of Scotland she could just lift the phone and call Assist and one 
of their IDA's could talk through with her what is really going on in her marriage. 

For those not familiar with the excruciatingly well-written, real time entrapment of vulnerable 
Helen over the past couple of years by her domineering and controlling husband Rob, a 
quick BBC Radio iPlayer catch up or glance at any online Archers forum will fill you in pretty 
quickly. 

Helen is living in a situation which is all too familiar to IDAs, highly dangerous for her, wee 
Henry and her unborn child. 

Assist is well placed - every year its advocates support over 4,000 women (and a number of 
men) in exactly Helen's situation and around 6,000 children all affected by domestic abuse. 

Rob is a textbook domestic abuser: the gradual erosion of Helen's freedom masked as 
concern and 'love', the ramping up of her fear of him and her confusion and anxiety are 
common responses to the increasingly tight emotional and physical cordon he is placing 
around her. 

Helen is living in a situation which is all too familiar to IDAs, highly dangerous for her, wee 
Henry and her unborn child. 

IDA's are specialists who understand very well how abusive partners behave and they know 
also that the longer it goes on, the more dangerous it can get. Men like Rob start by 
schmoozing and charming, often sweeping women along to an early commitment or 
marriage, spotting their vulnerabilities and salting them away for future use. 



 

 

In conversation with Helen, a domestic abuse advocate would find out that she is growing 
increasingly frightened of Rob. He 'polices' her life, isolating her from friends and family, 
tracking her movements by phone and text if she goes out. 

He has left his job, persuaded Helen to give up working in her successful organic food 
company and is gradually taking over the business and finances. Helen is pregnant and 
advocates know that during pregnancy abuse can start or escalate. 

Rob's apparent concern for Helen's pregnancy hides his final goal - complete control of 
Helen's life to suit his needs. He puts her down, tells her what to wear, undermines her 
ability as a mother and is obsessively jealous of her friendships - gradually, almost 
imperceptibly, his evaluation of her as a woman creeps into her mind and like a cuckoo 
jettisons her own sense of herself, her independence of thought and action. 

There are suggestions that he could be a serial abuser from the occasional appearances of 
previous partner Jess - whom Helen has been falsely persuaded is deranged. He has 
charmed his way into Helen's family who think he is God's gift to troubled, single parent 
Helen who hasn't had much luck with men in the past. 

He 'polices' her life, isolating her from friends and family, tracking her movements by phone 
and text if she goes out. 

While there is not much apparent violence, there are hints at a rape. There is plenty of 
threatening behaviour from Rob, our compelling ultra-macho, homophobic, bad-tempered, 
narcissistic, arch-manipulating, riding-to-hounds anti-hero. 

Hearing all that, it would be clear as day to an IDA that Rob is a danger to Helen. As long as 
she is frightened into complying, Helen will be fine but men like Rob are never satisfied and 
Helen will never, ever get it 100 per cent right. His changing moods and standards keep her 
on her emotional toes. 

The romantic bond between Helen and Rob has now become a traumatic one - he has 
magically transformed her love into a fearful, anxious attachment and very soon he could 
have the power of life or death over her and the children. 

Helen, living with that every day like a captive in a war zone is very likely to be experiencing 
a real and severe condition with a name: Type 2 Trauma. 

Who knows where Helen's and Rob's story will end - that's the power of this well written 
radio drama. In real life it could end in severe mental health problems, severe injury, 
miscarriage or death for a woman and possibly her children, too - it happens. 

As long as she is frightened into complying, Helen will be fine but men like Rob are never 
satisfied and Helen will never, ever get it 100 per cent right. His changing moods and 
standards keep her on her emotional toes. 

A trained advocate would sensitively reflect back to women like Helen the reality of their 
situation. Through careful questioning and professional judgement, advocates assess the 
risks women like Helen face in similar situations and offer options for safety and support if 
they want it. 

Listeners describe Rob as an arch-villain, a baddie we love to hate. People swing from 
frustration to sympathy for Helen. In reality, Rob is an old fashioned abuser disguised as a 
regular guy, hidden in plain sight, nursing a Victorian world view that a woman is a man's 
property without full citizenship rights. 



 

 

Their hyper-vigilant partners trying to second guess their every move, anxiously tiptoe 
around them to prevent the next blow-up. Rob's number could be up, though. The law In 
England and Wales might catch up with his particular form of coercive or controlling 
domestic abuse. 

As of December 2015 this is now a crime punishable by up to five years in prison even if it 
stops short of physical violence. Listeners await his prosecution with interest. Similarly, The 
Scottish Government is currently consulting on creating a specific offence to deal with those 
who commit psychological abuse and coercive and controlling behaviour. 

The consultation ends on 1 April 2016. Such an offence could rely on evidence such as is 
gathered in the course of IDA's work with victims. This could prove vital in documenting the 
reality of life within these regimes of domestic terror. 

Making that first call for help can make you feel like a traitor, the end of your cherished 
dreams of a happy family future. Preparing to end the relationship can be dangerous: that's 
why women stay put. 

Over the last 10 years, two women a week in the UK have died at the hands of a current or 
former partner often at the point of leaving. Women know that losing control could push their 
partner over the edge and women wisely managing their own safety. 

Sometimes it is better to stay put and make careful longer-term plans. That's where a good 
advocate can help whether or not the police are involved. Advocates know the law and can 
pull in a range of other services to help someone at risk. 

A national training programme for IDAs is currently under way in Scotland to make the 
service nationwide through Scotland's national network of Women’s Aid Groups and other 
support services. 

The demand is not likely to diminish anytime soon with around 60,000 domestic incidents 
reported to Police Scotland last year. 
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ON BEING A WOMAN 

Archana Goyal Vaid 

Threading Thoughts 

28 July 2016 

How well we turn a blind eye 
Again and again 
Proving “we” exist 
When we are the only other human 
“Woman” 
Are we even “Hu”-“man”? 
Do we exist? 
You’ve done your best 
To hide us in veil 
To shame us 
If we feel love 
Or express it 
And have sex 
You’ve even tried to 
Take away feeling 
Cut girls 
To deny them pleasure 
 
Why shame 
Hide behind the veil 
Why do women need to hide 
Their excellence 
And stay out of competition 
Education denied 
Get out of shadows 
Why shame 
Has adorned 
When tis the “fairer sex” 
Why then fairer 
When it happens 
Worldwide 
 
I heard no noises 
In my mother’s womb 
No one whispered in my ear 
Don’t step out 
It’s unsafe 
Your every motive 
To be yourself 
Will be questioned 
 
Rape a word we use so loosely 
The word shatters our soul 
The “act” 
Destroys, batters 
How “hu”man can you be? 



 

 

A man slur points to his lack of manliness 
While a woman is slurred for her sexuality 
The very inherent “thing” 
Which bought each one of here! 
 
Beauty will be vanity 
Fat an ugly blob 
A reminder to 
Fit into a mould 
To shape my eyebrows 
How flattering I will look 
If only 
I had the tummy tuck 
My mirror denies me 
I have been trained 
Not to appreciate myself 
 
Love denied will be 
Acid burns 
Marriage will be 
Weighed in gold 
The birth of a girl child 
Or out of wedlock 
And “she” has to hang her 
Head in shame 
Why do women need to hide 
Hide the birth of a child 
A child is innocence to be cherished 
Not given away or 
Killed in shame 
 
Do not look up 
Look away 
Do not speak out 
Speak softly 
Do not dress less 
Cover up girl 
How do I explain 
To my son 
“But why are girls treated like this mum?” 
Who do I blame? 
No one monster 
 
It’s in the social ingraining 
Over time 
Across cultures 
This gender bias 
Sexualization of word, thought and gesture 
Destroying the appreciation 
Of our very being. 
Who are you? 
You who continue to deny 
Us our being 
Society, culture, social ingraining 
Men, women and children too 



 

 

When he wants blue and 
Says pink is for you 
I look confused 
And say 
But I want blue too 
 
Since when did breath have colour 
Or the blue of the sky denied 
Or the pink on your lips 
Or red rosy cheeks 
Or green eyes or blue eyes 
Or red, brown and black hair 
We are also meant to be 
Do not use our sexuality 
As a weapon against us. 

