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Right, my first question is: Can you describe what your connection to Women’s Aid was?  And, 
broadly, why did you get involved with Women’s Aid? 
 
Okay.  I was living up in the Highlands, in the … I went up there in the ‘70s and had my children 

in the late ‘70s.  And I was looking after my children, but I was increasingly aware of issues 

round about domestic violence.  It was beginning to be in the news round about then.  And I was 

aware of the Women’s Aid in England, but aware of … when Scottish Women’s Aid was set up.  

And I was quite keen to try and do something in Easter Ross, in the area where I was, where 

there’d been big, sort of, industrial development and a lot of families come up, away from 

extended families – no family support, a lot of violence, alcohol. So that’s when I became aware 

of Women’s Aid and decided I wanted to try and do something about it.   

 

00:01:18 You talked about stories in the press, or you were becoming more aware of the issues.  
Could you tell me a little bit more about that, where … if there are any specific stories, or 
anything you’d read, if you can remember what might have sparked this off?   
 
I think it was probably more stories coming out from England, the Erin Pizzey time, you know, 

when there was … getting quite a lot of press round about that.  And I think I was probably, kind 

of, vaguely aware that Scottish Women's Aid existed.  But when I decided I wanted to try and set 
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up a Women's Aid group, I contacted somebody I knew and I think they put me in touch with … 

Oh … I can’t remember the woman’s name. It’ll come to me in the course of the interview.  But 

she’d been involved with setting up Scottish Women's Aid.  I think she’s a lecturer now at 

Stirling.  Anyway, name will come to me.  I think I spoke to her and I spoke a bit about it.  And 

then I think I … I think she was with Scottish Women's Aid at the time.  And I think I had some 

advice from them and that’s when I went about setting it up.  So I think the initial publicity was 

probably around about Erin Pizzey and I think it was Chiswick Women's Aid, but then became 

aware that there was a Women's Aid in Scotland as well.   

 

00:02:59 Can you describe a day in the life of your Women's Aid group?  
 
Hmm, well, I’ve not been involved with the Women's Aid group for a long time now because I’ve 

moved away from the Highlands and been doing different things, although I’ve kept in touch 

with them.  So, I suppose, it would have been a day in the life of the Women's Aid group when I 

was involved with them in the very early days.  In the very early days, we had … I think there was 

probably four of us got together and set up a Women's Aid group.  I think we probably 

advertised for members.  At that time, we didn’t have a refuge; we were just a group of women 

who got together and wanted to work towards getting a refuge, so we would have meetings to 

try and attract people to the group.  We managed to attract more people to the group.  So, at 

the time, there was a lot of contacting councillors, speaking to councillors, speaking to social 

work departments, speaking to the police, trying to amass the kind of evidence that there was 

of need for a Women's Aid refuge in the area.  So, I suppose, it was very much part of a, kind of, 

voluntary group that was trying to reach out and communicate with these statutory agencies to 

try and get them on side, and to campaign.  And we also, at that time … you know, so we had a 

helpline, for example, which, before we had a refuge, you know, so we were manning a helpline, 

taking turns to man the helpline, as well as doing … So, that would be the kind of work we were 

doing.  It’s not really a, kind of, a typical day, in a sense.  Once we opened the refuge, a typical 

day would be … I mean, I didn’t work in the refuge, I was involved as part of the volunteer group 

round about it.  I suppose a typical day would be, you know, we would have a … refuge workers, 
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but also the women would be involved.  So we might be involved working with the women and 

the children.  We might be involved liaising with social work or police, whatever. But as the 

group expanded and developed, the group, in a sense, did more to do with working with the 

women in terms of how we were, kind of … how the refuge was being managed, rather than the 

day to day stuff.   

 

00:05:36 During your time with Women's Aid, did you and your group have links to Scottish 
Women's Aid?  
 
Yes, we did.   

 

Okay.  Can you describe what the link was like?  
 
Oh, God, I'm trying to remember her name … Morna Burden – that rings a bell.  Yes, we had very 

regular contact with Women's Aid in terms of … I think we probably adopted the, kind of, the 

model at the time, which was a collective model.  We met with them and, as I say, they gave us 

regular advice, so there was … And, also, by this time, there’d probably been a Women's Aid 

refuge established in Inverness as well.  So we were very much part of what was a, kind of, a 

wider, sort of, Scottish network.  And Women's Aid fulfilled that role of networking with us and 

supporting us – Scottish Women's Aid.  

