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The Labyrinth Project

Women often have a range of issues in their lives including Violence Against Women &
Girls (VAWG), financial, employment and legal issues, but it can be hard for them to access
the support they need across multiple agencies. There is a lack of joined-up, holistic,
women-centered services despite many groups and organisations doing good work with
and for women. The Covid-19 pandemic has increased the impact of these issues. With
partners across England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, the Labyrinth Project aims to
support women’s spaces and services to help them, and the women they support, to
emerge stronger from the damage that the pandemic is having on women'’s lives.

Funded by a grant from the Department for Digital, Culture, Music and Sport, the
Labyrinth Project is contributing to system change for women by building capacity and
forging stronger networks of support and shared learning locally and nationally. It focuses
on education and training, awareness raising, building self-confidence, expansion of
choices, increased access to and control over resources, actions to transform the
structures and institutions that reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination and
inequality. The Project will also improve access to help with finances, debt and legal rights.

The Labyrinth Project is formed of the three strands below:

e Local Capacity Building — strengthening the women’s sector at a local level by
mapping the support currently available, building networks and increasing the
influence of the women’s sector on local strategy and decision making.

e The Empowering Women Fund grants scheme - supporting organisations that are
led by and for women to build their capacity and develop innovative ways of
empowering women in their local area.

e National Women’s Centre for Excellence — building a collection of knowledge,
evidence, resources and tools based on experience by and for organisations within
and supporting the women’s sector.

Stop Domestic Abuse
https://stopdomesticabuse.uk/

Stop Domestic Abuse is a specialist domestic abuse charity delivering innovative services
to those affected by domestic abuse. Our vision is a world without domestic abuse. We are
committed to turning this vision into reality. We offer a range of support services to
women, children, young people and men throughout Hampshire, including Portsmouth.


https://stopdomesticabuse.uk/
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1. Introduction

Purpose of the mapping

The purpose of the mapping exercise is to gather intelligence on the range of services for
women in Hampshire. It is to identify specific services in the areas of VAWG, employment,
financial and legal support and to identify gaps in provision and barriers that woman face in
accessing support. The mapping exercise is to explore the extent to which services are
‘joined up’ across the area and examine how Covid-19 has influenced the capacity of
services in supporting women.

What the mapping covers

Stop Domestic Abuse is the commissioned domestic abuse provider in Hampshire and
Portsmouth providing innovative services to all those affected by domestic abuse. Services
were mapped across Hampshire and Portsmouth. Hampshire is a large county consisting of
11 districts made up of both urban and rural areas. Portsmouth is a unitary authority and is
the second most densely populated city in the UK after London.

The aim of the mapping exercise was to identify gaps in services for women and potential
barriers faced by those who need them. During the initial mapping stages, it was clear that
services for minority communities, older women and women living in rural areas across
Hampshire and Portsmouth should be a focus. The rationale behind this is that Hampshire
and Portsmouth have growing diverse communities living and moving into urban areas.
Hampshire is a predominantly rural county with 22% of Hampshire’s population living in
rural areas, which account for 85% of the county (Socio-economic profile of rural
Hampshire, 2016). Additionally, Hampshire has an above average elderly population at 10%,
compared to the national average of 8% (Hampshire County Council, 2019) therefore, the
support available and potential barriers to engagement were examined to understand local
services and how Covid-19 has impacted access to services for women in these areas.

How the mapping was undertaken

Various methods were utilised in the mapping process and intelligence was gathered in
many different forms.

Internal staff consultations

Initially, internal staff were consulted to access detailed information about the services
provided by Stop Domestic Abuse and to collect intelligence about local services that are
available to women in the areas they work in. Stop Domestic Abuse is the commissioned
provider of domestic abuse services in Hampshire and Portsmouth, so gathering
intelligence proved valuable due to the large scope of knowledge held by staff. 46 internal
staff were involved in this process who support women across the 11 districts of Hampshire
and Portsmouth, in different professional capacities including Qutreach, Independent
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Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA), group facilitators, harmful cultural practices (HCP)
specialists, rural outreach, refuge and more.