‘HELL ON EARTH’: SURVIVING A WOMAN-ONLY DETENTION CENTRE 

Aimee Stanton 

Broadly  

13 June 2016 

The UK is the only country in Europe that will detain an immigrant indefinitely, which makes 
institutions like Yarl's Wood a uniquely terrible place to end up in. 

A woman cries hysterically into her friend's lap. Another sits with her husband; they grip 
each other's arms as surveillance cameras and security monitor their every move. These are 
just four of the 30,000 women and men annually detained in immigration removal centers 
across the United Kingdom. 

There are 11 immigration removal centers (IRC) across the UK. The number of detainees 
housed can range from a handful to hundreds, and the locations are diverse, ranging from 
Dungavel House near Glasgow to the all-female Sahara Unit in Colnbrook, Middlesex. 
Despite their contrasting locations and capacities, the treatment of inmates within these 
institutions is shockingly similar. 

Britain is the only country in the European Union who will detain an immigrant indefinitely. 
Immigrants who have entered the UK can be detained if they have breached the terms of 
their visa or have entered the country illegally, but many have simply fled persecution in their 
home countries. 

IRCs are not prisons—not technically, anyway. With management of IRCs outsourced by the 
UK government to contractors like Serco, reports of human rights abuse have found their 
way from the immigration centers to the press. Despite the negative publicity, Serco continue 
to secure multi-million dollar contracts; it was most recently awarded a seven year contract 
worth almost $100 million (£70m) in 2014. 

I've worked legally, I've paid my taxes, I need asylum for my protection. 

In January 2016, barrister Kate Lampard conducted an independent investigation of Yarl's 
Wood, and Serco pledged to carry out major improvements at the center. But is life actually 
any easier for the women imprisoned inside Yarl's Wood—and those who have escaped it? 



 

 

You'd be forgiven for not being able to find Yarl's Wood. The UK's most publicized IRC is 
discreetly hidden in an industrial estate on the picturesque suburbs of Bedford in between a 
pet crematorium and a Red Bull warehouse. It's only a short 40 minute train ride from 
London. 

The center itself is clinical and characterless; even the indoor flowering green plants are 
artificial. The clocks of the world are displayed on one wall; the UK one is motionless, forever 
stuck at 3.45 PM. 

Security is also tight for residents and visitors alike. A full body search is required and 
fingerprints are checked three times before access to the visiting room is granted. 

Even the waiting room is grim. It has a little prayer section with religious iconography on 
display, a small 'canteen' area with vending machines, and a window the size of the room 
which opens out onto a colorful farmyard mural on a courtyard wall, presumably to brighten 
the mood for child visitors. It shows a smirking cartoon sheep roaming free in the 
countryside. 

"You want to block bad memories from your heart, not re-live them here," says Azoba, a 44-
year-old Nigerian woman who arrived in Britain in 2013 on a work permit. She has been 
detained since December 10. 

In January 2014, Azoba was outed as an active LGBT campaigner after being filmed 
protesting in front of the Nigerian High Commission, London. As a result, she claimed 
asylum in the UK, arguing that her public political activities would make her a definite target if 
she was forced to return to Nigeria. Her right to asylum was denied as the Home Office ruled 
there was not enough evidence to prove that she is an LGBT activist. This was strongly 
refuted by Azoba, who has evidence of her attendance at LGBT pride events as well as 
televised evidence of her speaking against the Nigerian government. 

Ntombi fled sexual and physical violence in South Africa and claimed asylum in the UK. All 
photos by Steph Wilson 

"The Home Office does not believe me," she explains. "They don't think there's any threat to 
my life even though everyone has seen those videos of me campaigning. I've worked legally, 
I've paid my taxes, I need asylum for my protection." 

The detention of pregnant woman at Yarl's Wood has also attracted much controversy. The 
government states that vulnerable people should not be detained, including the elderly and 
victims of torture. Those who are pregnant are not included in this definition. 

"I've had morning sickness but I don't tell them anymore because last time I did they put me 
in isolation," explains Monica, a pregnant 25-year-old student from Cameroon. Monica left 
Cameroon in January 2012 and has been in detention since February 9. 

"I was detained 18 weeks pregnant. I see a midwife but I don't have any sort of antenatal 
support or even any books about what to expect," she says. "And when I tell them I don't feel 
well they check me and tell me I'm fine, but I know my body." 

There is no mental health support in here. I have depression and since I arrived in 
Yarl's Wood I've been given no support. 

At the time of writing, the House of Lords voted in favor of ending the detention of pregnant 
women—a decision that was of great relief to those fighting for the rights of female detainees 
in Britain. A spokesperson for Women for Refugee Women, a charity that has campaigned to 



 

 

close IRCs, says: "We have been recommending this as part of our #SetHerFree campaign, 
and were pleased to see that recommendation echoed by Stephen Shaw in his January 
2016 review of vulnerable detainees, which was commissioned by the Home Office." 

Despite this vote, Foreign Secretary Theresa May imposed only a 72 hour limit on the 
detention of pregnant women. For the time being, Monica remains at Yarl's Wood. 

"I feel like I'm losing weight. I can see it in my face," she says, touching her cheeks. "The 
food here is disgusting and considering I'm pregnant it's non-nutritional. It's plain and dry 
with no sauce, we don't get enough fruit or vegetables—it's very carb heavy. I once had a 
chicken dinner and there was still blood on the chicken. They don't care." 

When I asked Serco about the food provided, a spokesperson told me: "Yarl's Wood 
introduced new menus in December 2015 as part of a wider review of catering in our all 
Serco's custodial facilities. These menus have been created in conjunction with our catering 
supplier to ensure they are nutritious, healthy and balanced and address concerns raised 
around the quality and variety of the food." 

Detainees are provided with only the basic necessities of life: simple toiletries such as 
toothpaste, soap, and sanitary products. However, Monica says that the rooms at Yarl's 
Wood have no sanitary bins. Razors are provided on the account they are returned 
immediately too. "It's common for women to harm themselves in here," Azoba says. 

According to No Deportations, 2,597 immigrants in the UK IRCs were on suicide watch in 
2015. There were 393 attempts at self-harm—that's more than one a day. "Unfortunately, 
self-harm does occur at Yarl's Wood," a Serco spokesperson says, "but most are of a minor 
nature. There have been no suicides at Yarl's Wood in recent years. The Serco team at 
Yarl's Wood are acutely aware of the vulnerability of the women in our care and we work 
hard to keep everyone safe." 

"These [self-harm] incidents are kept internal," says Monica. "You only know about them 
from witnessing the aftermath or hearing from others." Serco says that residents ingested 
detergent capsules in the past as a means of self-harm, with a woman most recently 
swallowing washing tablets as an escort team arrived to deport her from the UK. 

"There is no mental health support in here. I have depression and since I arrived in Yarl's 
Wood I've been given no support," says Monica. "They told me I can talk to them but I feel 
like they're taking the piss." Yarl's Wood actually state on their website that there is a 
counselling team available Monday to Friday. "That's not true," Azoba protests. 

Healthcare is provided at Yarl's Wood by NHS England, which contracts the services to 
G4S, though mental health support is provided directly by NHS England. "NHS England 
aims to commission high-quality healthcare services for all, including those in immigration 
removal centers," says Claire Weston, the head of health and justice at NHS England (East 
Anglia). "At Yarl's Wood we commission primary and secondary care mental health services 
to be directly provided in the center. People who require a higher level of mental health care 
are cared for in external services. 

"We also commission a psychological wellbeing service provided in the center, and have 
offered small grant funding to a number of third sector organizations which provide 
befriending services in the center, since we are aware that these are a valued source of 
support to detainees." 

For those who are released instead of being placed on a chartered deportation flight, life 
outside detention is not much easier. 



