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Okay.  I am Louise Johnson, the National Worker for Legal Issues at Scottish Women’s Aid.  

 

Okay.  So, I think … Can you start by describing your connection to Women’s Aid and how you 
got involved?   
 
Sure, I work in the National Office.  I work in Scottish Women’s Aid, and we are the umbrella or 

the national organisation for the affiliated local Women’s Aid groups.  Now, do you want me to 

tell you what I do?!  

 

Yeah! 
 
Yes?!  I … My job is to preserve and extend – protect – the legal rights of women, children and 

young people experiencing domestic abuse, which means I do a lot of work responding to 

consultations and proposed bills.  But also, before, during and after that process, I am looking at 

the implementation of them, of changes to the law or policy guidance, working with people like 

the Crown Office, Police Scotland, the Judiciary, the Law Society, Faculty of Advocates, various 

departments of the Scottish Government, doing some very interesting things to ensure that 

policy and practice reflects best practice on the legislation, human rights and also what they’re 

generally supposed to be doing in terms of their own guidance and other work.   
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And how did you get involved in Women’s Aid?  
 
Good question!  Many moons ago, I worked in accountancy.  I did insolvency – bankrupt 

companies, individuals – for a very long time, longer than was necessary, really, in the great 

scheme of things!  And then, for a variety of reasons, I stopped doing that.  And I was applying 

for various jobs and I applied for this job at SWA … I actually got another job at the same time as 

this working [in] the civil service.  And my brother said to me, ‘You’re not very civil and you’re 

not a servant; you’ve worked for “the man” for too long, you know, focus on the other job’, and 

then one of my friends said to me, ‘This is absolutely made for you because you can stand up, 

gie it laldy, you’re not afraid of anybody, you know, you can hold your own and you’re very good 

at having difficult conversations’.  So I thought, right.  And I researched the job and thought, this 

is pretty good, and it’s going to give me opportunities that I wouldn’t get working in the civil 

service.  And also, it’s going to give me the chance to do something, to work in an area in which I 

was very, very interested in … It’s always been close to my heart.  I’ve always been a feminist.  In 

my old job, they thought I was off my head, because I was trying to advance women’s rights, 

women’s issues, very much in a very conservative, big C, small C traditional man’s world.  So 

when I saw the advert I went for it.  And I'm delighted that I did.   

 

Yeah!  Were there any…?  Sort of, where did you get the ideas about feminism and were there 
any books and films around that inspired you?  
 
Well, interestingly enough I was very lucky in that my family never said I couldn’t do anything 

because I was a girl.  It was more, ‘Why aren’t you doing that?’, or, ‘Why are you going out with 

that idiot?’, which was really good!  Because it’s a real Fife thing saying, you know, ‘Why aren’t 

you married yet?’.  And people were saying, ‘Thank god you aren’t married yet – go away and be 

prime minister or something’, you know.   

 
Ideas … I think it was just, generally it came from very much a socialist background, in that there 

was nothing that I shouldn’t be able to do, or be held back because of  being a woman.  I 
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remember reading The Female Eunuch and thought, this is the way forward.  The Female 

Eunuch, most definitely, I think, having read that … And I think it was just generally when I was 

out and about meeting other people that I had, sort of, the same idea that we weren’t going to 

be told what to do, or we were fed up of having to dress, behave in a particular way.  And 

especially when I went to study law– and I thought, ‘What is this?’, in terms of what the law was 

and how it treated women and how we were regarded  if you were different you didn’t conform 

to what society thought of being a woman.   

 
But in terms of films, I don’t actually know.  There wasn’t anything specifically feminist.  I always, 

sort of, thought if there was a film with a strong woman, yes!  . Especially if she was tear-assing 

around the place, ‘Oh, I want to do that’, you know?  That’s what I particularly wanted to do.   

 

Could you describe a day in the life of your Women’s Aid group?  
 