 

00:06:41 Do you…?  Another question is: Do you have recollections of interactions with, sort of, 
other external organisations and groups.  I mean, you’ve touched on it briefly.  Obviously, it was 
part of your remit, but social work, police, etc.  Could you draw out those…?  
 
Yeah, I mean, well, very early on, we went and we set up meetings with social work and with the 

police, in order to try and … you know, in the first instance, to talk with them and to seek out 

the extent of the problem and to share with them what information we had coming through our 

phone lines, for example.  And to get information from them about the extent of the need.  And, 

you know, once there’d been support from social work and police, I suppose … you know, as 
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things developed and we got a refuge, there was very close liaison with social work, because 

quite a few of the referrals would come from social workers, or indeed would come from police.   

 
And as time went on, there’d be people who worked at the refuge, or some of the volunteers, 

would go and talk to social work groups, or, you know, give talks to local police.  We also worked 

with local organisations, charities and voluntary organisations, and we had quite a lot of support 

from them.  So quite a lot of the work involved was going round and talking to groups.  I mean, 

we were always needing money – funding [laughs] – like every group!  You know, for example, 

the SWRI – [Scottish] Women’s Rural Institute – were really supportive, and really surprisingly; 

we were really surprised by that.  But they gave us consistent support and their groups were 

always happy to have people to speak to them, and they gave us good financial support – as did 

other groups, you know, such as a rotary.  But at that time, you know, in the early ‘80s in the 

Highlands, it wasn’t an easy charity to raise money for; it was still one of these things which 

were an awful lot of domestic abuse wasn’t really talked about.  Yeah.  

 

Did you contact the charities directly, or did they…?  
 
We would … I suppose once we got more established, charities would contact us and ask, you 

know, for speakers, this sort of thing.  I suppose in the first instance, we would probably … Yeah, 

we would write to them and offer people to come and speak to their organisation.  And so we 

tried to build support within the community.    

 

00:09:33 Could you talk a little bit about your views of Women's Aid’s work with children?  
 
Yes.  When we started off, we tended very much to focus on the woman – despite the fact that 

many of us were teachers at the time. The main focus was the woman and how to support the 

woman in reaching a decision about what she wanted to do.  But I suppose, as time went on 

and, increasingly, as it was taking a long time for women to be rehoused, the issue about the 

impact on kids became more apparent.  And I think that’s probably true of Scottish Women's Aid 

as well.  I think we were all a bit late in beginning to understand the impact on the children just 
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from the women actually coming into the refuge, taking the children away from all that was 

familiar – albeit taking them away from what was, for many, an awful situation.  So I think, in 

retrospect, we were slow to recognise that.  I mean, like other refuges, we have people now 

who specifically work with children.  I think there’s a recognition and understanding of the 

importance of that, both the children and also for the woman, because they’re worried sick 

about their kids as well. So, yeah, we … I think we were … we came to it a bit late.  But I think, 

probably like a lot of other Women's Aid refuges, the focus was on the woman in the first 

instance.  

 

00:11:11 You mentioned earlier that one thing that was important to you was the discussion of 
the Chiswick refuge and the English model.  Do you remember any specific media stories on 
domestic violence that were in the news during your time at Women's Aid?  I mean, it doesn’t 
have to be in your … in the run-up to your involvement, but during that time for you?  
 
Any specific ones… 

 

Anything that stands out? 
 
No, I don’t remember.  I don’t remember anything that stands out.  And, in a sense, I mean, the 

Chiswick one, as Women's Aid developed, you know, became conscious that there were 

different models evolving in England and Scotland and all the rest of it … No, I don’t … I 

remember specific cases that was … Women and families that we worked with, but I don’t 

actually remember big examples.  I mean, it was just constant, really.  I mean, you just have to 

listen to the news and open the newspaper to know what’s going on in terms of violence against 

women in Scotland. And, I mean, as a teacher, I mean, I would see evidence of it and evidence 

of family breakdown where the children were suffering abuse and became aware of abuse that 

the mother was suffering as well.   

