
 
Imkaan 

52-54 Featherstone Street 
London 

EC1Y 8RT 
27th April 2020 

Rt Hon, Boris Johnson MP 
Prime Minister  
Office of the Prime Minister  
10 Downing Street  
London  
SW1A 2AA 
 
Dear Prime Minister 

 
Re: urgent need for government action to support Black and minoritised women victims and 

survivors of violence during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
The Women Against Homelessness And Abuse Initiative (WAHA) (led by Latin American            
Women’s Aid and London Black Women’s Project) supported by Imkaan , are calling on the              1

government to introduce new measures to address the significant detrimental impacts of            
COVID-19 on Black and minoritised women victims and survivors of domestic, sexual and             
other forms of violence who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.  
 
As evidenced in the WAHA report, ‘A Roof Not A Home’ , homeless Black and minoritised               2

survivors have long been experiencing a crisis in relation to the profound inadequacy of the UK                
government, local authorities and public services’ response to their refuge and housing needs. A              
significant contributory factor has been a decade of austerity policies which have had a              
disproportionate negative impact on the specialist BME ‘by and for’ sector (Imkaan, 2015 ;             3

Women’s Resource Centre with the Women’s Budget Group, 2018 ). However, this pandemic            4

outbreak is set to further exacerbate the crisis we have already been living with, and its effects                 
on Black and minoritised women will be catastrophic if the government fails to act urgently.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak has brought the need for the government to issue guidelines on               
social distancing and self-isolation advice, and put in place an enforced nationwide lockdown to              
contain the spread of the virus. Whilst these measures are vital to protect the NHS and save lives,                  

1 Imkaan’s National Network consist of 41 specialists led by and for Black & minoritised ending VAWG organisations 
across the UK.  
2 Women Against Homelessness And Abuse (2019) A Roof, Not a Home. London  
3 Imkaan (2015) State of the Sector: Contextualising the Current Experiences of BME Ending Violence Against Women 
and Girls Organisations 
4 Women’s Resource Centre and Women’s Budget Group (2018) Life-Changing and Life-Saving Funding for the 
Women’s Sector. London. 
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http://lawadv.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/WAHA_A-roof-not-a-home-report_WEB.pdf


 

they have a disproportionate adverse impact on Black and minoritised women and the specialist              
women’s organisations with the unique reach and approach to support them. Data from Imkaan’s              
members monitoring survey on COVID-19 shows that specialist services are already grappling with             
how to meet extra demands for basic necessities which include the provision of emergency food,               
medicines, protective gear, sanitary protection, nappies and digital resource needs to ensure that             
women can continue to access vital support. For women subject to violence against women and               
girls (VAWG), the prospects of self-isolating with their perpetrators is terrifying and puts their lives               
at further risk. In addition to this, Black and minoritised women face additional imposed barriers               
and exclusion from mainstream agency provision due to their immigration status. The most recent              
data emerging from China, Italy, Spain, Canada, UK, Germany and several other countries who              
have already been in lockdown for a number of months, indicates an increase of between 25% -40%                 
in domestic violence calls and a significant demand for refuge spaces. The situation is likely to                
worsen in the context of increased pressures in relation to health, security and safety and economic                
factors (UN Women, 2020 ).  5

 
In the two weeks following the introduction of containment measures, Avon and Somerset Police              
reported a 20.9% percent increase in domestic abuse incidents but we do know the picture is                6

variable across different regions. Additionally, we know that since the lockdown on 23rd March,              
18 women and two girls under the age of five have been murdered, with a third of the women being                    
Black and minoritised . 7

 

Imkaan’s member monitoring survey on COVID-19 is also already showing that perpetrators            
are using COVID-19 and social distancing measures to deliberately exploit and inflict violence             
on women and girls, and a pattern is emerging of a heightened state of escalation in abuse                 
before women make contact for external support (we believe this will become worse as the               
weeks progress).  
 
Domestic abuse victims have been reassured that the police will continue to respond to emergency               
calls . It is, however, crucial that the police respond safely, sensitively and appropriately within              8

professional guidelines to minoritised survivors’ reports of violence and abuse in order to ensure              
that they will be able to safely remain at home in this time of crisis. Evidence compiled in ‘A Roof                    
not a Home’ has shown that when responding to domestic violence cases involving minoritised              
women, the police have often failed to remove perpetrators from the house and/or fulfil their               
statutory duty to refer them to housing authorities . As a result of this, some women reported having                 9

to sleep at a police station, walking the streets at night and feeling that they then have no choice but                    
to return or stay put with the perpetrator. We are extremely concerned that the police may continue                 
to act in this manner when responding to minoritised women’s domestic violence cases during the               
lockdown, particularly where they assess that the evidence may not be considered sufficient to              
arrest a perpetrator.  
This could leave many more Black and minoritised survivors at further risk of escalated violence at                
the hands of their abusers, or being forced into street homelessness and exploitation whilst also               
being further exposed to COVID-19.  