Yes, well, yes in terms of the National Office’s work.  Come in, plan the day and then usually 

what happens is because this is the national office and we’re doing campaigning, we could be 

working on supporting my colleagues with their piece of work they’re doing, or what might 

happen is there might be a press call, so can I assist the Communications Officer with 

something.  Or somebody might ask can I read over a document, or do you know anything about 

a particular issue?  We’ll get a call from a group, or a call from a woman who might have been 

having a really hard time in particular with an agency who should have been doing something, 

or working in a particular way, a particular response.  And in some cases it was about me saying, 

‘Right, okay, we can take this to a higher level  through  our contacts because this is not the 

understood organisational response’.  It’s probably doing about 15 things at the one time.  But 

it’s also about sitting down and reading through some fairly complicated, technical, or just very 

detailed information.  It’s never the same, if that makes any sense?  Like I said, we don’t do 

direct work, so we don’t have women turning up here for support, but we may well have a 

phone call from a group saying they’ve got a woman going in court this week and her solicitor 

has said x, y and z, or there’s something happening, something desperate, can we tell them, or, 

kind of, give them an idea, tell them what should be happening to support that woman.  So we 
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might say, ‘Right, I’ll speak to so-and-so and I’ll get back to you’.  And there are sometimes 

urgent things like that, or maybe a consultation response we haven’t heard about, or somebody 

wanting something looked at fairly urgently it’s all systems go, really.  

 

So your … Could you describe in a bit more detail your interactions with all the different 
groups? 
 
Sure.  I mean, local Women’s Aid groups, or just all the different partners? 

 

Yeah.  
 
Partners, right Police Scotland … we work very closely with them and their Domestic Abuse 

Taskforce and the Domestic Abuse Coordination Unit, who coordinate all the local police 

responses.  So, in terms of them, I might do work with them looking at Standard Operational 

Procedure documents, guidance documents, going back to them to say we’ve heard that there 

are pockets of practice which aren’t very good in a particular area.  How do we deal with that?  

Or there’s been a bit of a blip in procedure here, or, more to the point, we’ve heard that 

something is really good, can you get more information about this?  And we also might deal with 

them to pass out police information to the groups.  Police Scotland also have the Police Scotland 

Domestic Abuse Forum, we’re members of that.  

 
The Crown Office, we deal with fairly regularly, looking at their developments in policy and 

practice.  They have a National Prosecutor for Domestic Abuse.  Currently, they’re looking to 

review and  rewrite their public- facing guidance document, the Joint Protocol on domestic 

abuse, between the Crown Office and the police.  That’s about policy and procedure, so we’re 

looking at that.  We have worked with them on their internal documents around about the 

prosecution of, say, what was called ‘revenge porn’, but now referred to as intimate image 

abuse, all that sort of stuff; human trafficking, forced marriage, you name it.  We’ve been 

working a lot with them on the Domestic Abuse Bill, and … the proposed domestic abuse 

offence, discussing how certain things may or may not be done.  
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Scottish Government, well, there’s the Equalities Unit.  I mean, I was working recently, engaging 

with the department who looks at council tax, because we’ve discovered there’s a problem 

caused by reforms of legislation and reforms to charity exemptions on water rates that are 

actually negatively impacting on the groups, and having refuges assessed for water rates, which 

didn’t happen before.   

 

We do a lot of work with the Scottish Government - criminal justice, civil justice around about 

consultations, policy, we keep in touch with them.   

 
Also, the Judicial Institute.  We input into their training.  Also, their equality and diversity policy.  

Who else do I work with…?  Will that do you for the moment, or do you want more?! 

 

Yeah, [overspeaking] got more!  
 
More, oh yes.  For instance, Scottish Government, we did a lot of work recently around about 

community justice.  So we engaged with the Parliament and the Scottish Government’s 

Community Justice Unit, round about the development of community justice, community justice 

responses, the community justice strategy, the outcome framework and the guidance 

document, which were actually meant for organisations essentially working more or less with 

offenders.  But, obviously, how that impacts on people who are experiencing crime is important, 

so we did a lot of work on that.   