 

Was that a factor in your getting involved?  
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I think the main factor … Well, it was maybe part of it, but I think the main factor was I’d been 

political when I was at university and then … but I hadn’t really been involved since I’d moved to 

the Highlands and had my kids.  But I read quite … It was at the time when feminism, you know, 

there was a lot to read and take in.  And I read various feminist books and I suppose I became 

more aware of issues round about feminism and I wanted to do something that … I suppose that 

might be useful, that stemmed from that feminist belief.  And so decided that I would like to … 

as I became aware of some of the issues facing women locally, decided to try and do something 

around that.  So I suppose my feminist ideology kind of belief led me to be able to analyse what 

was happening in the communities, in the areas where I lived.  And the, kind of, some of the 

issues round about, as I say loads of families who are dependent on a guy away in the oil rigs for 

weeks on end coming back with huge pay packets, huge alcohol problem and families that had 

been split up, families that had come up to live in these little villages, housing schemes and 

there was these little villages with just no support systems in place at all.  So that, I suppose, 

coupled with the experience I had teaching as well and understanding how … whether it’s in the 

Highlands or not, these things still happen.  These problems still exist.   

 

00:14:56 Can I just ask you about that university experience when you were reading and thinking 
about feminism.  Were there any specific things you read that were important to you?  
 
Yeah.  I mean, I suspect the feminist reading was probably a bit post-university.  I mean, 

university, I was involved in student politics.  It was only really … and I'm sure this happened to a 

lot of women as well, it was after I got married and had kids and began really to think about 

feminism and gender issues and, you know, I mean, I read the old chestnuts, whether it’s The 

Women’s Room or Germaine Greer.  And I would have read all that stuff.  I can’t remember lots 

of them! But it was probably having children began to focus my mind on those issues, rather 

than what would have been seen as mainstream, like, left issues, you know.  

 

00:16:06 Can you describe, I mean, moving forwards, can you describe any significant turning 
points, or times or change with the refuge or with your involvement, and how are these 
managed by the Women's Aid group?  You can take some time to think about that. 
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Yeah.  [Long pause].  As I say, when I moved down from the Highlands, I wasn’t then involved on 

a regular basis.  Well, I suppose times have changed. I mean, I don’t know how significant you 

want it to be?  But, you know, for example, the group changed when we got a refuge and 

appointed a worker there – who’s still there, after all these years.  Oh no, she might have just 

retired – she was talking about it!  But that changed the nature of the work, because obviously 

we had a refuge, and then there were women coming into the refuge.  And then the women 

themselves were part of it all, if you see what I mean, rather than a little group of people trying 

to set something up. In a sense, that was a change, having a full-time worker and the women 

themselves being involved in the group. What’s changed?   

 

And how was that…?  
 
I suppose it … sorry.  

 

Sorry. How was that dynamic managed by the group? 
 
It’s such a long time ago!  [Long pause].  Hard in a sense to remember.  I suppose it’s always 

something which … I mean, we all believed it was really important to bring the experience and 

involvement of the women and to be able to use that, but also to be able to support them as 

well, because it’s awfully difficult for women who’ve come into a refuge, in distress in a lot of 

cases, to be able to get involved.  And sometimes it’s only … sometimes when they’ve moved on 

they would come back.  So I suppose we tried to, as women moved on from the refuge, tried to 

keep engaged with them and work with them, and carry on supporting.  And quite often these 

are the women that came back and, as things got a bit easier, then became part of the group.   

 
There were some difficulties, although I wasn’t involved at the time, round about operating as a 

collective.  And there was some significant change.  Maureen Macmillan was involved at the 

time and I think she worked with the group quite closely, looking at trying to bring some change 

there, because some of the problems had been … I guess it’s a hard thing to do to be involved in 
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a collective – as many Women's Aid groups have found over the years.  So that was a change in 

terms of the way it operated.  There’d been change over the years in terms of its expansion.  I 

mean, it started off with a little … maybe had a council house, a three-bedroom council house, 

whereas now there’s a big, purpose-built refuge with play space and there’s very much, kind of, 

a part of the provisional … though it’s still Women's Aid, it’s still very much knitted into the 

provision locally and used and, as I say, they continue to work very closely with social work and 

police and other agencies.  So it’s a much bigger venture now and … It’s hard for me to be able 

to comment, although I’ve been up there.  It’s hard for me to comment on … But it is very 

different now from the way it was set up originally.  But there’s still with the, kind of, contact 

with Women's Aid and it’s still part of the Women's Aid family.  

