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1. Introduction to Domestic Abuse

Domestic abuse (previously referred to as Domestic Violence) is described by the Home Office as:

‘Any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional) between adults who are or have been, intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality’.
The definition of ‘harm’ in the term Significant Harm as ‘the ill treatment or impairment of health and development’ was extended in January 2005 so that it is made explicit that harm may include ‘impairment suffered from seeing or hearing the ill treatment of another’.

(This amendment to the Children Act 1989 was made in Section 120 of the Adoption and Children Act 2002, which came into effect on 30 January 2005).

As such significant harm became the threshold that justifies compulsory intervention in family life in the best interests of the child/ren, and gives local authorities a duty to make enquiries to decide whether they should take action to safeguard or promote the welfare of a child who is suffering or is likely to suffer significant harm. 

Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is defined in ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children (2010)’ as:

‘The process of protecting children from abuse or neglect, preventing impairment of their health or development and ensuring they are growing up in circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care that enables children to have optimum life chances and enter adulthood successfully’.

The three central imperatives of any intervention for children living with domestic abuse are:

· To protect the child/ren

· To empower the victim to protect themselves and the child/ren

· To hold the perpetrator accountable for their violence and provide them with opportunities to change
2. Who is a Child?

In this document, as in the Children Act 1989 and 2004, a child is anyone who has not yet reached their 18th birthday.

‘Children’ therefore means ‘children and young people’ throughout.

The fact that a child has reached 16 years of age, is living independently or is in further education, is a member of the armed forces, is in hospital, in prison or in a Young Offenders’ Institution, does not change his or her status or entitlement to services or protection under the Children Act 1989.
3. Impact of Domestic Abuse upon Children

Domestic abuse diminishes the victim’s capacity to protect their child/ren. The victim can become so preoccupied with their own survival within the relationship that they are unaware of the effect on their child/ren.

The impact of domestic abuse on children is similar to the effects of any other abuse or trauma and there is no typical reaction from children living with domestic abuse, although they may demonstrate a range of behaviours.

Domestic abuse has an impact in a number of ways, for example:

· During pregnancy it can pose a risk to the unborn child.

· Children witnessing the physical and emotional distress of a parent or carer can become greatly distressed. This may lead to behavioural issues, absenteeism, ill health, bullying. Substance misuse, self harm, etc.

· Prolonged or regular exposure to domestic abuse can have a serious impact upon a child’s development and emotional well being.
Indicators that a child is suffering or likely to suffer significant harm as a result of domestic abuse could include the following though this list is not exhaustive:

· A child who being deliberately injured or hurt as a way of exerting control over the victim.
· A child who is restricted in mobility due to age or disability as they are unable to leave or seek help during a violent incident.

· More severe and/or more frequent episodes of domestic abuse in turn increase the risk to the child/ren. Nevertheless an apparently isolated incident could also indicate a need or concern for the safety of the victim and the child/ren.

· Additional factors could suggest an increased risk to the child/ren such as mental health issues, use of drugs and/or alcohol, or use of weapons.
4.  Role of Professionals / Agencies in Safeguarding Children

Professionals or agencies and their managers must consider staff safety when visiting a home if they suspect domestic abuse is occurring.

A risk assessment regarding staff safety should be undertaken where necessary to minimise risks to staff members carrying out their role.

Professionals or agencies working with adults have a key role in identifying children who need safeguarding. 
In fact, Section 11 of the Children Act 2004 is statutory guidance confirming a duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children.

There will many instances where, through their work with adults, professionals or agencies may be the only person involved with that adult who is also a parent or carer for a child.

There will also be many instances where such professionals or agencies are not the only individuals involved with the adult. However, if you have concerns about a child/ren there must not be an assumption that others involved are aware of the issues.

If a professional or agency working with such adults becomes aware that a child is or may be experiencing domestic abuse they have a duty to intervene to safeguard and promote the welfare of the child/ren.
A referral must be made as soon as possible to the Initial Response Service, Cassaton House, using the Safeguarding Referral form. If the referral is urgent please telephone 5661500. The referral form can be faxed on 5661501.

If the referral needs to be made outside office hours, they should ring the Emergency Out of Hours

Service (Mon -Thurs 5.15.pm to 8.30am, Fri 4.45p.m to Mon 8.30am) on 0191 528 9110.
If a child/ren is deemed to be at immediate risk the Police should be contacted immediately following which the above referrals can be processed.

To assist you in ensuring you are able to provide appropriate information within the referral please refer to Appendix One of the ‘Interface Protocol Between Safeguarding Children and Safeguarding Adults’. 
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