 
We also sat on their Electronic Monitoring Working Group looking at the development, rollout 

and proposal on the expanded use of electronic monitoring, which was very interesting.  So 

that’s some of the stuff I’ve been doing that I can remember!  

 

Okay.  Can you describe or talk a bit about your views of Women’s Aid’s work with children?  
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Yes.  People forget, or they don’t know, that we are actually a women and children’s 

organisation. Women’s Aid’s work with children is vitally important because we support the 

children in order to support their mums.  And people forget that supporting the non-abusing 

parent, as a lot of people call it – in our case, obviously, mums – is incredibly important to, first 

of all, help get mum through the abuse, or make mum to feel safe so she can actually support 

her children. And  the children feeling safe and also realising it’s not their fault, this is someone 

– obviously their dad, mum’s partner – choosing to abuse them and mum. It’s not their fault, 

they’re not causing it and they don’t have to stop it.  So the Women’s Aid work involves 

therapeutic practical support as well, supporting children to go to court and making sure they do 

receive proper responses.   

 
And of course the whole issue related to child contact.  And, unfortunately, the system is well 

and truly broken in relation to that.  Even though we fought very hard in 2006 to have the law 

changed through the Family Law (Scotland) Act so that when courts are considering child 

contact they must take domestic abuse, or a risk of domestic abuse on the child, into account, or 

the impact on the parent with care- for us, the mum- the impact on her of having to deal with 

an abuser in child contact, but this just seems to be ignored.  I'm not quite sure what’s going on 

there.  So, obviously, the groups are having to support women who think that the justice system 

is going to help them and they’re sometimes faced with solicitors who just don’t have a clue 

around domestic abuse.  And the problem is there’s still this antediluvian, I would say, very 

much unequal, view that contact with the father is always in the best interests of the child, 

regardless, even when dad is, you know, seriously abusing mum … and even the child. And 

lawyers and Sheriffs have said, ‘Well, you know, he’s not abusing the children’, as if children 

having to survive and exist in an atmosphere where abuse of their mum is going on, and they’re 

seeing this, are aware of it, is not important. Even if they’re not seeing it, they’re obviously 

getting the vibe, they know what’s happening.  And that’s regarded as being a ‘good father’?  

Well, I tell you something, it’s beyond me how that can possibly be regarded as a conducive 

atmosphere for children thriving.   
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So it’s about being able to support mums and children through the civil and criminal justice 

process and making women see that it’s not their fault, that the system is actually actively 

working against them.  But also helping to promote local responses with, say, lawyers, to help 

lawyers understand domestic abuse and know what’s going on and find them for women. Or to 

promote understanding of women’s  experiences of domestic abuse with people like social 

work.  Because across the board there’s very much still a women-blaming culture, that women 

are ‘failing to protect’.  The answer is: No, they’re not; women are protecting to the best of their 

absolute ability in the face of great adversity and they need to be supported and not blamed.  

And remembering that the perpetration of domestic abuse is a parenting choice too, the 

abusers are choosing to do that, so the focus should be on the perps, instead of the women, for 

a change.  

 

So you spoke about, kind of, misogynistic views amongst officials and views on paternal rights 
and victim blaming.  Are there any other, sort of, attitudes that you come up against?  
 
Oh yes.  First of all, ‘They’re [women and children] making it up’.  Secondly, ‘It was just a 

dispute; what’s the problem’ – or ‘It was just a slap’.  And you think, really?!  So if somebody 

came up and slapped you in the street, you’d be standing there thinking, that’s okay then?  