 

00:20:57 Moving closer to home, and that’s … the issue is now about changes in Scottish politics 
in recent years, which is something you’ve been very involved with.  Do you think this has had 
any impact on the work of Women's Aid, or how domestic abuse is talked about?  So I think…  
 
Yeah, I think so.  I mean, there’s been some changes in the law that have been brought about by 

women in the Scottish Parliament that I think have been of benefit.  And people like Maureen 

Macmillan, who were also involved in Ross-shire Women's Aid were … have been very involved 

– along with other women in those … I was less involved, because I was a minister doing 

something else at the time.  But I think that’s made a difference.  I think there’s still a huge 

amount to do.  I mean, despite having … you know … I think the fact that there are a … although 

there’s not so many now, there’s always been a relatively high number of women in the Scottish 

Parliament, so these issues get raised, come to the fore and there have been changes in the law, 

but there’s still a vast amount to do.  I mean, there’s still such a … I suppose that’s not the 

question you asked me, is it?  I suppose there’s been changes which have made a difference, but 

I think a lot of women in the Scottish Parliament, and people like me, probably think there’s just 

so much more that still needs to be done.   

 
I think some … there’s been some security round funding, because I think, politically, a lot of 

people understand the need for refuges and for support for women from domestic violence.  
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But that still is patchy; far too patchy, and we haven’t really succeeded in making sure that 

we’ve got a really quality service throughout Scotland.  And that’s partly because local 

authorities have autonomy.  So it does vary a lot.  I don’t think we’ve managed to tackle 

education issues in a comprehensive way.  I think there’s still a lot more can be done in schools 

in terms of looking at gender and power issues between boys and girls, males and females, and 

the nature of relationships between boys and girls.  I think that’s probably getting better, but 

there’s still an awful lot to do.  I think there have been changes in terms of the sex education 

that’s being delivered, where there is more discussion around about relationships, this sort of 

thing, but there’s still an awful lot of work to go on there.  So I think, yeah, some changes, but 

not enough. 

 

00:23:58 Do you think … I mean, you’ve talked about more work needs to be done in schools.  
But do you think that the way, if you think over the years, how domestic abuse is talked about, 
do you think women, the work of Women's Aid has had an impact? 
 
Oh, definitely.  It’s definitely had an impact. 

 

Could you develop that? 
 
Yeah, yeah.  Oh, absolutely, it’s had an impact.  I think now amongst the general public there is a 

much, much higher awareness of issues around about domestic abuse.  And I think there’s a 

higher awareness of what Women's Aid is.  Although I think that needs to be ongoing.  I think in 

the media, there’s a much greater understanding now, although still not the … There are still 

issues there, but there’s a much greater understanding and recognition of the problem, and 

Women's Aid are much more high-profile than they have been in the past.  Women's Aid are 

very, you know, in terms of … There wouldn’t be a politician in the Scottish Parliament that 

doesn’t know about Women's Aid and what Women's Aid groups there are in their locality.  So I 

think it’s much higher up the agenda than it has been in the past, but we still don’t … Despite all 

that, there are still such fundamental issues in terms of the nature of relationships.   
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So, yeah, I think Women's Aid has made a big, big difference.  But I haven’t spoken to anybody in 

Women's Aid for a while, but a lot of the other women I would talk to and other politicians 

would agree, there’s just so much more to do.  I mean, you can end up doing the … changing 

legislation, getting women a better deal, but actually tackling the root causes still remains a big 

challenge.  And also, I mean, we still hear in the courts – despite the work that’s done with the 

police and with the courts system and all the rest of it, you still get cases where you sometimes 

wonder if that’s ever actually made a difference at all!  I'm sure it has, and I'm pleased they’re 

much better than they were, but there’s still a long way to go.  

 

00:26:19 And do you think that, in recent years and given the changes in Scottish politics, there’s 
been enough legislation and the legislation has been effective enough?  I mean, not effective, but 
has it been, as legislation goes, satisfactory? 
 
I'm probably not close enough to know how the legislation has worked.  So that’s difficult for 

me.  That’s difficult for me to understand, or to give a view on.  [Pause].  Yeah, so that’s hard for 

me to give a view on.  I'm, kind of, out of touch, so it’s hard for me to give a view on.  

 

00:27:05 Thinking about the impact of Women's Aid – you’ve touched a little bit about how it’s 
been important for changing ideas and practical responses to domestic abuse – could you also 
reflect on how it impacted on you at a personal level, your work with Women's Aid or your 
involvement with Women's Aid?   
 