The HCP Community Development Worker and Rural Outreach Worker was interviewed
separately following initial consultation as their area of focus corresponded directly with
the gaps initially identified.

Internet searches/Social media

An extensive amount of research was conducted during the mapping stage via internet
searches. The Hampshire and Portsmouth Tier 1 service directories were reviewed as well
as Tier 2 service directories. This proved to be more complex than initially suspected.
Much of the information sought was out of date, many organisations had ceased operating
but had active online webpages, so little to no response was received.

Women often seek support via social media and local support groups utilise the free
advertising opportunities on these platforms. Social media platforms were seacrhed to
identify grassroots support services and groups that were for women only. During
consultations it was identified that Covid-19 had a great impact, especially for some
grassroot organisations, in being able to sustain their service.

Other grassroot organisations were identified through discussions with respondents in the
mapping process, mainly those that did not have any online presence. For example, being
made aware of a Kurdish Women’s group through discussion with the Cross-Cultural
Women'’s group. So having these discussions became valuable and evidenced some
connectivity between services.

Interviews

In addition to the internal Stop Domestic Abuse colleagues, key people were interviewed
who were providing services or had expertise within the relevant sectors. Interviews or
one-to-one meetings were conducted with 71 other professionals in the mapping process
for which they represented 25 organisations. Of those 18 were from the voluntary sector
and charitable sector. 3 from the private sector and 4 from statutory services. 1 service user
was also involved.

To ensure consistency of information gathered the following questions were put to the
participants in the form of discussions and interviews, face to face and via video chat as
well as capturing response through email:

e What support is currently available for women in your service and area(s)?
o What are the main gaps in support?

o What barriers prevent women from accessing services?

o How well are women’s voices represented in your area?

e What are the capacity building needs of the sector?
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e How good is joint working and collaboration?
o What impact has COVID-19 had on your provision/capacity?

5 of the organisations specialised in support services around VAWG. Including an FGM
Women’s Empowerment Group delivered by Stop Domestic Abuse in partnership with the
Red Cross.
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2. Local context

Hampshire

Hampshire consists of 11 districts. It is made up of large rural areas and urban areas. From
JSNA Hampshire 2019 the population of Hampshire is estimated to be 1.38 million people,
making it the third most populous county in England (Hampshire County Council, 2019).
Hampshire’s population has increased over the eight-year period 2011 to 2018 by 4.1%.
Older people (over the age of 75) make up 10% of the population compared to 8%
nationally. The 2011 census reported that 91.8% of Hampshire’s population are ethnic group
‘White British’ (Census 2011 Ethnic Group Profile). This is much higher than the national
figure of 79.8%. However, the population of Hampshire is changing, the population is
growing, it’s getting older, and becoming more diverse.

Portsmouth

Portsmouth is a unitary authority within the geographical county of Hampshire. Portsmouth
is the most densely populated city, second to London. ONS estimated that in 2016
approximately 213,000 people lived in Portsmouth, a rise of approximately 4,000 people
than the previous two years and that these figures are increasing year on year. With nearly
1,000 more births than deaths to the city residents every year it has contributed to the
increased population in the city, with a projected population increase of 11% over the next
twenty years (PCC Annual Summary 2016). Mostly, young working age adults with fewer
children and older people, and interestingly almost 6,000 more females than males.
Portsmouth tends to have higher ethnic group diversity. The 2011 Census indicates that
migrants moving to the city have either arrived with young children or are settling and
starting families, suggesting a longer-term migration move (Census 2011, Ethnic group

profile).
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3. Findings

What support is currently available for women in the area(s)?

Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG)

As the commissioned service Stop Domestic Abuse provides support in many different
capacities across Hampshire and Portsmouth. These include:

e Refuge accommodation

e OQutreach

e IDVA

e Women only group work

e Harmful Cultural Practices Community Development
e Target Hardening

The HCP Community Development Worker provides direct support to those at risk or who
have experienced HCP such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) via one-to-one and a
dedicated Women’s FGM Empowerment support group in the community.