Hmm … And the failure to understand that because it happens, as people used to say, behind 

closed doors, in their relationship, does not demean the abuse, does not excuse it.  It’s a 

criminal offence when someone is assaulted, threatened, stalked, whatever, by their partner, or 

ex-partner.  The relationship doesn’t matter in terms of the transgression against someone’s 

human rights.  That’s a crime.   

 
And it’s interesting, because what usually happens is someone will ask you about domestic 

abuse, and the conversation goes somewhat like this: ‘Well, Ms Johnson, I want to ask you 

about a friend of mine’.  And you think, oh right, they’ll be nice, middle-class people who had a 

glass of wine over dinner, right; they haven’t had  a pint of beer,  down the pub, because then 

that paints them as loutish,  drunken brutes … no, I’m not joking!   Okay.  So what happens is 

then you get the conversation something like this:  ‘And this friend of mine and his wife were 
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having dinner’. So, they’re having dinner, with wine, which means they’re respectable people. 

So what this person is telling me is that their friends are ‘nice people’ in terms of the social 

demographic of people they consider perpetrate domestic abuse. You know, that’s the myth … 

because, of course … domestic abuse is perpetrated only by low income, ill-educated people, 

particularly those who are drunk, that’s their theory.  They do ask if there is some section of 

society ‘more prone to domestic abuse’ – yes honest! And I say to folk, ‘Really?  What about Bill 

Walker, MSP?’  and that usually blows that approach out of the water …  Or I’ll quote George 

Carman, QC, very, very famous QC who terrorised his children, his wife and his child.  So, 

anyway, we get the, kind of, ‘Ms Johnson, nice glass of wine, nice people sort of thing’. Right, 

okay.  And then the conversation goes on, ‘They had an argument, Ms Johnson, and it got out of 

hand’.  And I thought, ‘Oh aye, what did he do?’. So they then tell me, ‘He punched her and the 

woman actually called the police.  And, you know, he was arrested.  And, you know, he’s going 

to be prosecuted’. Uh huh.  And my response to that is, ‘What part of that do you not get?’.  

They usually say, ‘Well, he didn’t mean it’.  I said, ‘Well, he shouldn’t have done it then’.  His 

partner was suitably alarmed to call the police! If it was a stranger, their attitude would be 

different. 

 
That’s usually what happens.  And these conversations happen all the time.  And then you hear, 

‘Oh, this man’s career is going to be destroyed because he’s going to be prosecuted’.  No, the 

man’s career is going to be destroyed because he chose to abuse his partner.  And, luckily, the 

system now is actually suitably enlightened to think, well, listen, we’ve got the evidence, this is a 

crime, we’re going to prosecute it.  It’s almost as if the woman has transgressed by reporting the 

abuse and her reporting his abusive behaviour is going to destroy the career of the ‘important 

person’, the senior policeman, the consultant.  I mean, we saw this recently.  There was a case 

where a senior medical professional assaulted his wife and in considering sentencing, the Sheriff 

was saying, ‘Well, you know, if I jail you it’ll ruin your career’.  Well, the abuser has ruined his 

own career.  It has nothing to do with the woman.  But there’s all this myth, idea of women 

reporting their partners and ruining their careers. There’s also the, ‘They’re just complaining a 

bit too much, they’re being malicious’ attitude.  It’s being done by women in relation to child 
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contact to try and deny the father his god-given right to his child, as if his child’s another aspect 

of his property.  There’s still very much of that around.  It’s almost like the child is owned; not 

understanding that children are autonomous and have rights of their own.  

 

So would you say that…?  It was really interesting what you were saying about class.  Would 
you say that that has a major impact on the way that domestic abuse is dealt with?  
 
Oh yeah, because people really, really want domestic abuse to be caused by alcohol, for a start. 