 

 

Ex-detainees relive the mental torture without support or aid; depression, anxiety, and PTSD 
are common consequences of incarceration. At the office of Women for Refugee Women, I 
spoke to Prudence, a 44-year-old-women from Nigeria, and Ntombi, a 43-year-old from 
South Africa. Both are still adjusting to life outside. 

"People don't think a place like that exists in Britain," Prudence says of Yarl's Wood. Like 
many migrants, Prudence did not know her immigration rights, and the complicated 
government system does not help. She fled persecution in her Nigeria on account of her 
sexual orientation, but ended up in Yarl's Wood after her marriage ended and her work 
permit expired. "The thing is," she explains, "I didn't know how the system worked here, so I 
kept a very low profile." 

Every time I have a meeting at the Home Office I run afterwards. I run as fast as I can, 
I'm frightened they'll detain me again. 

"It is hell on earth!" Ntombi interrupts. After fleeing sexual and physical violence in South 
Africa, Ntombi arrived in Britain in 2002 and was detained on August 10, 2015. 

Financial support for those leaving detention centers also appears to be non-existent. "I get 
no benefits even though I've legally worked here and paid into the system," Prudence says. 
"That's why I still keep my sexuality a secret. I have to rely upon the [Nigerian] community 
who are against it." It costs around $56,000 (£40,000) a year to hold a person in detention 
according to a report from Women for Refugee Women. 

For those who undergo deportation, the outlook is even bleaker. "A friend of mine couldn't 
cope," Ntombi says. "She developed bipolar disorder and was sectioned. She's now useless 
in Cape Town." 

"I don't know if it's worse to stay in detention or be out," she adds. "It's a painful electricity 
that runs through you. They know [afterwards] you can't face the outside world. Every time I 
have a meeting at the Home Office I run afterwards. I run as fast as I can, I'm frightened 
they'll detain me again." 

Serious mental health issues are rife amongst ex-detainees. Research from human rights 
organization Unitarian Universalist Service Committee on US immigration facilities show that 
women are at an especially high risk of experiencing past trauma after being held in 
detention. 

"I have nightmares. I still hear the screams of the girls, so I can't sleep. I dream I'm being 
held down, like how they would pin girls who were distressed down," explains Ntombi. This, 
in addition to difficulties with relationships post-detention plus a constant fear of 
reincarceration means a grim future for detainees in the UK too. 

"It's the ring tones for me," says Prudence. "There's a ring tone on all our cell phones they 
give us in detention, and when I hear it my head spins..." 

Monica has since been released from Yarl's Wood, but others are not so fortunate. When I 
contacted Azoba after meeting her at Yarl's Wood, her phone went straight to voicemail. 

After spending her final days on British soil alone, in the Kingfisher isolation wing of Yarl's 
Wood, Azoba was deported back to Nigeria. And like the other thousands of people 
imprisoned throughout the UK without known legitimate reason or charge, their fate is 
remains largely unknown. Instead, their stories fall silent behind the walls of Yarl's Wood. 

* All names have been changed 



 

 

SYRIAN REFUGEE REVEALS HER LOST CHILDHOOD IN HARROWING 
JOURNEY TO FIND SCOTTISH HAVEN 

Lauren Crooks 

Daily Record 

24 April 2016 

FOUR years ago a then 16-year-old Rima landed in Scotland for a better life after fleeing her 
war-torn homeland in search of safety. 

SHIVERING in a T-shirt on a cold June day, Syrian asylum seeker Rima still felt nothing but 
relief when she landed in Scotland. 

The teenager only had the clothes on her back, a packet of paracetamol and an old mobile 
phone but knew she had landed somewhere she could start planning for her future. 

Rima was just 16 when she was forced to leave her family behind after her village in Syria 
got caught up in the country’s civil war. 

When officers at Prestwick Airport quizzed her in their Scottish accents, she didn’t 
understand a word. 

It wasn’t until a support project gifted her a radio months later that she was able to start 
learning the native tongue of the country she now calls home. 

Now 22, at college and dreaming of becoming a criminologist, Rima credits the small gift 
with helping her settle in. 

We told earlier this month how hundreds of lone children fleeing war-torn countries will arrive 
in Scotland in the coming weeks as part of a national dispersal programme. 

Like Rima, most will have endured traumatic journeys. They’ll be scared and alone – but 
they will be safe. 

She said: “I lost my childhood, I lost my teenage years. But I’m the lucky one. 

“I feel settled and welcomed here now. I couldn’t wish for any better. 

“I’m achieving something. I’m starting my new life and doing things that I won’t ever be able 
to do in the countries I have previously been in. 

“I have learned to appreciate what I have – security and purpose.” 

Rima left her family home in Syria for a short-term break after her mum died in 2011. By the 
time she tried to return to her village, fighting between the Assad regime and rebels had 
made it too unsafe. 

Like millions of other Syrians, she was forced to flee the violence or face being killed. 

Rima said: “I left there for three months but I couldn’t go back. 

“I did not get to take my stuff, my photos, my personal things. It was horrible but I just had to 
accept it and deal with it.” 



 

 

Her dad advised her to go to wherever she was safe. She travelled to Yemen and then 
Egypt, where a friend was able to help her buy a plane ticket. 

Rima got on the plane not knowing where her final destination was. 

She said: “When the plane landed, I just knew to ask to claim asylum somewhere safe. 

“It was so scary not knowing what was happening and knowing your family are being 
bombed back home. 

“I was young and I was cold and confused.” 

Rima was taken to the YMCA in Glasgow’s Springburn. She said: “I was there for a month 
before I was helped to try to live on my own. 

“It wasn’t great – I was on the 21st floor. I could speak a bit of English when I arrived but not 
Scottish. A lot of the time I didn’t know what was being said, I just heard noise. 

“I was given a radio as a Christmas gift from a project for teenagers and I listened to that a 
lot, which helped me learn the accent. 

“I listened to BBC Scotland and eventually I got to learn the way Scottish people talked, the 
slang and what phrases meant.” 

Rima has come a long way since then and is now studying social sciences at college. 

But she still bears the scars of a journey during which her childhood was taken from her. 

The trauma of her time in Yemen and Egypt, where she was sexually abused by people she 
thought she could trust, left her too scared to even leave her flat when she first arrived in 
Scotland. 

She said: “I was scared and unsure. I have experienced horrible things in the other countries 
I had to stay in – some of them physical and some of them emotional. 

“In Yemen, I saw some terrible things that I won’t even talk about. 

“A few hours after I arrived in Egypt, I was holding a bag of my things and I felt something 
pulling on it. A guy in a car had grabbed it and I was dragged along the ground behind the 
car. 

“I was covered in blood. I still have scars. 

 “I tried to report it but the police officers sexually abused me and they told me I should have 
been thankful I wasn’t killed.” 

Rima now volunteers with the Red Cross, helping to interpret for newly arrived asylum 
seekers. 

She said: “Young people who arrive need support especially because they are just lost.” 

Rima added: “I speak with my family when possible. 

“They have no internet and phones are forbidden. I have to wait for them to get in touch. 

“I did not get to say goodbye properly. I miss them. 



 

 

“I do want to go back to see them one day but the situation makes it difficult. 

“I am the lucky one. I am safe.” 

Naomi McAuliffe, Amnesty International’s Scotland programme director, said: “It is almost 
impossible to imagine the harrowing journeys refugees take when fleeing for their lives. 

“Women and girl refugees face violence, assault, exploitation and sexual harassment at 
every stage of their journey, including on European soil. 

“Unaccompanied child refugees are at even greater risk and, after living through the horrors 
of the war, they can end up in horrific situations while seeking safety. 

“We must ensure that any of these young people arriving in Scotland receive appropriate 
care and support.” 

 

A GLASGOW GIRL’S FIGHT FOR KURDISH INDEPENDENCE 

Jill Stevens  

Feminisco 

31 August 2016 

Scotland has welcomed more than a third of all Syrian refugees entering the UK in the past 
year. Among those escaping conflict are a hidden minority: the Kurdish people. 

One Kurdish refugee, Roza Salih, has campaigned for the rights of asylum seekers and 
refugees in Scotland for the past decade. Her fight began when she fled her Kurdish 
hometown of Kirkuk in 2001 at the age of 12 after the execution of her grandfather and two 
uncles. 

