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After eight years advising the Welsh Government, I have learned 

that the distance between legislative ambition and lived reality is 

measured not in statutes but in the lives of the women our 

systems still cannot see. 

During my time serving as National Advisor to the Welsh Government on Violence Against Women, 

Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (VAWDASV), Wales had already demonstrated extraordinary 

legislative ambition through the Violence Against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence 

(Wales) Act 2015. What followed over the next eight years was both a privilege and a profound lesson 

in the gap between legislative intent and lived reality. 

A different path 

Wales chose a different path to England. The VAWDASV Act created a statutory duty on public 

bodies to prevent violence, protect victims and support survivors, with a national strategy, local 

strategies and a robust blueprint for delivery. 

The Act remains among the most ambitious pieces of devolved legislation of its kind in the United 

Kingdom. It places a general duty on relevant authorities to have regard to the need to remove or 

minimise the factors that increase the risk of violence, and it requires local authorities and local 

health boards to prepare, publish and implement joint local strategies. Through the “Ask and Act” 

duty, frontline professionals such as midwives and housing officers are expected to recognise the 
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indicators of abuse and to act on them. Section 3 of the Act obliges Welsh Ministers to publish a 

national strategy in each Senedd term, and the strategy now in force carries the explicit ambition of 

making Wales the safest place in Europe to be a woman, delivered through a “Blueprint” model 

designed to join devolved and non-devolved services around the survivor. 

What the role asked of me 

As National Advisor I worked directly with ministers, statutory agencies, police forces, health boards, 

local authorities and the third sector to translate this framework into meaningful change. I chaired 

the All-Wales Honour-Based Abuse Leadership Group and the Sustainable Whole-Systems Approach 

workstream within the VAWDASV Blueprint delivery model, I provided scrutiny of annual 

reporting, and I consistently brought to the table the experiences of the women I serve through The 

Halo Project, the Black and minoritised survivors whose voices have historically been absent from 

policy-making. 

Advisory roles of this kind only matter if they change something. I measured the work not by the 

number of strategies published, but by whether a woman in Wrexham, in Cardiff, or in the valleys 

could find a service that understood her, believed her and kept her safe. 

Cross-government must mean genuinely cross-government 

What I learned is that cross-government approaches only work when they are genuinely cross-

governmental. Too often, VAWDASV sits within a single ministerial portfolio while the drivers of 

violence sit in others: poverty, inequality, housing insecurity, mental ill-health and insecure 

immigration status. Prevention requires joined-up thinking that reaches from Cabinet Secretary to 

classroom teacher, and from chief constable to community midwife. 

Wales made real progress in establishing this framework, but implementation remained uneven, and 

Black and minoritised communities were consistently underserved by mainstream provision that 

lacked cultural competency and intersectional understanding. The golden thread running through 

everything I argued for was intersectionality and disparity. Without it we cannot understand the 

diverse and compounding issues that shape a survivor’s experience, and we end up designing services 

for an “average” victim who does not exist. 

The intersectional gap 

The pattern is consistent across every dataset I have worked with. When services are designed for a 

notional “average” victim, the women furthest from that average are failed first: disabled women, 
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migrant women with insecure status, and Black and minoritised women facing honour-based abuse. A 

mainstream refuge with no interpreter, no understanding of family-network risk and no cultural 

literacy is not a neutral service for these women. It is a closed door. Independent mapping of 

provision across England and Wales has repeatedly found that specialist “by and for” organisations are 

chronically under-funded relative to the demand they meet, even though they deliver the outcomes 

that mainstream services cannot. 

A national emergency 

The scale of the challenge is no longer in question. In July 2024 the National Police Chiefs’ Council 

published the first national analysis of violence against women and girls and described it as a national 

emergency. Police-recorded VAWG offences had risen by around 37 per cent between 2018/19 and 

2022/23. More than one million such crimes were recorded in a single year, accounting for one in five 

of all police-recorded crime. The Crime Survey for England and Wales estimates that 2.3 million 

adults experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2024, and that around one in three 

women has experienced domestic abuse since the age of sixteen. 

This is not a failure of legislation; there are many statutes in law. It is a failure of implementation, of 

investment, and of political courage. Across eight years advising the Welsh Government, the clearest 

lesson is this. Strategies without accountability mechanisms, funding without specialist provision, and 

policies without survivor voices are not needs-led. They become aspirations rather than protection. 

Strategies without accountability, funding without 
specialist provision, and policies without survivor voices 
become aspirations rather than protection. 

 

The litmus test of change belongs to survivors, and to the prevention of harm at its earliest point. The 

All-Wales Survivor Scrutiny Panel has given the single most valuable insight into what is actually 

working. If we are serious about changing a system, we have to be brave enough to involve the people 

that change is meant to serve. 

The economic case for prevention 

There is an economic argument here that ought to command cross-party attention. The Home 

Office’s most comprehensive estimate put the cost of domestic abuse in England and Wales at around 
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£66 billion in a single year, and the great majority of that, some £47 billion, was accounted for by the 

physical and emotional harm done to victims themselves. Every pound we decline to spend on 

prevention and specialist support is paid back many times over in health, social care, housing and 

criminal justice costs further down the line. 

We continue to fund crisis response while starving prevention. I am convinced that when we invest 

in the services that end violence against women and girls, we invest at the same time in our 

communities and our economies, and we reduce crime. 

What must happen now 

If the next decade is to deliver what the last one promised, several things have to change together. 

VAWDASV needs to be owned across the whole of government rather than parked in a single 

portfolio, with clear accountability in housing, health, education, justice and the economy. Specialist 

“by and for” services need to be funded sustainably, through multi-year settlements rather than 

precarious annual grants. Survivor leadership has to be built into the system rather than invited to it 

occasionally, so that something like the All-Wales Survivor Scrutiny Panel becomes the rule and not 

the exception. Data needs to be broken down by ethnicity, disability and immigration status, so that 

disparity is visible and can be acted on. And prevention has to be resourced as seriously as crisis 

response, because the evidence and the economics both point the same way. 

At a crossroads 

As we mark the tenth anniversary of the VAWDASV Act, Wales stands at a crossroads. The blueprint 

exists. The legislation is in place. What is needed now is sustained political leadership, adequate 

resourcing of specialist services, and intersectional accountability frameworks that make sure no 

woman remains invisible within the very systems designed to protect her. 

The lessons from Wales apply across all four nations, and the time for learning them has never been 

more urgent. A statutory duty is, in the end, a promise. Eight years on, our task is to keep it. 
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