Stop Domestic Abuse have very good working relationships with many organisations
across Hampshire and Portsmouth and provide joint working where needed with other
statutory and non-statutory organisations across the county.

There are also services provided by the Aurora New Dawn in Hampshire who support
vulnerable people around the county offering support and advocacy to survivors of
domestic abuse, sexual violence and stalking. Support around sexual violence is also
provided by PARCS through a counselling service.

Portsmouth and the immediate surrounding areas have several community-based
organisations supporting women from BAMER communities. These consist of mental
health support groups and specialist support for refugee and asylum-seeking women. Stop
Domestic Abuse have a good working relationship with the British Red Cross and jointly
offer a weekly Women’s FGM Empowerment Group in the city of Portsmouth focussing on
asylum seeker, refugee, and vulnerable migrant women. The group continued support
virtually during the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic and has now returned to face-to face
sessions. They provide a wide range of support and advice around sexual health, FGM,
rights and entitlements, self-care sessions, sewing etc, drawing in expertise from across
the City to host sessions. Other groups that they regularly partner with include Journey’s
Festival International, Splodge, Aspex, PCC Multi Cultural women’s group, Portsmouth
Ambassadors, and New Theatre Royal, Guildhall.

The Red Cross in Portsmouth provide a weekly drop-in service to support migrant women
and refugees living in the city. Collaborative working between Stop Domestic Abuse’s HCP
worker and the Red Cross has allowed for women interacting with the Red Cross to
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connect with the Women’s Empowerment Group in an attempt to reduce isolation for
many women. Further support services and groups were available through the Portsmouth
City of Sanctuary supporting women experiencing violence and support for migrant and
refugee women and modern slavery. Consultation with these services proved valuable
during the mapping process.

Employment

Support for women across Hampshire varies greatly between rural and urban areas. Urban
areas including Basingstoke and Winchester have a variety of community-based services
available for women. Winchester has a dedicated women’s service, provided within a
centre supporting vulnerable and homeless people. They provide a specialist woman-only
service for those that are experiencing an area of vulnerability and have a team of qualified
and experienced counsellors, support staff and learning tutors on hand to help women
address the effects of trauma, domestic abuse, loneliness, and unemployment alongside
any other issues they may be facing. They also provide support groups and women-only
learning classes to support women to gain skills to re-enter the workplace.

There are a growing number of private women organisations that have been established
over the Covid-19 pandemic in Portsmouth, providing support to women across Hampshire
and nationwide online. SCoach is an organisation set up to support women into
employment and to help self-employed women to sustain their businesses. Balanced
Wellness is a woman-only service providing emotional coaching and have nutritionists on
board providing online programmes in building resilience and reclaiming their life. Heal to
Reveal provide female empowerment coaching and support women through weekly
journaling and provides monthly masterclasses online. Though costs are associated
through memberships for these support services, there are still several free workshops and
courses that can be accessed.

Finance

There are different organisations across the county providing support to people around
budgeting and finance including Advice Portsmouth service provided by the YouTrust. As
well as money matters provided by Citizen Advice, however, these were not women-only
services.

Legal

New to Portsmouth is a women’s centre supporting women with convictions who have
gone through the criminal justice system by providing a trauma informed wrap-around
service. Referral to this service is only via probation currently. In November 2021 they have
initiated coffee and chat sessions for these women to attend in a safe environment.

There are national support services available to women in Hampshire and Portsmouth such
as Rights of Women and Finding Legal Options for Women Survivors (FLOWS) who provide
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free advice. There are also services available that are not women-only but are able to
provide legal advice around issues relating to issues women face. The Advice on Individual
Rights in Europe (AIRE) provide free immigration advice for women experiencing
immigration issues.

Other

It has been identified that support networks and groups for women were more readily
available in urban areas across Hampshire and Portsmouth. However, little women-only
provision has been identified in the rural districts which has been highlighted as a potential
area of focus going forward.

Portsmouth City of Sanctuary have several organisations working collaboratively to
provide support to vulnerable women, including vulnerable women from the BAMER
community and those working in the sex industry. They have regular weekly drop-ins and a
safe space for these women to come together to access support and advice at an
undisclosed location. They have recently established a weekly women’s group, held face to
face, providing sessions on wellbeing and empowerment.