Roza now handles all immigration issues for constituents of MP Chris Stephens from the 
Scottish National Party. Outside of work, she volunteers at Unite trade union and as the co-
convenor of the Scottish Solidarity with Kurdistan movement. 

“We have so much in common. The Kurdish people seek self-determination as do the Scots. 
We’re both fighting for our own rights, so we can govern ourselves and have our own ruling. 
Why should we not be ruled by our own government?” 

Roza’s inclination for justice began in 2005 when she protested the dawn-raid, detention and 
proposed deportation of her Roma friend in Glasgow. Alongside six of her high school 
friends, who would later be known as The Glasgow Girls, Roza pressured the government to 
release their friend and place an amnesty on child detention in the UK. 

Roza has since co-founded the Scottish Solidarity with Kurdistan movement to show support 
for Kurdish people in Scotland and internationally. Kurdistan is a geo-cultural region which 
includes south-eastern Turkey, northern Syria, northern Iraq and north-western Iran. The 
Kurdish people have been fighting for their own autonomous region for decades but have 
faced opposition from neighbouring nations.  

“The situation in Kurdistan has gone upside-down. The situation was better for a while, 
Saddam Hussain’s regime was removed and we grew more prosperous, especially in 



 

 

northern Iraq. But now people are getting poorer, there’s ISIS, and the Peshmerga are 
fighting on the warfront.” 

The Kurdish women fighting ISIS in Syria are a key example of Kurdish liberalism. In a 
region where women have few rights and are oppressed under Islamic extremism, the 
Kurdish resistance movement have encouraged women to fight alongside men in the battle 
against ISIS. More than 10,000 women have joined the Women’s Protections Units (YPJ) 
since their establishment four years ago. They are said to have been vital in the retaking of 
the city of Kobanî from ISIS in 2014. 

Much like the Scots, the majority of Kurdish people are left-wing, liberal and socialist. Roza 
argues that the Kurdish people are oppressed partly due to the conflict between their 
liberalism and the conservatism of the Islamic countries around them. 

“We are a beacon of light to all those in the Middle East who support women’s rights. If you 
go to [Sulaymaniyah] the city where I was born – women get to wear whatever they want. 
You wouldn’t think that you were in the Middle East. 

But extremists wish to remove the rights of women in Kurdistan. Al-Nusra – formerly 
affiliated with Al-Qaeda – issued a fatwā in 2013 condoning the killing of all Kurdish women 
and children. 

“Most of the Kurdish people are fighting human rights in these dictator regimes and nobody 
is speaking for them internationally.” 

Roza would take on the role of mouthpiece if she could, but after more than a decade of 
campaigning, Roza is feeling the burn. 

“One guy just called me for help saying his family are in Kurdistan and his child cannot 
access milk powder. But I have my own life, I have a full-time job, I work at a trade union, I 
work part-time for Scottish Solidarity with Kurdistan. I don’t even feel like I have a life. I’m 
just really burned out. We need more people to pick up on this kind of injustice.” 

As a Glasgow Girl, Roza believes in the power of the Scottish community in raising their 
voices in support of others. She says helping the Kurdish people is as easy as spreading 
awareness about the ways in which the Kurdish are oppressed. 

“People in Rojava and in Syria don’t really have access to medicine or food, and babies 
don’t have access to milk powder. Essential means are being blockaded by the Turkish 
government.” 

If you wish to help the Kurdish people and other refugees entering the UK then let others 
know about the issues they face. “Don’t stay quiet,” says Roza, “Use your voice”. 

Roza’s final words for asylum seekers and refugees in the UK: “Keep strong, be who you 
are, and integrate.” 

 And half-joking, “Stay in Scotland… Don’t move to England.” 

 One way you can help asylum seekers and refugees in Scotland is by supporting the grant-
giving Refugee Survival Trust either by volunteering, fundraising or donating. You can also 
volunteer with Scottish Solidarity with Kurdistan by sending them an email at 
solidaritywithkurdistan@hotmail.com 

 



 

 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: ‘HOME OFFICE MUST ACT TO SAVE LIVES’  

Rebecca Omonira-Oyekanmi, Karin Goodwin and Lyra McKee  

The Ferret 

20 April 2016 

Women’s lives are at risk from domestic violence because of their immigration status – and 
the Home Office must take urgent action, claim leading human rights experts. 

The calls for policy change follow a major UK-wide investigation by The Ferret into the 
‘hidden crisis’ of abused women with insecure immigration status. 

Asylum seeking women have been told by legal advisors that they should consider staying 
with abusive partners rather than risk losing their right to remain the UK, according to 
evidence uncovered. 

Lawyers, psychologists and campaigners claim that Home Office guidelines, stating that 
women have to prove they have been abused, mean that women are often forced to stay in 
dangerous situations because they are scared of being sent home. 

Refuges are not an option, because asylum seekers – along with those who have legal right 
to remain but no recourse to public funds, such as women joining refugee husbands through 
family reunion – are unable to access refuge accommodation because of their immigration 
status. 

“Sooner or later someone else is going to be seriously harmed, or even killed, because we 
have failed to ensure that there is adequate protection there,” said Nina Murray, women’s 
policy officer at Scottish Refugee Council. 

“The courageous stories we have heard from women across the UK trapped facing violence 
and abuse as a result of what should be a completely irrelevant factor – their immigration 
status – are shocking. They shine a light on the unacceptable safety gap for women in 
danger, here in the UK, right now. How can a UK Government that has firmly stated its 
commitment to ending violence against women and girls around the world, deny women right 
here in our communities the help that so many rely on?” 

“The number of women affected in these stories is small – but we know this is just the tip of 
the iceberg and many cases are hidden. The UK Government must monitor and publish 
information about how many women are affected.” 

The Ferret found that many women face homelessness if they leave their partners, and even 
then they may still not be safe from their abuser. 

The culture of disbelief is threatening women’s lives, it is claimed, with Refugee Councils in 
both England and Scotland warning that unless urgent action is taken, asylum seeking and 
refugee women remain in peril. Ferret journalists have uncovered a series of disturbing 
cases from England, Scotland and Northern Ireland (below). 

Murray said that although there are good lawyers, some people are getting poor legal 
advice. “Research shows that the point at which women are most at risk is when they have 
tried to leave. So the fact that women are being told by lawyers to stay at this point is 
horrifying.” 



 

 

Sarah Crawford, a lawyer with the Glasgow-based Legal Services Agency’s Women’s 
Project, has also worked on many cases causing her grave concern. 

The service has worked with 45 refugee and migrant women reporting domestic abuse in the 
last year. It often finds that because support services are now so hard to access, staff are 
forced to help women find accommodation before even starting legal work. 

Crawford is particularly concerned about the situation facing refugee women who join their 
husbands through the family reunion system. Though those joining British husbands can 
apply for leave to remain if they flee domestic violence, these refugee women cannot. 

Now, the Legal Services Agency, supported by the Equality and Human Rights Commission, 
is making a legal challenge to immigration rules, claiming that refugee women currently face 
discrimination. 

“The system is stacked against women in such circumstances,” Crawford added. “The 
amount of evidence that is required is overwhelming, particularly for a vulnerable woman 
who has been abused.” 

“This puts some women in a position where they have to decide if they are going to stay in 
an abusive relationship and have the right to remain, or try to make an asylum claim that 
may very well be unsuccessful.” 

Refugee Council’s women’s advocacy manager, Anna Musgrave, said victims of domestic 
violence should be top priority for the government. 

She added: “The Home Office pays little attention to women’s safety in its policies and 
practices. If a woman seeking asylum is suffering from domestic abuse, she will struggle to 
find ways to escape.” 

“The Home Secretary urgently needs to acknowledge this hidden crisis and ensure the UK 
Government’s immigration policies never inadvertently jeopardise women’s safety.” 

Dr Marsha Scott, chief executive of Scottish Women’s Aid as well as the UK’s expert on the 
European Observatory on Violence against Women, agrees. “This is a bureaucratic form of 
torture,” she said. “It re-victimises women and puts them in great danger.” 