Yes.  Well, it’s made me an awful lot more aware of what actually happens.  It wasn’t initially 

that I was aware of through my own personal experience, although it came to be something I 

was increasingly aware of.  I think Women's Aid, one of the real strengths of Women's Aid has 

been how political with a small P it’s been.  It’s not just been an organisation that does sticking 

plaster; it’s an organisation that really campaigns for real change and long-term changes in the 

system and in our relationships.  And I think that taught me a lot, that there was just more to 

just providing a safe place for women to go and that it was an awful lot more about broader 

societal issues.  And I think also it affected my politics.  As I say, from university, I was 

traditionally on the left, but the kind of politics I was involved with there was no real gender 
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politics involved.  And it was only really, kind of, having my own kids, reading about it and that, I 

suppose, by me becoming involved with Women's Aid helped to develop that thinking and set it 

in a more practical level, where you could actually do something about it, instead of just reading 

about politics.  So, for me, setting up a Women's Aid group was a highly political thing to do – 

with a small P – because I wanted to be able to provide support and all the rest of it, but was 

conscious of the fact that it needed to be just more than … there needed to be more than that.  

And that … in a sense, I suppose I learned that from Women's Aid and …  Yes, because when I 

found out about Women's Aid with a view to starting a group up, I liked that aspect to it.  It 

wasn’t just providing somewhere safe, it was out there, it was campaigning, it was in your face 

at that time.  It seemed to be in your face, because it was different and it was … it wasn’t an 

easy place to be for people.   

 
And so in a sense, being involved with Women's Aid … it was probably being involved with 

Women's Aid that got me into politics.  Because, at the time, we had to go and talk to people 

who had power; they were male councillors, essentially.  Because we knew that if we were 

going to get a refuge, we would need to get their support.  We would need to persuade them of 

the need for it and then get some financial backing from them.  You know, so we talked to male 

councillors about it, and we got the usual response: ‘What about a refuge for men?’ and all this 

kind of stuff.  So you had to develop skills of talking and lobbying, and working with councillors 

and also social work as well.  But it became quite apparent that there were quite a lot of 

barriers, or attitudinal barriers.  Women's Aid were regarded as being, kind of, on the feminist 

fringes.  And so you had to really break down those attitudinal barriers in order to get support.  

And that was an education for me about people who were in positions of power and the need to 

get more women in positions of power, because that was such a struggle.  

 

00:31:23 You’re talking about these barriers that you came up against and what an education it 
was for you to have to deal with them.  Can you expand on that a little bit; what were the 
attitudes, if you can remember, what you had to argue about?  
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Well, first of all, we had to talk to the councillors about what we thought the perceived need 

was.  Some councillors were aware of it and supportive, but a lot of councillors just weren’t 

really … They knew they were problems, but they didn’t see it either as being a specific problem 

in terms of issues that women were facing.  They knew there were problems with alcohol, but 

they weren’t … they hadn’t really been aware of some of the issues that were facing women 

specifically – women and children.  And so we had to deal with the fact that they just didn’t 

know.  But there was also hostility, because we were seen as being feminist and probably a 

bunch of lefties and all this kind of stuff.  So politics in the Highlands at the time was … I mean, it 

was largely … a Highland council at the time would have been run by independents, whatever,  

but a lot of Conservative councillors.  I suppose Lib Dems as well.  But there wasn’t a, kind of a 

group of councillors you thought you would necessarily get their natural support.  You know, so 

there were attitudes.  I mean, the attitude I said to you, I mean, the local councillor in one of the 

places where we wanted to try and open a refuge said, ‘Well, you know, what about a refuge for 

men’ and this kind of stuff.  So we came up against barriers which … where Women's Aid was 

seen in a, kind of a threatening light, because it was seen as being feminist and a bit out there 

for many of these councillors and it wasn’t really an issue they wanted to talk about.  I mean, in 

quite a lot of communities, in rural communities, people don’t want to talk about that issue.  

Which was why it was so refreshing when Women’s Rural Institute were so supportive for us, 

because they knew about it and they wanted to be upfront about it.  So, yeah, attitudinal 

barriers amongst male councillors, which demonstrated their ignorance, but also their own 

prejudices against what they saw as, kind of, feminist views.  

 

00:34:04 And do you think that was important for you in terms of honing those skills that turned 
you into a politician?  
 
Oh no, absolutely, absolutely.  But it was an eye-opener for me listening to those views, 

realising, you know, that these people have got power, and yet they have got views like that.  