There are many women and toddler groups available in the family hubs across the county
and a few toddler and children groups targeted at BAMER groups and Polish toddler
groups also available in a few of the family hubs in the urban areas.

Women-only services were very difficult to identify in rural Hampshire. Though there are
areas of support, through church groups and elderly services, these services were for
mixed genders and not just aimed at women. Mapping feedback from respondents raised
the concern that many women across different rural areas in Hampshire who need
specialist support or access to legal services often have to travel a distance to access
support and may not always have the resources to travel, which can then limit their access
to support. Some services felt that they were inclusive for all women across certain areas
of the county by having their service available, however, reported that women accessing
their services outside of their areas were few.

What are the main gaps in support?

Minority Women

The main gaps in support raised by those consulted in the mapping process included
limitations for women from minority communities in accessing support. Women whose first
language was not English had difficulty in understanding and navigating their way around
the British legal system. Women from these communities found it difficult to access free
legal advice or found they had little choice in who they could seek support from, for
example, having limited choice on immigration solicitors or child law solicitors offering free
legal advice, so felt they had little choice to seek advice from another solicitor if they were
displeased. Another gap in support identified is that it is difficult for migrant and asylum-
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seeking women to access English classes with a creche. Though this barrier exists for many
women seeking access to education in different capacities, many of those consulted felt
that access and lack of funding and support available in this area prevented women from
integrating and gaining independence for their life in the UK. Therefore, it was felt that
many women were left vulnerable by constantly seeking support through family and
services for basics such as GP appointments.

Somalian women were one community identified as not integrating and accessing services
and support like other minority women. Respondents working with these communities
reported that these women will not talk to others outside of their community and do not
have trust in services. There is often a hierarchy within these communities and decisions
are made and followed according to the hierarchy. Somalian women were only visible in
services that they had to access, for example the Red Cross drop in for immigration advice.
They were not seen as partaking in any other groups and activities targeted at women and
respondents reported that it was difficult to engage them, therefore, focus had been taken

away.

Further gaps identified by participants during the mapping process included that woman-
only sport for BAMER women was lacking. Many women from these communities will not
partake in sporting activities that are for mixed genders and there was little on offer for
women to get involved or targeted at BAMER women only. Though there have been
initiatives previously to get BAMER women more active, like learning to ride a bike
campaign targeted at BAMER women provided by the Red Cross, little was on offer or
sustained long term. Support targeted at refugee and asylum-seeking women around
LGBT+ support was also identified as lacking. Though, there are charities offering support
to the LGBT+ community, professionals supporting BAMER women from this community
found that it was difficult for BAMER women to engage with support due to a lack of
cultural awareness amongst professionals in this field.

Accessible adult education was also identified as difficult for BAMER women. Unless
women had entitlement to free education their immigration status affected what education
could be accessed and costs associated with courses was a barrier to enable women to
access higher education. Help into employment and restrictions to working and limited
hours on Home Office visas gave women limited choices for work opportunities.

Accessible free counselling is another gap raised during consultations. Though there are
counselling services available through charities across the county and through the NHS,
these came with very long waiting lists and often not available at the times needed.
However, women from non-BAMER communities have similar experiences. It was noted
that there was a lack of professionals speaking additional languages and the dependency
of interpreters affected effectiveness of counselling sessions, again raising the issue of
professionals lacking cultural awareness and additional issues BAMER women face within
their communities.
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Some respondents felt that a befriending services for refugee and asylum seeker, as well as
settled minority women, was needed to support women to gain independence. It was
reported that many settled migrant women in the city had not learned English, despite
being in the UK for ten to twenty years and older BAMER women were still struggling due
to years of dependency on family and children and with children leaving home for further
education they were left isolated and had difficulty integrating with others outside of their
immediate community and doing tasks independently. Respondents reported that a lack of
funding in supporting these women often meant that women were left isolated. One
respondent reported that she had supported some women outside of her working capacity
but had faced criticism from her employer for the additional work she was doing, so ceased
to continue but had difficulty in finding relevant support. It was suggested that if a
voluntary network of women supporting other women through a befriending service was a
possibility, then it will make a positive impact on women lives towards independence and
gaining control. Further support response suggested that all women that are isolated
whether that was due to violence and abuse, breakup of relationships, despite their age/
race and beliefs, that could access a befriending service could be given support to access
additional services that could greatly enrich many women’s lives across the county.