The Ferret’s investigation also found that women in England and Northern Ireland – who had 
been granted leave to remain but without public resource to public funds – were being 
routinely denied access to refuge accommodation or domestic abuse services. 

England, by Rebecca Omonira-Oyekanmi 

He stopped hitting her and left the house. Nabeelah* tried to move. She and her husband 
lived with his parents and a handful of relatives, but it was unlikely anyone would help if she 
called out. 

There was a hierarchy in the house and she was at the bottom. 

The family used her husband’s violence to intimidate and threaten her. Nabeelah was young, 
just 18 when the marriage was arranged. Before that she’d wanted to study medicine, but 
her parents believed the young man born and bred in England was a better proposition. She 
left the country of her birth and her family to live with him in the UK, where thanks to her 
quick mind she easily picked up English because his Urdu was so poor. 



 

 

Her back was sore and she worried he would soon come back. I don’t want to die, she 
thought. For two years she’d been treated “like an animal”, sworn at and beaten up. He had 
isolated her from her family back home, told them lies about her. But it was the first time she 
thought he might kill her. She found her phone and sent a text to her only friend. A second 
later the phone rang: 

“What happened?” 

“He called his friends and he said he is going to stab me. He beat me up really badly. I can’t 
move my back. It’s swollen. I don’t know what to do. Just call the police. Please. I need help. 
I am in danger.” 

*** 

Nabeelah and her husband were married in Pakistan and after a couple of years she moved 
to the UK with him. He got her an 18-month student visa, rather than a spousal visa. Her 
migration status was temporary and she had no recourse to public funds. 

On International Women’s Day this year the Home Office published its strategy to end 
violence against women and girls (VAWG) in the UK and abroad. It spoke of the need to 
make domestic violence “everyone’s business”, dealt with by government, civil institutions 
and society at large. But the strategy offers no solution for women like Nabeelah, foreign 
national women living in Britain who are forced to choose between destitution and violent 
relationships because of their migration status. 

Under immigration law a person given leave to remain in the UK may be subject to the 
condition that they are without recourse to public funds. These public funds are set out in the 
Immigration Rules and include a range of working age benefits including Jobseeker’s 
Allowance, Housing Benefit, Child Benefit and Disability Living Allowance. People with 
permission to stay in the UK as a partner or spouse of a British citizen might have no 
recourse to public funds. If their relationship breaks down and they can prove it is because of 
domestic violence, they can apply for temporary indefinite leave to remain and to have the 
no recourse status lifted under the destitute domestic violence concession. 

This concession is a result of several decades of campaigning by the Southall Black Sisters 
and other VAWG groups, who describe the original immigration rules as both racist and 
sexist. Their work was supported by Amnesty International in 2006, who joined the campaign 
and argued that denying women access to safe shelter and subsistence so they could flee 
abuse contravened a number of international treaties and domestic human rights law. 

The latest incarnation of the domestic violence concession has been in place since 2012 and 
is limited to a handful of women with no recourse status. To qualify you must have entered 
the country on a spousal visa and be married to a British or settled person (this excludes 
refugees, an exclusion currently being challenged in the High Court), or someone in the 
armed forces. 

Nabeelah, like hundreds of women without access to public funds under immigration 
legislation, falls outside of the concession. If she leaves her violent husband, there are no 
organisations in the UK with a statutory duty to help her. 

Often insecure migration status is used as a form of control by abusive partners 

Cash strapped domestic violence refuges rely on housing benefit, which Nabeelah can’t 
access. In 2014 Women’s Aid reported that 389 women were turned away from refuges 
because they had no recourse to public funds. But it is difficult to estimate the full scale of 



 

 

the problem; often insecure migration status is used as a form of control by abusive partners 
and women face the threat of deportation if they seek help. 

If Nabeelah is deported her parents would force her back to her husband. “When I tried to 
tell my parents about his behaviour,” she says, “They judged me. They said I was wrong. I 
wasn’t being patient. I wasn’t being obedient. I wasn’t being respectful.” 

The Home Office said in response to a Freedom of Information request from The Ferret that 
it held no central data on how many women apply to have their no recourse status lifted. Nor 
does government keep a record of how many women are granted temporary support under 
the Destitute Domestic Violence Concession. This makes it impossible to count the women 
caught in this protection gap. 

Because of the growing number of no recourse migrants – ie asylum seekers, non EEA 
migrants, people in the country on a spousal/family visa, foreign students, over-stayers and 
people with limited leave to remain – councils across the country are developing special 
units to manage these cases. Outside of the domestic violence rules, other groups with no 
recourse can access limited public support under the Children’s Act, the Care Act, by 
proving destitution and under leaving care provisions. 

We submitted FOIs to 34 local authorities in England and Wales, including all the councils 
who are part of the national No Recourse to Public Funds network, to find out if they held 
data on survivors of domestic violence with no recourse. Not a single authority held the data. 

Most responded that they followed existing protocols around dealing with survivors of 
domestic violence. But this guidance, just as with the Home Office’s latest VAWG strategy, 
provides no guidance on dealing with women (without children) unable to access public 
funds and who don’t qualify for the domestic violence concessions. 

One local authority employee working in social care who made contact on the condition of 
anonymity said that whereas 10 or 15 years ago councils would try to support everyone that 
presented without recourse, recent cuts make this difficult. Since 2010 the Treasury has cut 
local authority budgets by about 40%, with more cuts expected. 

For domestic violence survivors with uncertain migration status and no recourse, there isn’t 
really a safeguarding mechanism in place. “Local authorities have to admit that they have no 
policy on how to deal with this.  Police and social care have no expertise in this area,” the 
social care officer said. Services are turning people away because they have no duty to help 
them under immigration law, but this is giving rise to human rights breaches, she added. 

Halliki Voolma is a PhD candidate at Cambridge and is researching domestic violence 
against immigrant women in Sweden and the UK. She argues that no recourse cases are an 
example of the tension between human rights and immigration control. In domestic violence 
cases, states put in place apparatus so that when a woman needs to flee abuse, she can, 
and her rights are fulfilled. “The no recourse to public funding quite directly takes away those 
rights from people with a particular status,” she said. 

*** 

The police arrived and arrested Nabeelah’s husband. Meanwhile she stayed with her friend, 
while searching for somewhere to live unknown to and far away from her husband and his 
family (there is a two-year injunction against him, but a family member has contacted her). 

Everyone Nabeelah approached, including several domestic violence refuges, turned her 
away. The first question was always: what is your immigration status? You need to find 



 

 

someone who deals with situations like that, they would say. But Nabeelah was alone with 
no money or knowledge of Britain’s complex immigration rules. “It wasn’t my choice to come 
here on a student visa,” she says. “I wasn’t even aware that I was going to be bought here 
on a student visa.” 

She went to the police who sent her to victim support. By the time she arrived Nabeelah was 
in a state, shaking and crying, fearful of what would happen to her and certain that her 
husband would soon find her. The interview felt like an interrogation and she a criminal. “I 
just need a place to live,” Nabeelah said. 

After all the questions, she was handed a piece of paper with organisations to contact and 
told, sorry but we can’t help you, until you get your immigration status sorted. 

*** 

Nabeelah’s plight isn’t an isolated example. Migrant women across the country who find the 
courage to leave experience the same barriers. 

Kim lives in Manchester and left her British partner of five years in December last year. He’d 
always been controlling, refusing to help her regularise her status as a way of keeping her 
dependent on him. When she became pregnant the abuse worsened; he would taunt her 
and at 8-months pregnant made her sit for hours on a hard stool in the kitchen. She wasn’t 
allowed to enter the bedroom without permission. 

When Kim left her baby was just a few months old. Despite going to the police, she wasn’t 
believed. Social services refused to help and she didn’t qualify for housing benefit so 
couldn’t get a refuge space. Her baby was taken from her and she was placed in a mixed 
homeless shelter. 

There were around 20 men and six women; she stayed there for three weeks. Eventually 
she came across Safety4Sisters, a Manchester-based group who helped find her new hostel 
and challenge social services decision to take her baby away. 

