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Government Initiatives IQ    1 

Welfare Reform Will Trap Abused Women 

 
 

Through this legislation, the coalition will force mothers in 

abusive relationships to choose between poverty and 

violence. 

 

This week, women's refuge chief Denise Marshall returned 

the OBE she earned for her work with women who need to 

escape abusive relationships, saying government cuts 

undermined her ability to support them. It is not just the 

closure of domestic violence charities (some areas are facing 

a 100% loss of services) which will make working in this 

field impossible. This week the welfare reform bill formed 

the heart of a raft of coalition policies which ensure that, for 

many mothers with young children, leaving a relationship – 

even a violent one – will no longer be an option. 

 

Look at the facts: in the relative boom of 2007, the Equality 

and Human Rights Commission found that mothers of 

young children faced more discrimination in the job market 

than almost any other group; the gender pay gap opens up to 

41% in the part-time workforce (dominated by those with 

caring responsibilities); and the cost of childcare is so high 

that in some areas it is now the equivalent of private school 

fees. It doesn't take a genius to understand that mothers of 

young children will need the support of either the state or a 

partner to survive while their children are small. 

 

We don't have a labour market which allows many mothers 

of young children to earn enough to keep a roof over their 

heads. When your kids are little you work for your sanity 

and long-term employment prospects, not because there is 

financial benefit in doing so; and marriage is no guarantee 

that a partner will always be a willing, able or safe provider. 

Relationships end. 

 

The opening shots of the emergency budget and the 

spending review slashed the housing benefit and tax credits 

which created the tenuous link between working and paying 

your bills without the cushion of a partner's salary. The 

shortfalls between incomes and the cost of childcare and 

rent that we knew lone parents already faced are set to 

widen. Those who had struggled to keep working will now 

find that their struggle is to remain in their homes and 

communities, with work no longer making much difference 

in their ability to do so. 

 

At a time when female unemployment is at record levels, 

and the ranks of unemployed women are about to be 

swollen by the loss of half a million public sector jobs, the 

welfare reform bill outlines a range of punitive measures 

designed to punish lone parents for not being part of a labour 

market that doesn't want them. Financial rewards for 

cohabitation are there to reward those who "do the right 

thing". The government has also kicked away the tools 

which allow women to challenge the inequality that leads so 

many of us to need state support. The legal aid which is so 

vital in allowing women to protect their financial interests 

when they separate from partners, or to challenge poor 

treatment at work, is now virtually non-existent. 

 

Gaining access to child support from an absent parent has 

been made more difficult by proposals for dealing with the 

issue of child maintenance. Those who have been 

unsuccessfully chasing maintenance arrears for years 

through the Child Support Agency, will now find that their 

cases are closed and the arrears lost. And they will face a 

£100 application fee to continue to seek child support on the 

assumption this will encourage them to be more 

"reasonable". 

 

The necessary distinction between contact issues and those 

of financial support is to be lost, and "maintenance 

arrangements (are) to be considered in the round when 

determining appropriate contact enforcement measures". If 

you do manage to secure child support through this new 

system, a significant portion of what is collected will be 

deducted to cover the state's costs. 

 

Somewhere amid the rhetoric of scroungers and 

incentivising marriage we've lost sight of the fact that the 

only difference between a married mum and a single one is 

a husband. If the government is cutting the benefits that 

allow mothers to work, the state support that allows them to 

survive without work, access child support, and protect 

themselves in divorces and with employers, then remaining 

domestic violence services have an impossible job. You 

can't work with women to protect them from domestic 

violence when the state is ensuring that, outside that 

relationship, there are few ways for them to survive. 

 