Elderly Women

Women-only services for elderly women were difficult to identify, even further so, for
elderly women in rural areas. Though respondents reported that many elderly women were
well connected through services local churches offered, there was nothing identified
targeted at women only.

These women are particularly vulnerable, due to isolation, transport, access to services and
provisions being at a distance and due to limitations of services offered within small village
communities. Access and availability of women-only groups aimed primarily at engaging
elder rural women was identified as an area of need to reduce isolation for many women.

Rural Women

It was identified that women living in rural communities are often isolated due to their
locality. Access to women-only group work or women-only services are lacking. Women
often must travel a distance to access many services like legal support in the urban areas of
Hampshire which are reachable dependent on their resources. Public transport is also not
as regular as travel within urban areas, so travelling for support and services incurs
additional time constraints and costs. Though there are accessible toddler groups in local
children centres that are available to new mothers there is limited choice with regards to
access to further education and colleges. For example, the New Forest area in Hampshire
has one main college so education and training opportunities are limited. However, they do
provide adult employment support for those aged 19+, there wasn’t anything available
aimed at supporting women only. There is also a lack of employment opportunities, people
often have to travel out of area or travel a distance for work opportunities. Respondents
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reported that communities are often close knit in rural areas and people tend to know each
other. Though this can be a protective factor for many women, it can also be isolating for
those experiencing abuse and reaching out to local services. Women living in rural areas
are easier to isolate than women living in urban areas, because they are already
geographically isolated.

What barriers prevent women from accessing services?

Asylum seeking, refugee and vulnerable migrant women

One of the main issues raised by respondents was supporting women with no recourse to
public funds (NRPF). Professionals found there was little expertise and support for those
with NRPF and felt knowledge was lacking amongst professionals on how to best support
these women, especially those that had no children. Women with NRPF often face
significant barriers and fears because they are unaware of their legal rights. It was reported
that many of these women feel that if they speak out about any injustice, that they risk
being deported due to having dependency on a spouse or family member who can cancel
their visa. These women felt that the Home Office process was long and unsettling. It was
highlighted that many women often listened to the experience of others, even though their
immigration status and case may vary significantly. Women with insecure immigration
status often have additional barriers seeking support and reporting incidences to the
police, as they often have a fear of the police, either through threats made by a perpetrator
that children will be removed or from their experiences of the police in their home
countries being negative experiences.

Other barriers reported by respondents included that it was difficult for many women in
accessing a safe space. Women who lacked English language skills faced even further
barriers as they often depended on family members for interpretation, therefore, it
prevented the reporting of abuse and access to services and increased dependency on a
perpetrator, making these women more vulnerable to abuse and unable to seek a safe
space to speak to others. Access to interpreters was not always available and accessible,
therefore preventing women who needed support to potentially not report.

Frequent enforced moves for migrant women and their families was another issue raised in
preventing women from seeking support. Those women that had been forcibly moved to
different locations in the UK felt they didn’t want additional support as it would be short-
term and they were unsettled and were unsure of how long they would be in their current
accommodation. They didn’t want to seek additional support as priority was often given in
being able to have basic necessities like access to benefits, places to buy specialist meat,
registering at a GP, so therefore prevented unsettled women from seeking any further
support.
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Lack of awareness and information around women’s rights and support services

Respondents reported that there were many barriers for women to access support when
they were attempting to rebuild their lives after domestic abuse. Lack of knowledge and
understanding of the legal system and locating a solicitor offering free legal advice with the
relevant expertise was difficult. Navigating around the legal aid system was difficult,
especially for women who had previously been employed or self-employed and felt that
the legal aid system was unfair and complex. Childcare was another significant barrier in
accessing support. Respondents felt that a lack of creche facilities limited access to
relevant support needed. Respondents reported that women going through the court
process around child proceedings felt that the court system lacked knowledge around
domestic abuse and its impacts on women and needed a more trauma-informed response,
though this wasn’t the experience of all the respondents interviewed. Many felt that the
outcome in a court room was dependent on the knowledge a judge had on the day of a
hearing.