Safety4Sisters began in 2008 over concerns about migrant women with no access to state 
benefits. They realised these women were caught in a trap where they could not escape 
violence without risking homelessness. They have come across dozens of women affected. 

In November 2015 they set up the Migrant Women’s Right to Safety project, which runs a 
weekly group for women with no recourse or insecure migration status experiencing 
domestic abuse. There is practical support such as sign posting to specialist services, food 
parcels and emergency travel expenses, but also advice and advocacy. Here Kim met other 
women experiencing the same problems as her but from a broad mix of backgrounds. 

The range of women Safety4Sisters work with indicates that the migrant women affected by 
domestic violence and denied support is not limited to no recourse cases. 

Sonya*, a disabled woman, former law student and mother of five, still lives with her violent 
partner because he holds all the details she needs for her asylum claim. Her husband’s 
migration status is also insecure and the whole family qualifies for limited asylum support. 
However, the Home Office pays this money to him as head of the household. 

She has tried to apply to the Home Office to separate their joint claim for asylum and to their 
asylum housing provider to put her name on the tenancy but to no avail. She struggles to 
feed her children because he controls the money and sometimes disappears with it. She 
relies on foodbanks and support from Safety4Sisters. 



 

 

*** 

After being turned away by Victim Support, Nabeelah was referred for therapy by her doctor. 
Her psychologist was shocked at her situation and worried about Nabeelah’s mental health 
and so vowed to help. 

It was through her that Nabeelah was referred to a specialist women’s refuge dealing with 
South Asian women with a small grant to work with no recourse survivors of domestic 
violence (their funding has since been cut). Here Nabeelah was referred to Solange Valdez, 
a legal aid solicitor at Ealing Law Centre in West London. 

Working from the centre’s small high street office, Solange has many clients that fall into this 
category. A woman from South America who became homeless after being made to leave a 
refuge when her leave to remain ended. There is the Eritrean woman who came to the UK to 
live with her refugee husband, then experienced domestic violence. When Solange argued 
that this woman should be able to apply for indefinite leave to remain under the domestic 
violence concession, the Home Office said that the concession was only for the spouses of 
settled citizens, excluding refugees. 

“There is a fear inside of me. About seeing that man again. What is going to happen? What 
is he going to do to me?” Nabeelah 

There’s a tall stack of papers by her desk; this is the messy case of a heavily pregnant 
Egyptian woman fleeing an abusive husband without access to support. 

Solange’s work is chronically underfunded, stymied at every turn by Home Office and social 
service bureaucracy. And there is no legal aid funding for this work, so it comes down to luck 
whether or not women like Nabeelah are able to access advice. 

Solange was able to get Nabeelah’s no recourse status lifted temporarily while the case is 
challenged in court. Nabeelah has nine months leave to remain in the country during which 
time she can access benefits. 

For Nabeelah the brief respite is a relief. At 24 she has lost her family and her peace of 
mind. She has regular panic attacks and is on a high dosage of anti-depressants to “help me 
sleep and cheer me up”. 

The uncertainty around her migration application is tied up with feelings about her husband. 
“There is a fear inside of me. About seeing that man again. What is going to happen? What 
is he going to do to me? 

“I just want peace. I just want nobody to be pushing me. I don’t want to be beaten up. I don’t 
want to be treated like I am nobody. If I go back to my parents’ house and obviously they are 
going to send me back to him. It is really hard living in fear of your life everyday and you 
don’t know what is going to happen next.” 

Scotland, by Karin Goodwin 

Zinia lives in a tired low-rise block of flats in Glasgow, former council housing where the 
balconies are piled up with children’s bikes and have views on to dull, rain sodden suburban 
streets. 

But when she answers the door, wearing a shimmering blue-green Shalwar Kameez from 
her native Bangladesh, her smile lights up the room. Inside she pulls up another chair, pours 
tea as though all is well with the world. 



 

 

But things are not what they seem. Zinia has lived in this sparsely furnished temporary flat 
with her three children for almost a year, since leaving the husband she claims she was 
forced to marry aged 14; a man who she says beat and raped her for 18 years. 

“Torture” is how she describes his treatment and it started from day one, when after having 
sex with her on their wedding night, he got up and left his underage bride – alone and 
scared – for a two-month business trip. When he came back, the verbal abuse started and 
after moving them to Dhaka, the capital, the beatings followed. 

“Everybody in my family knew how he was treating me,” Zinia explains. “But in my culture 
once you are married you just have to be quiet and take it all.” 

In 2014, due to political problems that affected his business, her husband fled to the UK to 
claim asylum, bringing his wife and children with him. His asylum claim was refused. The 
violence continued. “I would say all this time in an average month he was hitting me about 
20 days of it,” she says. 

Her GP noticed something was amiss and suggested her husband allow her to go to English 
classes. The couple started attending together at Govan and Craigton Integration Network 
(GCIN) where a volunteer saw the hold he had over her and persuaded him to allow her to 
come to the women’s group. 

There she gently questioned her. “I just told her my story and showed her some pictures of 
when my husband hit me, “ says Zinia. “And from then onwards people started to help me.” 
The memory of relief makes her cry. 

Staff at Govan and Craigton didn’t mess around. They made contact with Lyndsay Docherty, 
who specialises in refugee issues at Glasgow East Women’s Aid (GEWA), liaised with the 
police, lawyers and the Home Office and in the end, helped her to escape. 

One worker set-up an interview with her husband in the office, keeping the coast clear for 
Petra Hardie, who co-ordinates the woman’s group, to help Zinia to load her belongings and 
children into a van and get to GEWA. When it turned out that refuge accommodation would 
not be offered due to her immigration status, they got on the phone and made sure a flat was 
found. 

Her case, though harrowing, is far from unique. The small charity has worked with six 
women fleeing gender-based violence in the past year, while Docherty, at GEWA, has 
worked with around ten refugee women. In response Hardie invited officers from the 
domestic abuse unit to visit the women’s group. 

“The idea behind this was for the women to learn and understand that domestic abuse is not 
acceptable in this country and what women can do who experience domestic violence or 
abuse in their situation,” she explains. It helped give women confidence to come forward. 

Yet she remains concerned for others. “The overall service for asylum seekers, now 
provided by Migrant Help, is so much reduced,” she adds. “There is hardly any face to face 
contact or work through support workers.” GCIN and others like them pick up the slack. Most 
of the work is not funded. 

The impact is clear in this tiny, chaotic head office, where development worker Owen Fenn is 
running an advice drop-in, helping people apply for support when they are destitute, handing 
out food vouchers, and sign-posting help with benefits. Every couple of minutes there’s 
another knock at the door. “The sector is struggling to cope,” he says. “The people that we 
see are all very isolated.” 



 

 

Last year the charity provided 1134 advice sessions, made emergency food referrals for 
1443 adults and 573 children and distributed almost £2k worth of destitution grants. The 
need is palpable. 

For those who do overcome these substantial barriers, the frustration is that they are often 
not believed by the Home Office. 

Zinia applied for asylum but was refused. According to her decision letter, she should have 
spoken up when she first arrived in the UK. Who could she have told, she asks. Her 
credibility is also undermined because she backed up her husband’s refused asylum claim. 

Her statement was made in front of a man who she says was her abuser. 

The culture of disbelief is ingrained, says Dr Mairead Tagg, a leading psychologist who has 
written about 150 court reports in cases of asylum seeking women who have suffered 
domestic abuse. “I worked on one case in which the woman alleged that her husband was 
hitting her with barbed wire,” she adds. “In the medical report it was clear that every claim of 
abuse that she had made was consistent with the evidence, and yet she still wasn’t believed. 
Women are told that they are simply not telling the truth. ” 

She claims this is true for the majority of asylum cases she has worked on, in part due to 
Home Office guidance that puts the burden on the woman to prove that she has sought help 
from police and other authorities, though research shows they are often scared to do so. So 
endemic is this disbelief, she claims, lawyers sometimes advise their clients not to disclose 
abuse; if it can’t be proved mentioning it may damage their credibility. 