5 UN Women. 2020. Violence Against Women And Girls: The Shadow Pandemic. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-during-pandemic>  
6 Parveen, N. and Grierson, J., 2020. Warning over rise in UK domestic abuse cases linked to coronavirus. The 
Guardian, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/26/warning-over-rise-in-uk-domestic-abuse-cases-linked-to-coronavir
us>  
7 See https://twitter.com/CountDeadWomen and https://twitter.com/onein4 
8 UK Home Office (2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19): Support For Victims Of Domestic Abuse. 
9 See Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 
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In light of this, we call on the government to issue special guidance to police forces during the                  
lockdown period, instructing them to make extended use of the Domestic Violence Prevention             
Order (DVPO) to remove perpetrators from a house where they have been in isolation with a                
woman they are suspected to have abused. We must ensure that women do not face further abuse                 
as a consequence of perpetrators’ actions in the midst of a pandemic outbreak, by supporting               
survivors to remain in their houses whenever it is safe and possible to do so.  
 
A critical and central part of the police guidance is to ensure that the police have relevant                 
information about the availability and access to specialist BME organisations and have established             
protocols in place for rapid and thorough assessments and referral to specialist ‘by and for’ BME                
VAWG organisations. It is critical that in response to every police call-out, the police contact the                
local BME women’s organisation for specialist support and protection in situations where            
perpetrators are removed, or where women may need to access safe accommodation. It is important               
that the police are appropriately sensitised to VAWG so that any intervention doesn’t             
unintentionally increase risk and harm to women/girls.  
 

Key actions:  
 

● Police must have up-to-date information about the availability and access to BME            
specialist women’s organisations and established protocols in place for rapid and           
thorough assessments and referral to specialist ‘by and for’ BME VAWG           
organisations. 

● Provide further guidance for the police to make extended use of the Domestic             
Violence Prevention Order (DVPO) to remove perpetrators from a house where they            
have been in isolation with a woman they have abused. Women must not bear the               
burden of perpetrators’ actions in the midst of a pandemic outbreak; women must be              
supported to remain in their houses whenever this is possible.  
 

 
We welcome the Home Secretary’s announcement that despite the lockdown rules, domestic abuse             
survivors are still allowed to leave home to seek refuge. However, leaving will not be an option if                  
survivors have nowhere to go. The devastating impact of ten years of government austerity cuts               
have decimated our national refuge provision, hitting Black and minoritised women’s refuges the             
hardest. On average, 1 in 5 referrals to women’s refuges are declined due to lack of space, whilst                  
nearly 4 in 5 Black and minoritised survivors are turned away from refuges, an inequality that                
increases in regions of the country where there are no remaining specialist black-led VAWG              
organisations. With provision already drastically below national demand , refuge services already           1011

operating with a service deficit are running at full capacity and will not be able to accommodate the                  
extra need arising from this crisis without significant help from the government. Cases are already               
emerging where women are being told that they do not meet statutory thresholds as a result of                 
inadequate safety assessments.  
 
We therefore urge the government to provide emergency funding for refuges, in particular for              
‘by and for’ Black and minoritised women’s refuges, who already have a reduced capacity              
and might be less able to cope with the financial burden of this crisis.  

10 The UK national refuge provision is at 3,649 refuge bed spaces demand, way below the minimum target 
recommendation by the Council of Europe, calculated at 5,562 for the UK in 2018. There are only 325 bed spaces for 
Black and minoritised survivors in the whole country, representing 8.5% of the national provision.  
11 Women Against Homelessness And Abuse (2019) A Roof, Not a Home. London  
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The prospect of having to choose between enduring abuse or becoming homeless and destitute              
during this pandemic crisis, is particularly acute for Black and minoritised women with insecure              
immigration status who have been left with no routes to access public funds. As we know, most                 
refuges cannot afford to accommodate women with No Recourse to Public Funds as they depend on                
housing benefit to cover their own rent.  
 
We are aware of a recent case in the North of England where a woman was turned down by four                    
refuges as she had no recourse to public funds. In another recent case, a woman with no recourse to                   
public funds was turned away by housing even though she met the high risk criteria on the DASH                  
risk assessment. For those survivors, at the moment the only option is to stay put with their abusers,                  
given that lockdown rules have closed doors to any other option for temporary housing if available,                
whilst making many completely destitute if unable to work.  
 