Lack of resources for travel was another theme identified through discussions with
respondents. Many women in rural Hampshire have to travel a distance to access relevant
support. This was often difficult and unaffordable for many women and made accessing
services and support to only those they deemed essential, like a court hearing.

Another theme arising from respondents was that many professionals and woman had
insufficient knowledge about what support was available for women. Though there are a
variety of services across Hampshire and Portsmouth, many respondents were unaware of
what was available for women across the county and through discussions with respondents
it was clear that services were very disconnected across the county. Though there are
good working relationships between many organisations who share the same ethos,
women who needed specialist support often had difficulty in identifying what support was
available and to whom they could go. This was particularly the case when it came to
BAMER women. Many respondents felt they didn’t have contact with smaller grass roots
groups that were available to women and often went by recommendations of others.
Respondents reported that many BAMER women are not given a choice to attend different
groups and services as some organisations can gatekeep there services. Respondents
reported that different professionals offered certain groups only and women often felt a
duty of loyalty by attending only what was offered. For example, women attending one
particular BAMER group felt they couldn’t attend another one that may be more suitable
for their needs, so either continued with what was offered or left support and provision
because it didn’t meet their needs. Respondents felt that women needed to be given
choice so that they could make their own decisions and feel more empowered, and
knowledge needed to be shared on what is available, to give women choices.
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How well are women’s voices represented in the area?

Many respondents that were consulted felt that women’s voices and opinions were often
lost. Though there had been opportunities through forums and consultations for women’s
voices to be heard, they felt it had little impact outside of these spaces. Language barriers,
lack of trust in services were some themes raised in preventing women’s voices.

Though there is a VOICES network for migrant and refugee women in Portsmouth, it was
reported that women are often underrepresented. It was raised that when women are
given opportunities in safe spaces they will talk and attempt to make their voices heard.
However, it was raised that if women from minority communities are in groups, they need
to feel it’s a safe and confidential space as they can be untrusting of other women within
the same community.

Respondents reported that due to many BAMER women being underrepresented, they
then lack the resources to participate in getting their voices heard.

Due to a lack of women only services in rural Hampshire, women’s voices are often lost or
having access to a safe space to be heard can be difficult. However, pre-pandemic Stop
Domestic Abuse was able to hold service user consultation days as an opportunity for
women, being supported across the county to come along and contribute to the
improvement of our service by providing feedback. However, since the pandemic it has not
been possible to hold consultations, women however, are still able to provide feedback to
their support workers at the end of support.

What are the capacity building needs of the sector?

Sustainable funding has been reported as an issue. During consultations respondents
raised the need for long-term funding to be available to the women’s sector, so impact
could be achieved and sustained. Respondents reported that funding was often for short-
term projects and more was needed to sustain services. It was expressed that projects
come and go according to available funding and good practice can be lost as a result.

Education, training and support into skilled employment for women was another theme
raised by respondents. Many migrant women lack education and skills but even those that
have education and skills have difficulty in finding work or accessible educational courses
to be able to upskill.

It was raised that a lack of support and understanding of women facing issues due to
NRPF, including funding for refuge spaces, was lacking amongst professionals. However,
as a service Stop Domestic Abuse have trained staff in effectively supporting women with
NRPF.

A befriending service for BAME women and isolated women across rural Hampshire was
identified as needing capacity building.
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Training for staff in organisations and small community-based groups was identified as a
need, to be able to support and signpost women accordingly. However, due to staff being
stretched and lack of time, it was raised that it was often difficult to train and upskill staff
outside of their immediate remit and flexibility was required with timings and resources
being made available for staff to refer to.

How good is joint working and collaboration?