So it’s not the attitude of society at fault.  They really want it to be caused by stress.  They really 

want it to be caused by football.  They really want it to be caused by mental health. The answer 

is no. But they really think it’s true … and I think it’s probably down to the Victorian and 

Edwardian ideas of, kind of, you know, the brutish, drunken, feckless, working class beating their 

wives, despite the fact that abuses goes all the way up through the echelons of society.  I mean, 

domestic abuse is absolutely no respecter of class, social standing and anything else.  And the 

problem being that, obviously, women who don’t have the resources that more affluent women 

have, can’t get away. But men who are in a more affluent situation, in certain jobs, have got 

more to lose if they are reported as the perpetrator, so … women are  more likely to be stopped 

from reporting.  And it just depends.  If you see reports and stats which indicate that women in 

the poorer areas are reporting more domestic abuse, that doesn’t mean it’s a social construct at 

all.  It just means that they happen to be reporting more readily and we know that domestic 

abuse is hugely under-reported anyway, so there’s a huge cohort out there not reporting. 

There’s still that moralistic idea, very much, about it.  I mean, Bill Walker, a MSP.  He’d abused, I 

think, three women over 20 years and it took that time for them report it.  So how many more 

women are being constrained because of the fact that it will impact on their partner’s jobs, you 

know.  There’s the whole stigma of reporting.  Their partner is prevailing upon them not to 

respond; where are they going to go, what are they going to do?  I mean, me, for instance?  

What would I do?  I’ve got a job.  I'm just going to get up and move? Really?   
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That’s really interesting. How would you say that attitudes have changed throughout the time 
– I mean, in particular to do with, like, the treatment of domestic abuse over the time you’ve 
been working? 
 
Oh well, when I started we  had the, relatively, new Parliament and I’ll tell you, undoubtedly the 

Scottish Parliament has had a major affect and benefit on the, I think, changing the law, 

attitudes and policy in relation to addressing violence against women and domestic abuse 

specifically because before that, everybody had to trek down to Westminster . They weren’t 

really concerned when you think about it. The fact that the only relevant major piece of 

legislation was an Act in Westminster in 1981, the Matrimonial Homes Act and then nothing 

happened until the first Committee Bill of the Scottish Parliament, which was the Protection 

from Abuse Scotland Act 2001 which allowed the attaching of the power of arrest onto a civil 

interdict. Nothing really had happened in those twenty odd years or so. So we started off with 

that and then the first bill I worked on – I mean, talk about a baptism of fire – was the Sexual 

Offences ( Procedure and Evidence ) Bill. That was as a result of, first of all, cases in England, I 

think, I’m not sure if it was one or two, where rapists had actually carried out their own defence 

and their own precognition of the witness, which was appalling. There was, sort of, a degree of 

complacency up here and everybody said, ‘Oh, that will never happen here’, and it did. So, all 

hell let loose and this Bill was about changing the law around about questioning  women victims 

of sexual assault , the use of their sexual history evidence and preventing  an accused’s personal 

conduct of  their defence. When you think about that, that was absolutely radical.  

 
And then we’ve had three separate VAW strategies. We had the National Partnership on 

Domestic Abuse and its Strategy, that was 1999/2000, just when I was coming in. Then there 

was Safer Lives and [now] we’ve got Equally Safe. So within that time period, I’ve been there 

that’s what, sixteen years ‘cause I started in 2001, we’ve had the three major strategies on 

violence against women and domestic abuse. The first one was solely around domestic abuse. It 

just didn’t exist before. So the political will has absolutely certainly changed and we’ve had 

legislation, the sexual offences legislation; the Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act which criminalises 

breach of certain interdicts. There’s been the forced marriage legislation. Also, when the breach 
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of the peace common law offence was judged , in case law at a very , very senior level, to be 

inapplicable in private situations, there was chaos  since that was what the police used as their 

main offence  in tackling domestic abuse. So the Scottish Government jumped into the breach 

immediately and at Stage 2 of the Criminal Justice and Licensing Bill, brought in a new, similar 

statutory offence that didn’t involve a public element. That was extremely important. They also 

brought a stalking offence into being in the same Bill. 