To guarantee the safety of all survivors, we press the government to abolish with immediate               
effect the No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) rule. A similar measure has already been               
implemented by Portugal, guaranteeing all migrants and asylum seekers currently living in this             
country are to be treated as permanent residents . Portugal has proved that giving migrants              12

access to public funds and live-saving services is not only possible but urgently necessary.  
 

Key actions: 
 

● Abolish with immediate effect the No Recourse to Public Funds rule, so that 
minoritised migrant women are able to access safe accommodation and receive 
financial support whilst self-isolating.  We call for an end to the two-tier system 
based on immigration status.  

● Ensure all women survivors of violence are automatically considered a priority 
need for housing, regardless of their race and immigration status, ensuring a swift 
and adequate re-housing of women who are currently being forced into isolation 
with their perpetrators. 

 

 
Local authorities are currently operating under increasing pressure to support the most vulnerable             
whilst adapting to new ways of working to ensure the safety of all. Whilst we welcome the                 
MHCLG’s provision of a £1.6 billion COVID-19 fund for local authorities to respond to this extra                
strain on services, it is unclear whether domestic violence survivors will be prioritised and              13

effectively treated as vulnerable. Evidence from ‘A Roof Not A Home’ shows that local authorities'               
vulnerability threshold is extremely high and decisions are often being made on a discretionary              
basis, leading many Black and minoritised homeless survivors we supported to have their cases              
dismissed or considerably delayed. The Step Up Migrant Women Campaign also highlights the             

12 Drury, C., 2020. Coronavirus: Portugal to treat migrants as residents during pandemic. The Independent, [online] 
Available at: 
<https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/coronavirus-portugal-migrants-asylum-seekers-treatment-residents
-a9431831.html> 
13 GOV.UK. 2020. £2.9 Billion Funding To Strengthen Care For The Vulnerable. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/news/2-9-billion-funding-to-strengthen-care-for-the-vulnerable> 
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exacerbated impacts of COVID-19 on women with insecure immigration status who do not qualify              
for spaces in refuges, and who are too scared to seek healthcare or call the police for help . 14

 
The government should introduce guidance for all women survivors of violence to be             
automatically considered in priority need for housing, regardless of their race –and            
immigration status. This will ensure a swift and adequate re-housing of women who are currently               
being forced into isolation with their perpetrators, or who are in quarantine in other forms of                
emergency and unsuitable temporary accommodation, such as mixed-gender hostels. Crucially,          
prioritising the re-housing of women due to move on from refuges will free up space for other                 
women in need, particularly considering the lack of BME refuge beds across the country.  
 
As Black and minoritised survivors who have moved on from violent homes or refuges will               
increasingly struggle to make ends meet during the lockdown period, it is paramount to introduce               
measures to prevent them having to return to violent situations. The wider effects of the housing                
crisis has for a long time been more harshly felt by Black and minoritised women moving on from                  
refuges, to whom private renting has often been the only option. Whereas the unaffordability of the                
private housing sector was already an issue before COVID-19, this is now going to be an ever                 
greater concern. Black and minoritised women are disproportionately represented among the poor,            
many will have lost their jobs as a result of the pandemic crisis, meaning they will be unable to                   
cover rent. The government has introduced a 3-month suspension on evictions, however, the end of               
this period could see mass evictions of those forced to accrue rent arrears. The government has                
also announced a three month mortgage holiday for landlords whose tenants are experiencing             
financial hardship due to COVID-19, we therefore urge for the same to be guaranteed to those                
tenants by enforcing a suspension of rent for as long as the lockdown rules are in place.  
 

Key actions:  
 

● Suspend rent for tenants experiencing financial hardship due to COVID-19, so that 
Black and minoritised survivors who are to be disproportionately financially impacted by 
this crisis can safely follow the lockdown rules without risk of becoming homeless or 
having to return to abuse.  We also support SBS and Compassion in Politics’ call for 
hotels to offer accommodation to women and children subject to abuse . If women are 15

housed in hotels, this must be accompanied with specialist support to ensure women are 
safe and are unable to be located by perpetrators.  

● Local authorities must support specialist women’s refuge providers by identifying 
suitable housing stock or void properties that could be used for quarantining women 
(as long as this enables women to continue accessing specialist support staff as part of the 
package).  
 