Respondents reported that joint working is effective in many areas across the VAWG
sector. There is successful joint working and partnership working known to be effective
with statutory organisations. Stop Domestic Abuse are well connected with both statutory
and non-statutory services across the county, attending MARAC and strategic meetings
and ensuring that multi-agency working is embedded within practice to provide victims
with support and advice relevant to their needs and access to services in the areas that
they reside. Respondents raised that joint working is most effective when there is a shared
ethos and understanding of VAWG. Some respondents have focussed on building stronger
links with statutory services through awareness raising sessions and case work, particularly
with Housing, children’s services and the NHS. However, contact with small community
groups was segregated. Respondents raised that joint working was often less of a priority
with smaller community-based groups, mainly due to lack of capacity to work effectively
together and being aware of referral pathways was what was most important to support
women. Many community-based organisations were unaware of services available to
women locally, so referrals to services were low as they were not well connected or aware
of provisions available.

What impact has COVID-19 had on provision/capacity?

The pandemic has had a significant impact on services and provisions. Stop Domestic
Abuse had to review the way it worked and how support could continue effectively for
those affected by domestic abuse. All face-to-face support had ceased and virtual support
through phone calls and virtual meetings was instated. As a charity, accessible provisions
like Teams were already in service, however, there was limited use previously. Staff had to
learn a new way of working and staff capacity was stretched due to those being affected
by the virus. Group work had temporarily ceased and is all now available virtually and has
continued throughout the pandemic. Attendance has been successful and more widely
available to women geographically and will continue virtually post pandemic. The FGM
Empowerment group was able to continue virtually but had reduced numbers and has now
resumed face-to face at a family-hub in Portsmouth, taking into account Covid-19
measures to ensure all are kept safe. The Advice-Line Stop Domestic Abuse offer had
extended its working hours to allow it to be reachable for victims outside of normal
working hours and contact via social media was monitored daily to allow victims to make
easy contact.
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Many small community-based organisations ceased operation as they were unable to
sustain their services due to reduced capacity due to shielding, furloughs, loss of
volunteers. Where services and support were paused, returning to a new way of working
virtually, which has worked for many organisations over time during the pandemic, it has
not been possible for some community-based organisations supporting vulnerable women
to continue and support women in this way. Deterioration of mental health for BAMER
women was reported due to Covid-19 because access to services and accessible support
was restricted. BAMER Women with little educational background have been unable to use
technology and therefore have had limited access to support they were able to access pre-
pandemic. However, many respondents reported the reintroduction of virtual groups
through Zoom and WhatsApp, as this method was accessible by many migrant women
supported. Without the use of a laptop, many BAMER women found groups accessible via
their phones, however, were only able to attend if they had internet and Wi-Fi connections
and credit to make calls. Access to helplines and services by phone has proven difficult for
a lot of professionals, reporting calls not being answered, long call queues and reaching
voice mail boxes. Many women who were working and volunteering pre-pandemic had
uncertainty about returning to work, respondents informed of this having a negative
impact on their mental health and wellbeing as well as the women they supported.

Some respondents reported that the new way of working due to the pandemic has also had
a positive impact on many women seeking support. For example, the need for childcare
and travel time and money was reduced. They felt that as time had continued more women
had found it easier to access support this way and have adapted to this change well.
Access to GP appointments via phone was easier and services that were running were
more flexible.
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4. Implications of the mapping for project development

Many different themes were raised during the mapping exercise that will be explored in the
delivery and implementation plan. Some of the main areas that this project can focus on
following the mapping exercise is training and upskilling the women’s sector through the
partner training and to be able to provide further training locally around domestic abuse
and harmful practices and training around referral pathways and working on connecting
organisations and services locally to be able to provide a better bespoke response to
women in need of support.

Capacity building and partnership working can increase by offering domestic abuse drop-
in services at different organisations to improve joint working and to open up accessibility
for women seeking support. Groupwork can also be used to improve joint working
relationships with other organisations by organising workshop masterclasses with other
professionals on areas of focus around the project including employment, financial and
legal issues.
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