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Introduction and Context

This paper is an expression of work done by individual shelters and collectively by the Shelter Focus Group of the Western Cape Network on Violence against Women since the early 1990’s and formerly since 1996. I write in my capacity as former Coordinator of the Shelter Focus Group, former Director of St. Anne's Homes (a centenary old Anglican shleter for abused women and children) and as a domestic violence and shelter advocate. 

After more than 15 years of being in this sector, the quest remains to secure safety and sustainable human settlement for women and children who are exiting shelters. Shelter advocates are particularly disturbed that women and children are still constantly uprooted from their communities and homes fleeing for their lives because nothing realistic exist to hold perpetrators fully accountable for their abusive behaviour and to secure the safety of domestic violence victims / survivors. 

Since our new democracy, the Shelter Focus Group gave substantial input in the development of the minimum standards for shelters and other policies to help government regulate this sector. In 2008, the National Shelter Movement of South Africa was formed part of which was to advance this mission. The National Shelter Movement of SA is determined to assist and hold government accountable for their role in helping these vulnerable families access sustainable human settlement and securing their safety.

In 2004 after a long history of unsuccessful engagement with local and provincial housing departments in the Western Cape, the Shelter Focus Group under the leadership of Elizabeth Petersen approached Lisa Vetten under the auspices of the Center for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) to call a national housing roundtable to explore what other shelters are experiencing in terms of accessing housing once women exit shelters. This initiative led to a series of four national housing roundtables under the leadership of CSVR. Later the Social Housing Foundation came on board and helped the shelter sector to expand our understanding of the housing sector. This and prior advocacy activities led to several engagements with national housing department. This process helped us understand that no policy existed to secure housing for women who exit shelters.   

South Africa, being a country in transition where legislation and policies are developed to redress the evils of apartheid, we knew that this course had to be pursued with greater determination.

In the Western Cape, the Shelter sector enrolled students and volunteers to research the housing dilemma for women exiting shelters. This study revealed that of the 78 participants, 45 needed housing and 21 chose to go back home (Vera & Muteweye, 2005).

We engaged local housing and advocacy organizations such as DAG, Habitat for Humanity, Women’s Legal Center and Community Law Center to help us unpack women’s housing predicament once they leave shelters. We pursued local and provincial government as well as the Housing MEC to advance the plight of our constituency. We finally started to make in roads and were invited to make presentations at parliamentary committee meetings. This process moved the housing sector to recognize the need to establish a Special Needs Housing Policy. The shelter sector expanded their focus and initiated the formation of the Special Housing Forum which included the disability sector.

In March 2007 the City of Cape Town invited the Shelter Focus Group to give input at their special needs housing policy framework workshop. We presented our concerns and requested that 10% of social housing units be allocated to people with special needs which included women exiting shelters.The WC Transitional & Special Needs Housing Forum was established in 2007 to work with the City on implementation of this policy. This forum need resourcing to be able to ensure that our constituency access these allocated housing. 

Presenting Problems:

Shelter advocates are of the concern that it appears as if the state still protects the perpetrator’s interest. Various acts make it impossible for domestic violence surviving women to access sustainable human settlement. At one of the national roundtables in August 2004 facilitated by CSVR, it was reported that once a woman had a bank house, she cannot apply for another bank house once she get divorced. The need to review the Deeds Registry Act was stressed (Emmet, M). 

There is no congruence between the Housing Act and the Domestic Violence Act to advance women’s access to sustainable human settlement. Shelter workers noted with great concern that their efforts to ensure safety and hope of a better future free from violence and abuse are often rendered fruitless when they approach government to help them make this a reality for women and children. 

Domestic Violence survivors exiting shelters  become disillusioned and resentful towards shelters for creating what they regard as “false hope of brighter future” when they come to the end of their stay with nowhere to go. Shelter residents who have made full use of the emergency, short term, second stage and third stage (in a one shelter’s case) accommodation often blame shelters for raising their hopes. The question is Where to after the shelter? How do the women explain to their children that yet again they will have to either return to the abusive environment or continue living a life of destitution for who knows how long. 

Existing shelters are placed under enormous / extraordinary demands to accommodate more women, yet they remain extremely underresourced. They are often unable to accommodate regular requests of sheltering women with older children (especially boys older than 12years old) because of limited capacity. Furthermore shelters and the invaluable work that they do are often marginalized in the sector. 

Under the limitations in these well meaning laws women are further burdened into either becoming destitute or staying in their abusive situations. Whilst the domestic violence act makes provision for perpetrators to be evicted from the domicile, it does not give directive as to what should be done with them.

With reference to the Protection Order, Lungiswa Mamela, Director of the Western Cape Network on Violence Against Women said, “The police do not follow up on the DVA requirement to inform and support the victim through laying a criminal charge. They refer women to the trauma room where they are encouraged to apply for the protection order.” 

Whilst the DVA indicates that the police has the discretion to determine whether the victim is in danger, she says it is problematic if there is no guidelines. The recommendation is that the police take action and ensure the safety of the victim period. The “discretion” must be removed if it places doubt and leaves the victim vulnerable.

The fact that the DVA does not make it the police’s responsibility to lay a charge, leaves it up to the woman / victim to do so. This underestimates the complex nature and dynamics of intimate partner abuse and re-enforces secondary traumatization for women. 