 
We welcome the recent funding announcement from the Government. However we need to             
implement additional measures to ensure that this funding reaches those small, specialist            

14 Step Up Migrant Women. 2020. COVID-19: Domestic abuse services call for urgent support for migrant victims 
blocked from safety, healthcare and refuges – press release. [online] Available at: 
<https://stepupmigrantwomen.org/2020/03/30/domestic-abuse-services-call-for-urgent-support-for-migrant-victims-blo
cked-from-safety-healthcare-and-refuges-press-release/> 
15 Southall Black Sisters, 2020. SBS And Compassion In Politics, Supported By Mps And Women’S Campaigners, Call 
On Hotels To Offer Rooms To Abused Women And Children. [online] Available at: 
<https://southallblacksisters.org.uk/press-releases/press-release-sbs-compassion-in-politics-call-on-hotels-to-offer-room
s-to-abused-women-and-children/>  

5 



 

organisations that provide critical support to women and girls who experience multiple            
barriers and inequalities. The Government should intervene to provide emergency funding           
for refuges, in particular for ‘by and for’ Black and minoritised women’s refuges who have               
been hit the hardest by a decade of austerity and might be less able to cope with the financial burden                    
of this crisis. However, the money will be allocated to commissioned providers who are              
already funded through Police & Crime Commissioners (PCC’s). We are seriously concerned            
that this will not reach BME specialist ‘by and for’ domestic and sexual violence organisations               
as BME specialists rarely access funding via PCCs for VAWG work.  
 
 

Policy actions: 
 

● Provide ring-fenced emergency funding for ‘by and for’ Black and minoritised           
women’s refuges. This emergency fund must be extended to support organisations to            
respond to the specific context and challenges presented in the context of the pandemic              
e.g. emergency food, medicine, PPE, equipment to support organisations to reshape           
provision to online and remote delivery of support and also support organisations to             
respond to the increase in demand now and when the restrictions are lifted.  

● We are acutely aware that women and girls require other safe pathways for disclosing              
violence and abuse safely. We support the call for co-ordinated leadership and the             
development of adapted protocols in line with safeguarding duties to VAWG across            
policing, health, schools, housing providers, children’s social care, communities and          
welfare (EVAW briefing, 2020 ). 16

 

 
As Black and minoritised women’s organisations supporting survivors of violence, we urge the             
government to implement the above measures as to ensure that no woman, regardless of race and                
immigration status, has to choose between enduring abuse in isolation with their perpetrators or              
becoming homeless, destitute and at risk of exposure to COVID-19.  
 
Signatures  
 

1. Latin American Women’s Aid 
2. London Black Women’s Project  
3. The Angelou Centre 
4. Apna Haq  
5. Claudia Jones  
6. Panahgar Safe House  
7. Asha  
8. Imece Women’s Centre  
9. Kurdish & Middle Eastern Women’s Organisation (KMEWO) 
10. Iranian & Kurdish Women’s Rights Organisation (IKWRO) 
11. Humaraaz 
12. Ashiana  
13. Asian Women’s Resource Centre 
14. ANAH Project 

16 See: End Violence Against Women Coalition (EVAW), 2020. Rapidly Compiled – Initial Briefing On The COVID-19 
Pandemic And The Duty To Prevent Violence Against Women & Girls. [online] London. Available at: 
<https://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/EVAW-Coalition-Briefing-on-COVID19-Pandemi
c-and-Duty-to-Prevent-VAWG-April-2020-FINAL.pdf> 
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15. Latin America Women’s Right Service (LAWRS)  
 

Supporters 
 
Dr Romana Farooq 
Principal Clinical Psychologist & Clinical lead NHS 
 
Simran Kalra 
PhD Student Kings College London 
 
Rebecca Humphries 
Activist 
 
Jane Thewlis 
Global Justice – Bradford 
 
Esther Foreman 
Campaigner and Activist 
 
Elaina Cohen 
Special Advisor Westminster office of Khalid Mahmood MP 
 
Aneesha Khan 
Housing Support Worker Birmingham 
 
Souad Talsi  MBE 
Al-Hasaniya Moroccan Women Project 
 
Huda Jawad 
Community Activist & Feminist Campaigner 
 
Nishtha Chugh 
Journalist Women rights and global development 
 
Madelaine Hanson 
Activist 
 
Caroline Craig-Hanson 
Activist 
 
Peter Kevin Smith 
Activist 
 
Rabia Mirza 
BMSD 
 
Betsy Dillner 
Feminist and Campaigner 
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Naz Kazmi 
KAWACC 
 
cc:  
Rt Hon, Robert Jenrick, Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government  
Rt Hon Priti Patel, Secretary of State for Home Affairs  
Rt Hon Therese Coffey, Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 
Hon Yvette Cooper, Chair of the Home Affairs Select Committee 
Martin Hewitt QPM - Chair - National Police Chiefs’ Council 
 

8 


