Honour-Based Abuse, Forced
Marriage and FGM: Why a
Mainstream Approach is Failing
Victims

Yasmin Khan, Founder & CEO, The Halo Project

Five years on from the first police super-complaint made on
behalf of Black and minoritised victims, the women coming
through our doors still tell me the same thing: the system does

not see them.

In August 2020 I submitted the first police super-complaint ever made on behalf of Black and
minoritised victims of sexual abuse, to His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue
Services (HMICFRS), the College of Policing and the Independent Office for Police Conduct. The
complaint, Invisible Survivors: The Long Wait for Justice, set out in exhaustive detail what The Halo
Project had witnessed since our founding in 2011. Black and minoritised women experiencing
honour-based abuse, forced marriage and FGM were being systematically failed by a policing system
that lacked the cultural competency, specialist knowledge and intersectional understanding to protect

them.

A landmark, and its limits

The super-complaints system exists for failures of exactly this kind, the patterns of policing that harm
the public but that no single complaint can capture. The Halo Project, through the Tees Valley
Inclusion Project, is one of only a small number of bodies able to bring complaints on behalf of Black
and minoritised communities. Our complaint, submitted on 7 August 2020, was investigated jointly
by HMICFRS, the College of Policing and the IOPC, who reported in December 2022. They identified

a series of systemic failures, including officers who did not recognise the risk of honour-based abuse



and victims who did not always receive a good enough service, and they issued recommendations to

forces across England and Wales.

That landmark outcome, now approaching its sixth anniversary, should have been a watershed. In
many respects it was. Recommendations were issued to every force, the Association of Police and
Crime Commissioners responded formally, and the national conversation about specialist provision
for BME victims gained fresh momentum. But upheld recommendations and transformed practice are
very different things. The women coming through The Halo Project’s doors tell me, every day, that

the system still does not see them.

Upheld recommendations and transformed practice are

very different things.

The problem is mainstreaming

The fundamental problem is mainstreaming. When honour-based abuse, forced marriage and FGM
are absorbed into generic domestic-abuse frameworks without specialist provision, the unique risk
factors disappear. The fear of community retaliation, the involvement of multiple family perpetrators,
immigration-status vulnerability, the cultural shame that prevents disclosure, online surveillance, the
risk of being taken abroad: none of this is adequately captured by risk-assessment tools designed for

entirely different dynamics.

A standard domestic-abuse risk assessment, the DASH, now being replaced by the College of
Policing’s DARA, was never designed for a young woman whose entire family network is implicated
in her abuse. When the Women and Equalities Committee examined so-called honour-based abuse, it
reached a similar conclusion. First responders need far better training to recognise the signs, and data

recording has to improve dramatically before prevention can follow.

What specialist provision actually does

Specialist “by and for” provision is not simply mainstream support delivered by someone of the same
background. It is a different kind of practice. It begins safety planning from the assumption that the
threat may come from an entire family rather than a single partner. It uses interpreters who are
independent of the community in which the abuse is happening. It recognises that a woman may face

being removed from the country, or having her children taken abroad, and it builds a response
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around those risks before they happen. And it understands that disclosure itself can be dangerous, so
trust has to be earned. None of this is captured by a generic commissioning specification, and none of

it can be improvised at the point of crisis.

Consider what this looks like in practice. A young woman tells a teacher she is being taken “on
holiday” to be married. The risk to her is immediate and total. If her family learns she has spoken, she
may be out of the country within days. A response built for partner abuse, a conversation about
leaving him and a referral to a refuge, does not fit her situation at all. She needs a passport flag, a
Forced Marriage Protection Order, a school alert, and a specialist who understands how all three fit
together. Where that expertise exists, these women are kept safe; where it is missing, they too often

vanish from view before anyone realises they were at risk.

The evidence is not in doubt

I gave oral evidence to the Women and Equalities Select Committee’s inquiry into honour-based
abuse alongside Professor Aisha K. Gill CBE of the University of Bristol and Dr Roxanne Khan,
Director of the Honour Abuse Research Matrix at the University of Central Lancashire. Together we
presented a consistent message. Specialist “by and for” provision is not an optional extra to be funded
at the margins of VAWG commissioning. It is essential infrastructure, and without it victims remain
invisible, perpetrators remain unaccountable, and the communities most affected go on distrusting

the very systems meant to protect them.

The official numbers only hint at the scale. Police in England and Wales recorded 2,887 honour-
based-abuse offences in the year ending March 2022, and the Home Office’s joint Forced Marriage
Unit handles well over a thousand cases a year. Everyone working in the field accepts that these are a
fraction of the true total. A widely cited study estimated that around 137,000 women and girls in
England and Wales are living with the consequences of FGM. These are hidden crimes by design, and

a data system that cannot count them will always under-resource the response.

Hidden demand, national underreporting

The Home Office’s own statistics on honour-based abuse consistently underreport prevalence. The
Halo Project has supported more than 3,000 women from 49 different ethnicities since 2011, working
across the North East with commissions from three Police and Crime Commissioners. Our data tells a
very different story from the national figures, one of hidden demand, complex trauma, and

communities with nowhere culturally competent to turn.
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What commissioners and police must do

The remedy is not complicated, even if it is politically demanding. Commissioners should ring-fence
funding for specialist “by and for” services and commission them as essential infrastructure rather
than a discretionary extra. Police forces should fully implement the super-complaint
recommendations, with honour-based-abuse training for frontline officers and risk-assessment tools
designed for family-network abuse. Government should build the “firewall” the Women and
Equalities Committee called for, so that a woman with insecure immigration status can report abuse
without fearing that doing so will be used against her. Each of these is achievable within the current

settlement. What is required is the will to act.

Will you fund what the evidence demands?

Mainstream approaches fail Black and minoritised victims not through malice but through ignorance,
the kind of ignorance that specialist organisations like The Halo Project exist to address. The question
for commissioners, policymakers and senior leaders is therefore a simple one. Will you fund the
specialist provision that the evidence shows is essential, or will you keep commissioning mainstream

services that the data proves are not reaching those who need them most?

There is a quieter risk too. As local authorities build in-house capacity and bring IDVA and ISVA
roles in-house on better pay, specialist “by and for” services are being hollowed out, and those are the
very organisations with the cultural competency that the super-complaint found to be missing. We
must not dismantle the expertise we have spent more than a decade building, just as the evidence for

it has never been clearer.
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