Remember the Cycle of Abuse:

Last month a woman, who tried to access a protection order, told me “I am desperate now. He will not listen to me when I ask him to leave the home and the relationship because it is not working for us. I am coming to the state. I want the state to intervene and help him listen. I trust that I can rely on the state to help protect me” 

This woman was told that she has to come back in a week’s time to get a court date. Worried about her safety in the meantime, she was told that she must just call the police if anything happens. 

Do we understand why women go back home and withdraw from the process of applying for any state intervention? Do we remember the domestic violence cycle and what normally happens directly after the abuse had happened? Or do we deal with the situations as just one of the many cases we have to deal with every day. Have we become detached from our own humanity and are we giving women false hope of safety?

For those of us who have been working in this sector for years, we understand that once the incident of abuse happened, the cycle enters into what is referred to as the “honeymoon phase”. 

During this time in the cycle of abuse, he apologizes, promises not to hurt her again and bring gifts or fix the things in the home which she has asked for ever. This is the time in the relationship when he shows up as the ideal partner. This is also the time when the woman’s fragile hope is restored in the relationship. He seems to “finally understand” and respond to his responsibility. 

She often times feel too guilty at this stage to continue with the PO application or the assault charge that she laid. It is not strange for her to consider retracting the charges, because she sees the hope of a restored family in the eyes of her children. How can she go ahead when he is showing such “wonderful” improvement? She is often under further religious or cultural pressure to be patient and pray for her husband. She often believes that she is responsible to keep the family together and that he is trying his best to change.

Then we blame her for dropping the charges and for retracting her PO application. What we fail to understand as a state is that we have placed an unreasonable demand on a mother who has been violated not only by her most intimate life partner, but also by the state that is supposed to protect her and her children. Have we become so great at stating statistics which indicates that every six hours a woman gets killed by her intimate partner (Vetten, 2004).

Access to Affordable Sustainable Human Settlement: A Case to Consider:

A woman successfully moved through one of the shelters and managed to secure and maintain employment for more than 12 years. She managed to see her 3 children through school. These kids are now teenagers and prone to get sucked in by drugs, crime, teenage pregnancy, HIV infection, etc. 

She worries about the future of her children. All she asks is for a house in a secure environment where she can continue to work the long hours to provide for her family; and know that there is a safe community that will help encourage her children to complete high school and maybe university. Is this an unreasonable request?

It turns out that one of her biggest fears are coming true – her oldest daughter drops out of high school and moves in with her boyfriend. She is tired of struggling at school, having to look after her siblings and not having a secure environment.

She has to decide to move to a RDP house on the outskirts of society with even greater fears of traveling cost to work and being disconnected from some of the support she had rallied around her in this vulnerable community where she lives. How is it that we continue to add to the burden of such women?

Why is it that we marvel with admiration at the tenacity of such women, but we fail to recognize her agency. We fail to play our role in securing a better future for her and her children. She was told that she and her estranged husband of ten years owned a government house, thus she cannot access another government house because they are married in community of property. Her earnings, less that R2500,00 per month does not allow her to access the housing market. 

When will we get to the point of working with domestic violence surviving women and children in terms of our legislations and policies? Are we honestly seeking to rebuild our nation and secure the safety of women and children in South Africa?

Recommendations:

1. Domestic Violence must be criminalized in South Africa. 

2. The DVA must stipulate that the state lay a charge of assault against the perpetrator. It should not be up to the victim (considering the complex dynamics of intimate partner abuse) to lay a charge.

3. DVA must also stipulate that interim PO be given to the victim immediately. The police officer should be authorized to hand this legal document to the perpetrator at the scene.    

4. The state has to put an intervention system in place for DV perpetrators ensuring the safety of women and children.

5. The Act must instruct all government departments to advance the safety of victims / survivors and to provide a collaborative response to eradicate violence against women and children. This collaboration must include the non-profit sector and organizations such as the Network of Violence Against Women and the Shelter Movement of South Africa. Some government departments work with selective shelters, disregarding the existing structures.  

6. Funding of shelters must be made provision for by the Act. Currently government subsidies (per woman per month) still varioes from shelter to shelter. Shelters ought to be funded comprehensively taking into consideration the specialized nature of their services.

7. Existing shelters must be resourced more adequately to respond more effectivley to the needs of domestic violence victims / survivors. There are shelters who have been in existence for decades and have developed amazing models which needs to be written up and be made part of the information used to create a comprehensive  strategies. 

8. The DVA must stipulate that the marital status of a domestic violence victim / survivor must not hinder access to government resources such as access to housing.

9. The Housing Act must recognize the varied housing needs of domestic violence victims / survivors. It is recommended that sheltering be incorporated into the government’s temporary / transitional housing programmes. Access to more permanent housing should be made available to women exiting abusive relationships.

Conclusion:

In my current capacity, as the founding director of SAFFI (South African Faith and Family Institute) we seek to address root causes and faith issues as it related to domestic violence.

SAFFI works towards establishing a residential restorative justice programme for perpetrators of domestic violence. This programme we hope to place as a national pilot in response to provision made by the Act that perpetrators can be evicted from the home. We need funding to make this possible. This will also begin to releave women from the burden of having to leave their communities and uproot their children to flee for their lives.

SAFFI calls for a collaborative multi-sectoral culturally appropriate restorative justice response to violence againat women. It believes that faith and culture are central in our quest to deal with root causes of violence against women and children. SAFFI offers domestic violence training to religious leaders and their faith communities. SAFFI will serve as a resource to the faith sector, ensuring that they take up their responsibility in addressing misinterpretation of teachings, scriptures and theologies as it relates to violence against women and children.

Thank you for the opportunity to present.
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