Yeah, so that was … And also the fact that I was aware that there were issues also, there were, 

kind of, local issues, but they were national, wider issues in terms of legislation and education, 

things like that I suppose helped to hone my views as well.  And also, I mean, very much in terms 
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of realising that there were issues which affected women disproportionately and that coming to 

the belief that if we wanted to tackle issues such as that that we needed to get more women 

into politics.  I mean, I was … I then became a member of the Labour Party and, at that time, 

there were virtually no women in positions of power in the Labour Party at all; it was a, kind of, 

male, West of Scotland-dominated Labour Party.  And became involved in the Labour Party, 

involved in the women’s movement within the Labour Party.  At that time, there were women’s 

sections, National Scottish Women’s Committee.  And became involved locally and then … so 

through the women’s organisations became involved at a Scottish level.  And then we argued … 

But at the time the leadership of the Labour Party in Scotland was the Scottish Executive 

Committee, leadership [inaudible 00:35:53] and I think there was something like one  woman 

on a committee of something like 30.  So we, kind of, argued for positive action for women and 

we got them in seats and myself and various others were elected through them.  So I became 

involved in that movement for political change, as well as … you know, the broader political 

change as well.  And, through that, from change in terms of campaigning for Scottish Parliament 

and 50/50 in the Scottish Parliament.  So it was really Women's Aid was the first step in … was 

the first step I took after becoming aware of the need for women to take action and to tackle 

some of the issues that were in the communities.  And through my experience of doing that, 

becoming aware of the need to become involved in politics on a local and then wider stage, I 

suppose.   

 

00:36:53 Can I just ask you … I mean, you describe this process that started with Scottish 
Women's Aid. Do you remember a particular moment of lobbying that stands out for Women's 
Aid in the early days that was significant for you, or that was an eye-opener? 
 
[Pause] Well, just on that, kind of, local level, the councillor saying, ‘What about men?’ kind of 

thing, which I was kind of stunned about.  You know, and this was somebody that we thought 

would be really sympathetic and helpful.  

 

Was that a common attitude, or was that a particular instance that stood out, or did you come 
up against that argument…?  
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I think … I suspect it probably was a fairly common attitude.  But he was the one that said it.  I 

think a lot of them thought it.  But he actually … And I was genuinely really surprised, because 

he was one of the people that we had marked down as being a supporter!  But that really did 

surprise me.  And that was one of the things that made me realise we need to get more women 

involved into … in politics to talk about these kind of attitudes around…  

 
Just trying to think of anything else.  [Pause]  I think … and, again, it goes back to this business 

about there being supported by the local SWRI, I think that really opened my eyes to the fact 

that, you know, issues round about women transcend a lot of other things as well.  And, you 

know, it wasn’t … these women, you know, a lot of them were farmers or farmers’ wives or 

whatever.  And coming from fairly what you’d describe as traditional rural environment, but 

they were aware and that was interesting to me.  Because I think sometimes you think, as 

somebody who’s becoming increasingly feminist and a politician you think you have the 

monopoly of understanding and analysis, but these women were very aware of the issues. And I 

suppose it made me more … less likely to be critical of the society that I was involved in in … 

when I lived in the Highlands.  Because it was easy to think, well, you know, I'm living in the 

Highlands; they don’t … they see feminism or left wings politics as being off the wall and all the 

rest of it.  But that made me realise that there was a lot of … needed … the need to be able to 

work with other groups and talk to people and bring people with you, rather than just having 

the view that you’ve got all the answers, but actually you’ve got very few of them, and very little 

experience yourself and so the need to listen to other people.    

 

00:40 05 And it’s a, sort of, link to your connection with the SWRI and your realisation that … 
how important a group like that can be.  Can I just bring you back to something you said earlier 
about the collective nature of Women's Aid?  You talked a little bit about that, thinking about 
women doing politics.  Could you reflect on that, or develop that?  Because, obviously, you 
touched briefly on the fact that it changed.  But was … I mean, any reflection on that would be 
welcome.  But also, that way of doing things as a women’s group and women doing politics, 
what did you think of that, in retrospect? 
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I mean, at the time, the way of doing it was really important.  And I think it was because one of 

the central value … part of the central value systems of Women's Aid is that, as women, we try 

and understand this.  But it’s not … The women who make refuge services as well, I mean, the 

importance of their experience and their contribution was always very central to Women's Aid.  