The Home Office does not accept the impact of trauma on their testimony, she adds, which 
means they can be put in life threatening situations. 

Sarah Crawford, a lawyer with the Legal Services Agency’s Women’s Project, has also 
worked on many cases that give her grave cause for concern. The service has worked with 
45 refugee and migrant women reporting domestic abuse in the last year. 

“The system is stacked against women in such circumstances,” she explains. “The amount 
of evidence that is required is overwhelming, particularly for a vulnerable woman who has 
been abused. This puts some women in a position where they have to decide if they are 
going to stay in an abusive relationship and have the right to remain, or try to make an 
asylum claim that may very well be unsuccessful.” 

She is particularly concerned by the fact that women joining their husbands through family 
reunion have so little protection; though rules allow the spouses and children of refugees to 
join them, if the wife subsequently leaves, she cannot legally stay in the UK. Women who 
marry British citizens are able to apply for leave to remain if they are abused, but those 
reunited with refugee husbands cannot. 

This is exactly the position that Noura, an academic from Iran, whose husband sought 
asylum in the UK in 2011, found herself. When her husband disappeared from their home in 
Iran it came as a shock; she knew nothing about his political activities until the authorities 
turned up to interrogate him. 

For the next year contact with her husband was sporadic and she and her children were 
constantly harassed. She lost her job at the university due to pressure from officials and 
moved in with her mother, where she felt safer. 



 

 

When her husband finally got refugee status and applied for them to join him, she had to 
leave her old life behind. In Iran, she had her own friends, family, a job and a car. In 
Scotland she was living in poverty with very little English. Her husband’s behaviour made 
everything worse. 

“He saw himself as the patriarch,” she says. “In Iran women obey their husbands. Men bring 
all the stress into the home and they might beat their children and their wife. It started to 
happen here too. But then my husband heard that he is not allowed to do that in this country 
so he started to hurt me verbally and emotionally.” 

After a while the verbal abuse escalated and he hit her in front of the children. “I tried to keep 
everything quiet for him, to make peace but it happened more and more,” says Noura. 

“I realised that I had to do something and I went to the lawyer to discuss it. But he 
encouraged me to be more patient. I didn’t have refugee status or my own support. The 
lawyer told me: “you have two options; you can wait five years [to apply for citizenship] or 
you can apply for separate immigration status”. But I didn’t have the money to do that.” 

She found another lawyer and put in a claim based on her decision to convert to Christianity 
– she had found great comfort from her local church since coming to the Scotland – and was 
granted refugee status earlier this year. 

Though she is still in temporary accommodation, and continues to take medication for 
depression, she knows she is lucky. Many women are too frightened to leave, she says. And 
in 2013 one Iranian woman was murdered by her husband in a frenzied knife attack. Abbas 
Nikabady was jailed for life but his wife – Fatemeh Bostani – lost hers. 

“Research shows that the point at which women are most at risk is when they have tried to 
leave. So the fact that women are being told by lawyers to stay at this point is horrifying.” 
Nina Murray, Scottish Refugee Council 

Nina Murray, women’s policy officer at Scottish Refugee Council, says that though there is a 
will at a policy level to improve the system, not enough is being done in practice. “There are 
holes in the very minimal safety nets that do exist,” she adds. 

“Though there are very good lawyers out there, some people are getting very poor legal 
advice. Research shows that the point at which women are most at risk is when they have 
tried to leave. So the fact that women are being told by lawyers to stay at this point is 
horrifying. 

“Sooner or later someone else is going to be seriously harmed, or even killed, because we 
have failed to ensure that there is adequate protection there.” 

Dr Marsha Scott, chief executive of Scottish Women’s Aid as well as the UK’s expert on the 
European Observatory on Violence against Women agrees. “This is a bureaucratic form of 
torture,” she says. “It re-victimises women and puts them in great danger.” 

Meanwhile at the women’s group, Zinia and the other women break for lunch; pasties and 
spicy veg. They chat, some breastfeed their babies. Louise, a volunteer, throws a teddy in 
the air for three-year-old Mustafa and he dives to catch it, screaming with delight. Zinia 
squeezes past, making sure everyone is served. 

“This place helped save me,” she says. But as she waits for news of her appeal, there is no 
happy ending yet. 



 

 

Northern Ireland, by Lyra McKee 

In the lawyer’s hand was a printed copy of an email. She read it out. Her client, it said, owed 
around £1200 in rent for her accommodation; the email was a request for the money. 

Such emails had been flooding her inbox for months, with the outstanding rent arrears slowly 
climbing. Now, her client had been informed that she could no longer stay on the premises. 
On Friday, seven days away, she would have to pack up her possessions and leave. 

The lawyer, Barbara Muldoon, set the paper on the table and exhaled. The situation was 
desperate. 

“I have no idea where she’s going to go,” she said. “She’s a schoolgirl.” Her voice strained 
slightly at the last word. “She’s doing her A-Levels.” 

In Belfast, Muldoon is probably something of a heroic figure to the city’s community of 
migrants and refugees. A member of the Anti-Racism Network, in 2013, she was acquitted of 
participating in an illegal parade in the City Centre. 

Then a trainee solicitor, she’d helped organise a protest outside BBC NI’s headquarters after 
the corporation had invited BNP leader Nick Griffin on to Question Time. The protest had 
only become a “parade” when police officers had told the crowd to walk to City Hall and 
disperse from there. It was an example of how unfair the system could be. She’d seen it up 
close and, now, she was seeing it again. 

This case, though, was confounding her. When a woman needed to run from an abusive 
husband or partner, the one place she could escape to was a female refuge. Look up the 
word ‘refuge’ in the dictionary and there it was: “the state of being safe or sheltered from 
pursuit, danger, or difficulty”, or “a place or situation providing safety or shelter.” And that 
was what her client, an African migrant, had done. 

It was a difficult thing for any woman to do, never mind one barely out of childhood, but she’d 
done it. Yet now, with a week’s notice, she was being forced to leave because she couldn’t 
afford to pay the rent – for what is normally a free service. 

It’s a situation, says Muldoon, she’s seen happen many times before: 6 or 7, maybe 8 times 
in the last 8 years. Refugees and migrants whose applications for asylum and residency are 
in flux and/or being processed are not allowed to access public funds. 

For domestic abuse survivors who fall into these groups, that means that organisations like 
Women’s Aid – who run a network of women’s refuges throughout Northern Ireland – cannot 
claim public money for supporting them and therefore either cannot offer them a place or will 
only allow them to stay temporarily. 

“Unless you’ve been recognised as a refugee or unless you have settlement here, you’re not 
allowed to access public funds,” she said. 

She was sitting in a side office downstairs in the Belfast City Centre offices of McKenna 
Sweeney McKeown, the law firm she practices in. “And that doesn’t just mean that they can’t 
go make a claim for benefits – which they can’t – and that they can’t get housing benefit – 
which they can’t. 

“That, unfortunately, means Women’s Aid would not offer them accommodation. I’ve seen 
this a lot. Women’s Aid either won’t house you or they’ll house you temporarily then ask you 



 

 

to leave because you’re not eligible for public funds and that’s the basis of being funded for 
them. 

“That in itself, I suppose, is a whole different story, how an organisation that could have 
started through activism and through women offering their own support network to the most 
vulnerable people are literally throwing on to the streets the most vulnerable women 
because those places are not being funded by the government.” 

The conversation returned to the subject of the girl. Muldoon sounded exasperated again. 
“She’s 19. She’s a schoolgirl. She has been asked to leave the Women’s Aid refuge by next 
Friday. She has nowhere in the world she can go to. 

“Why doesn’t she just go back to her husband? Because that is really what that is pushing 
her to do. 

“She has nowhere to go at the end of this week. Unless she is going to sleep in the streets of 
Belfast, that is absolutely pushing her back to her husband.” 

*** 

Ask a person over the age of 35 about what violence against women entails and they might 
mention The Woman Who Walked Into Doors, a novel published in 1996 by renowned Irish 
author Roddy Doyle. In it, the book’s protagonist, Paula Spencer, recounts her violent 
marriage to a man named Charlo. 

