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Disability and Domestic and Sexual Violence

Background

Currently, within sexual and domestic violence services, there is very little service provision for disabled women or women with disabled children.  There is also limited understanding of the diverse needs of disabled women in sexual and domestic violence services.  Disabled women include women with physical disability, mental health problems, intellectual disability, brain injuries and chronic illnesses that result in disability. 

Disability is related to sexual and domestic violence in two ways.  

1. Disabled people are more likely to be abused both as children and adults than non-disabled people. It is not possible to give reliable statistics as the numbers vary according to study design, the population studied, methodology etc.  However, the consensus is that “Violence against women with disabilities has been identified as not only more extensive than amongst the general population but also more diverse in nature than for women in general.”

2. Domestic violence can result in short and long term disability including acquired brain injury, mental health problems, blindness, hearing loss and muscular skeletal injuries.  Deliberate neglect and abuse can cause chronic illness and loss of function (mental and physical), which results in long-term disability.   Sexual violence is strongly associated with mental health problems and could also result in physical disability and brain injury as a result of physical attacks associated with the sexual violence.

In New Zealand domestic violence legislation, domestic violence is defined as occurring between people who live in a domestic relationship – not necessarily a sexual relationship.  For disabled people the relationships that this can include are much wider, as disabled people are reliant on a range of people to support them.  

Recommendations:

In order to ensure that the needs and voices of disabled women and children are heard in this Council discussion and the formation of policy and practice we suggest:

· That disabled people be leaders in the ongoing development of these initiatives

· That relevant Auckland Council staff attend training with DVD about the relationship between disability and abuse

· That Council fund research into the relationship between the sexual/domestic violence sector and the disability sector and how to encourage collaboration for the wellbeing of clients

· That Council’s policy and activities promote community wide changes in the attitudes and behaviours that limit opportunities for disabled people to live lives without abuse

· That the Council increase the levels of knowledge and information available to the Auckland community on the link between sexual/domestic violence and disability 

· That the Council widen its older person’s policy and strategy to include the risk of violence for those with disabilities 

· A recent report,  Finding Safety.  Provision of specialised domestic violence and refuge services for women who currently find it difficult to access mainstream services
 makes a number of recommendations about service provision for disabled women.  Council could play a crucial role in brokering these relationships and providing funding for cross sector workers.   

This paper is submitted by Domestic Violence and Disability (DVD) group – a group of disabled people and people working in the areas of disability and domestic violence committed to ending violence against disabled people.  

DVD meets monthly to plan campaigns, develop educational activities and share information.  

If you are interesting in joining the DVD group, please contact: Dale Little dale@mentalhealth.org.nz 
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