And that was one of the things that I really believed in.  And that the belief in the collective that 

everybody had a right to have their say and that everybody’s say was of equal value and that we 

worked together constructively as a collective.  And I think that was a really important set of 

values at the time.  I think as the Women's Aid group got bigger and some of the issues became 

more complex round about the Women's Aid group employing workers and things like that, it 

became then more difficult to maintain that … I suppose you’d call it governance, or way of 

doing things.  And I don’t know, but I suspect that was the experience for quite a few other 

groups as well as they became more complex organisations.  I suppose the … I think, you know, 

what Ross-shire Women's Aid tried to do was to kind of maintain that engagement, whilst at the 

same time realising that the collective model was failing.  I think, I suppose, in a sense to 

develop what I mean about as the organisation got more complex.  You know, when there’s 

more rigour in terms of governance of charities these days, there has to be … where there’s 

large amounts of public money involved, there has to be rigour in terms of financial governance.  

And sometimes it’s difficult to work as a … just collective working can be difficult – especially as 

things become more complex.  And, as I say, as more … as there is more … as charities become 

more accountable for large sums of public money.  And I think that’s almost … I think that’s 

become a bit of an inevitable process, to be honest.  But the collective way of working was very 

much of its time, and very much part of the approach and the value system of Women's Aid.  

And I think it’s still really important, although it maybe isn’t the model that’s necessarily used.  I 

think a collective approach is … very much needs to be very much part of things, but sometimes 

it doesn’t work in terms of the day-to-day way that a group operates.   

 

00:44:26 Just quickly – still focusing on that time, those early days and the model and obviously 
the huge impact that it’s had on your political career later on, or your involvement with Women's 
Aid had on your political career…  
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How are we for time?  Are we okay for time?  

 

We’re okay, yeah.  Are you okay for time?  
 
Yeah.  I’ve got another 20 minutes.  

 

00:44:56 That’s … is that okay? I was interested in what you were saying, very much, about the 
SWRI.  And you also talked about the connection with the rotary club.  What about the police?  I 
mean, taking a completely different external organisation: Do you have any reflections on what 
that relationship was like with the police in those early days?  
 
Again, hard to remember.  [Pause]  I think from quite early on, it was pretty positive at a fairly 

senior level.  That wasn’t to say that that meant that, kind of, on the ground when police were 

dealing with incidents that that was reflected in how they were dealt with.  But it’s difficult for 

me to say, because I haven’t been involved, really, in a close way for so long.  But, certainly, the 

police at the time were relatively open, were aware of problems, but not necessarily aware of 

their role and the fact that they needed to think about how they handled it, and how it was 

subsequently handled, too, as it went through the legal process.  So I think the attitudes at a 

fairly senior level were fairly open, but it took a while to really … And, as I say, there was a lot of 

work done over the years, and working with the police in terms of changing their attitudes and 

practices and dealing with instances of domestic abuse.  But that’s difficult for me to say in 

detail.   

 

Just…  
 
I mean, there’s lots of people would be able to tell you about that, but I can’t give you chapter-

and-verse, really, other than very broad stuff from at the start.  

 

00:47:01 And just bringing it into your later political career, what about … Do you have any 
reflections on the impact of Women's Aid in your early work with the Labour Party?  
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Yeah.  I mean, I may be repeating myself a little bit, but I think it made me very aware of the fact 

that there were issues that needed to be brought into politics that weren’t really there, and that 

we needed women in order to reflect women’s experience and understanding, we needed 

women to become involved in politics, because there was just such a gap there.  And that, if we 

were going to make changes, that we had to just get in there and try and do something about it.  

So my experience of Women's Aid was very much part of that, kind of … those beliefs forming, 

that men didn’t raise these issues.  And that’s probably the classic one, is probably domestic 

violence or domestic abuse is people say, ‘Well, you know, men understand these things’ or 

what have you.  But, actually, if you look at what issues have been raised, in the legislation has 

been raised in the past, I mean a lot of what has come is the result of women having 

campaigned for it, or women having been involved and done the politics.  So a firm belief that if 

you want to raise issues that are really important to women, whether it’s domestic abuse, or 

childcare, or whatever, that you need to get women involved in the politics.  Now, that’s not to 

say that women can only be interested in those things, but the people who are passionate about 

certain … have certain views and want to change things are … they’re much more likely to do it 

than people who read about it, but aren’t really seeing it at first-hand or being involved.  I 

suppose my involvement in Women's Aid really took me into politics … led me to an 

understanding of how … the extent to which politics were gendered and the need for women to 

get involved.  In my case, in the Labour Party, because although I say the Labour Party was seen 

as being the left and for socialism and all the rest of it, I mean, women were really nowhere in 

there – in every sense of the word.  