Yet with the influx of refugees and migrants into Northern Ireland, healthcare workers are 
seeing acts of violence they haven’t seen before. 

In hospitals, midwives are discovering what female genital mutilation (FGM) – a regular 
practice in some cultures – looks like. 

The women turning up at refuges are no longer just those escaping violent husbands but sex 
workers fleeing the men who trafficked them into the country. Consequently, Women’s Aid 
NI formally expanded its remit recently to deal with sexual violence as well as domestic, 
including honour killings. 

The organisation’s CEO is Jan Melia. An amiable, softly-spoken Mancunian, she looks 
troubled when quizzed about the 19-year-old migrant being forced to leave one of Women’s 
Aid’s refuges. 

Ultimately, however, the problem, she says, does not lie with her organisation but the UK 
policy which forbids refugees and migrants whose applications for asylum or residency are in 
motion from claiming public funds. 

“It’s UK-wide policy,” she says. “Individual women are going to get caught up in that. The 
reality on the ground is very different from the policymakers, very different from the 
lawmakers and the connect between those things has to start to happen in a more 
productive way. And in the meantime, people are going to get caught up in rules and 
regulations.” 

Like many in the community and voluntary sector, the organisation faces an uncertain future 
financially. 

Recently, Women’s Aid Federation NI – the umbrella body which oversees nine refuges 
across the country – was told that its core funding is being withdrawn. “Our funding will be 



 

 

withdrawn steadily over two years,” said Melia. “We lost staff last year. Core services will be 
affected, without a doubt.” 

How does she feel about the case of the schoolgirl? She sighed. “I would feel that we’ve let 
that person down, unfortunately. I mean, personally that’s how I would feel…but those are 
the choices we’re having to face at the minute and these are the reality of the cuts that we’re 
having to face….The broader issue is what the government is doing. We’re all caught up in 
what Westminster is doing. 

“In Westminster, the push is towards not having any refugees stay in this country, isn’t it? 

“In terms of the number of refugees there are in Jordan and other countries, you know, the 
UK are taking in a very small minority of refugees. And that’s the push at the minute. So that 
leaves a lot of refugees and people who’ve been here on particular visas in very precarious 
situations. Westminster policy is to send refugees back.” 

*** 

Data on the number of women being turned away by refuges because of the No Recourse to 
Public Funds (NRPF) policy is hard to come by. “We don’t even have a concrete number in 
terms of the number of refugees who are here,” said Liz Griffith, policy officer for the Law 
Centre NI. 

“The problem has always been that the asylum system is managed by the Home Office and 
they treat Scotland and NI as one region – they don’t break it down. That’s the reason we’ve 
been given.” 

One extensive study of the issue was carried out by Queens University Belfast PhD student 
Rebecca Dudley. In a paper, she noted that the data is “patchy”. 

The numbers she was able to put together, however, make for disturbing reading. A scoping 
study carried out by Scottish Women’s Aid for 3 months suggested that just 30% of women 
with insecure immigration status were supported; 70% were turned away. 

Most service providers interviewed estimated that at least one-third were being turned away, 
“possibly as many as four out of five”. 

Then there’s the issues of fatalities. It’s perhaps the most disturbing paragraph out of 
Dudley’s entire 305 page thesis: 

“Do you know of any domestic abuse fatalities that are linked to NRPF?” I asked service 
providers. Many believed they did. 

They spoke of homicides in the UK – poisoning and women being set alight, homicides 
where women had been taken back to the country of origin, homicides of other family 
members (or indeed in one case a perpetrator), and suicides linked with NRPF and domestic 
violence. 

In four instances, service providers raised a sinister possibility that perpetrators might 
commit murder in their countries of origin with impunity because no one sees or hears from 
them again. For example: 

“In Pakistan there are so many. If the family don’t take you back, there are stove explosions, 
they are going to burn your face, cut your nose.” 



 

 

“I have another woman who went back home (to country of origin) and she was killed. She 
was very nice. She go for holiday and everything. And about two weeks later, everybody 
says she is passed away. How? I asked. I think she killed herself. Why? I think (of) two 
stories (that are) like that.” 

This speaker switched from saying that a women ‘was killed’ to being told that she had killed 
herself. 

The shift expresses the confused messages circulating about the incidents. More generally, 
the service providers express that it is difficult to say definitely that NRPF was a contributory 
factor to a homicide, although NRPF means that women return to abuse, and that they stay 
longer in it.” 

*** 

There was only one condition to the interview: I couldn’t name her. If I named her, she said, 
people would grow afraid and stop coming to her for help. 

She didn’t use the word “women”. In her community, of African migrants and refugees, 
domestic violence was not just a male-to-female crime. 

She’d heard everything, even of teenagers battering their parents. The African way was to 
try and do everything yourself but thousands of miles from home, migrants and refugees 
usually have no extended family to turn to. And so, through word of mouth, they’d find her 
and ask for advice. For domestic abuse survivors, she’d become the person to go to for 
counsel. 

A distrust and dislike of the authorities meant that most people in the community would not 
seek outside help. “Social services take away a lot of African children,” she said. “We’re 
taking care of our families in Africa as well and sending money home so we can’t afford to be 
sick or to take time off. So children get left home alone a lot because childcare is just too 
expensive. 

“For African women in abusive marriages, the biggest fear is having their children taken 
away.” 

Another huge problem is the culture clash. Social services and other organisations tackling 
domestic violence did not understand African culture. Yet so great is the need for support for 
African migrants and refugees facing domestic violence that she is setting up her own 
charitable enterprise. 

“For them [the authorities] to deal with the problems, they need to understand African 
culture. They have no idea how to deal with people from a completely different culture. 
Advice that works in the context of one culture does not work in the culture of another.” 

*** 

Barbara Muldoon had just received a call from her client. Time was running out. After being 
ejected from the Women’s Aid refuge – they’d granted her an extra day to find somewhere 
else to stay. And a friend had taken her in. Yet the friend had made it clear that the 
arrangement couldn’t be permanent. Soon, she’d have to gather up her belongings again 
and find somewhere else. 



 

 

Weeks from then, she’d be sitting her A-Level exams. Where she would be staying by then, 
Muldoon didn’t know. She could only hope it wasn’t a shop doorway – or worse, her 
husband’s home. 

The response 

The Ferret put the issues raised in this story to the government. 

A Home Office spokesperson said: “Domestic violence is a terrible crime and this 
Government is determined to tackle it.” 

“All victims of domestic violence are entitled to the protection of the civil and criminal law 
while in the UK – regardless of immigration status.” 

“Under the Destitution Domestic Violence concession, migrant spouses of permanent UK 
residents who are fleeing domestic violence are granted three months leave while they make 
an application for indefinite leave under the Immigration Rules. 

“These individuals are able to access benefits and other services to ensure they are not 
forced to remain in violent relationships. In addition to this, applicants who can prove they 
are destitute are also exempt from paying the application fee for indefinite leave to remain as 
a victim of domestic violence.” 

“Migrant spouses who are in the UK on a different basis, for example as the partner of a 
temporary migrant, are not eligible to apply under the specific domestic violence provisions, 
but may be eligible to apply for a different form of leave or request help to leave the UK.” 

The last word comes from Nina Murray at Scottish Refugee Council, who argues that the 
existing, minimal safety nets for abused women are not working. 

“It’s time for Theresa May to guarantee safety and protection from violence to all women in 
the UK. It’s time for this UK Government to make a choice between rights and wrong: to 
protect women as women or to condemn them to violence on the basis of an immigration 
category.” 

“If she does not do this, the lives of women and children here in the UK will continue to be at 
risk on her watch.” 

This story was funded by supporters of The Ferret, and forms part of our ongoing 
investigation into Asylum. 

Original illustrations are by Chris Manson. It was written by Rebecca Omonira-Oyekanmi, 
Karin Goodwin and Lyra McKee, with editorial input from Billy Briggs and Rachel Hamada 

*Names have been changed. 