 

00:49:37 And can I just ask you about, you know, recent Scottish politics: Do you think that with 
50/50, do you think that there has been that kind of cross-party focus on women’s issues and the 
work of Women's Aid?  Do you think that has gone with women in [overspeaking]? 
 
I think so.  I mean, I think right across all parties our politicians would be aware of Women's Aid 

and the issues that Women's Aid are campaigning on, and what Women's Aid locally are doing in 

local groups. I mean, and there are issues and campaigns for women across political parties to 

get involved together, which I think is important.   
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And you found that cross-party awareness when you were…?  
 
Yeah, to a certain … Yeah, I think so.  Yeah.  Could be frustrating at times, because you would 

have a debate about something, you know, maybe round about issues about Women's Aid and 

you get an awful lot more women than men in the chamber, which is, in one sense, annoying, 

but in another sense, well, it illustrates the point that if there aren’t women there these issues 

tend not to get raised in the same way.  I don’t know, I mean I haven’t spoken to Women's Aid 

themselves about what their views are.  But certainly from outside there’s a high level of 

understanding … oh no, a high awareness – not necessarily understanding! – high awareness of 

Women's Aid and the kind of things Women's Aid do and the importance of Women's Aid.  But 

maybe a lower level of awareness of the fact that there’s still such a huge amount to do out 

there and an awful lot still hasn’t changed.  

 

00:51:30 And that’s the … My final question as we start wrapping up!  I mean you’ve had so 
many roles, and you’ve alluded to them as a teacher, working with Women's Aid, a full political 
life.  And you talk about the difference between awareness and understanding.  What would you 
like to see happen next in terms of the work that Women's Aid has done and in terms of 
awareness about domestic abuse?  
 
Probably … the two things: work on education, attitudinal change, the need still for attitudinal 

change in terms of gender, relationships and the nature of, kind of, relationship between men 

and women, boys and girls, and also just on the practical side to ensure that there are refuge 

spaces, there is … there’s support in the community that needs to be there still and that if you 

recognise that the problem hasn’t gone away and is not going to be going away in the near 

future that there has to be a system of support there and adequate funding throughout 

Scotland, and not just a patchwork and that that funding should be secure and long-term.  

 

So refuges should be properly funded?  
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Yes.  Refuges, plus the other work that goes on around about … through that, whether it’s 

follow-up work or broader housing issues or whatever.  Yes.   

 

So there’s still policy work, there’s still strategies that need to be…?  
 
Yeah, absolutely.  

 

00:53:33 And can I just ask you, I mean, you started in education and you talk about the 
attitudinal work that needs to be done, do you have any more reflections on that?  Where would 
you do that work?  What would you like to see done with that work in terms of changing hearts 
and minds?  Where should it be done; where should it go?  
 
I think it starts in very early years.  But an awareness round about some of the gendered issues 

in education.  And some of the roles that the schools and teachers … I mean, I latterly, before I 

was in politics, was involved in teacher education and we did a lot of work round about talking 

to boys … how teachers talked to boys and girls around about difficult issues in terms of 

relationships and how issues such as abuse of women or children, whatever, these are issues 

which should be raised in schools and discussed in schools.  But at a very early stage.  All the 

gendering stuff I think contributes, still, to an awful lot of young people growing up accepting of 

attitudes, which allow for abuse to take place.  So I think we need to start early in the primary 

school, but I think we need to specifically with older youngsters, with teenagers, really not be 

afraid to talk about some of the issues in terms of the nature of relationships and what … issues 

round about … broader issues round about violence, but also, importantly, the nature of 

relationships and the kind of gender issues round about relationships and relationships of the 

power within relationships and where that lies and some of these broader issues. So…  

 

Do you think that is a schools-based project? 
 
Yeah.  I think it’s broader than that, but I'm just giving one specific instance, because that, in a 

sense, my broader background I think it’s really important that schools tackle these issues.   
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Do you think it can be done?  Do you think at a practical level it’s plausible?  
 
It’s difficult, because society needs to change as well.  It’s probably slowly changing, but it’s 

difficult for schools to deal with issues when there are particular attitudes at home.  But I think 

they can, and should, and schools are really important.  

 

Okay, Rhona, thank you very much.  
 
Okay, no problem.  Hope that’s been helpful!  

 End interview 