 
There’s just so many things that I’ve actually been looking at. The domestic abuse offence, 

people are actually recognising the existence and impact of coercive control. I mean, we’ve 

done so much to get people into this mindset. I remember doing training around domestic 

abuse when I first started and it was kind of regarded sceptically,  I think, like, sort of, ‘What are 

these women going to say?’. But now the efficacy and the importance of engaging with 

organisations like ourselves is recognised, to make sure the policies are written properly or  

appropriate approaches are taken. When you look at things in relation to, for instance, the UN 

requirements, human rights requirements as well,  the ECHR and the Istanbul Convention, 

organisations are very much thinking, ‘Hm, we have to really up our game a bit’.  

 

And there’s also the recognition that Scotland are leading on this. I mean, we are doing 

extremely well through the whole of Europe. I remember going over to the Women Against 

Violence Europe - WAVE - Organisation Conference and we took over copies of the Scottish 

Executive’s National Partnership Domestic Abuse Strategy from 2000, and people just hauled 

them off us because they hadn’t seen anything like it. So, I think we have been innovative, 

definitely have led and there is a change. Some of it’s been poking folk with a sharp stick and 

then doing it again and then saying, ‘Look, do you know I’m just going to keep on doing this until 

you pay attention!’. It’s kind of saying ‘There are benefits to you and your organisation of why 

we are trying to do this; it’s a lot more than just us saying that you have to rethink what you are 

doing’. You want them to understand why they have to change, not simply to go through the 

motions , or change and then be resentful and saying , ’We are just doing it because we have to 
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- we’re not gonna do it properly’  but to say, ‘Oh right, there is a benefit to us in doing this. More 

to the point there’s a benefit to everybody for us in doing that’ and that’s important. 

 

Would you say that those changes are high up and have changed more general public 
opinion?  
 
Oh, I think so, without a doubt. Well, if you see the Lord Advocate, Elish Angiolini … I mean, she 

was instrumental in bringing about an enormous change in attitude within the Crown Office. I 

mean, when she was Solicitor General, she was responsible for the production, along with the 

Chief Constable – I can’t remember which one it was at the time – one of the Chief Constables, 

producing the Joint Protocol between police and the Crown Office. I mean, that was enormously 

important  and she really lead the way with that, especially when she became Lord Advocate, on 

how domestic abuse and sexual assault etc. was to be prosecuted and it would  be prosecuted 

wherever evidence and the public interest was enough to allow it to do so. So that’s been dead 

important. The trouble is you get the high level strategies but getting this culture down to those 

working on and doing this every day can sometimes be a bit challenging if you’ve got folk that 

think it’s a lot of tosh, are not interested or they just don’t agree with it or have got their own 

agenda. Some can just be going through the motions while some do get it.  

 

If you have that commitment to change, whether people on the ground all agree or not, that is 

important and the political change as well … When you have the politicians grasping it and not 

only saying, ‘This is important’, but also recognising that dealing with domestic abuse, dealing 

with violence against women, it’s actually more of a whole gender role in society … To say, ‘This 

is more about how men and women are perceived and changing ideas about that’. And when I 

go out and do training as well, I say to the guys, ‘Look, this is for you too, you know, because 

some of you might not necessarily want to take up the gender “male” role that’s been forced on 

you. And this is really to say “well, you don’t have to…you know. It’s alright not to”’.  

 

In terms of maybe public opinion as represented in the media or newspapers, how would you 
say that that’s changed in its presentation on domestic abuse? 
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Well, it’s interesting because they’re getting a bit better at not using the same stock photograph 

of a woman who is been obviously very badly physically abused … because all that does is feed 

into people’s perspectives and also women’s perspective that a) if they’re not battered 

senseless and showing visible serious bruises, injuries, etc. . then they’re not experiencing 

domestic abuse and if b) their physical abuse/injuries are not as bad as the woman in the 

picture, then, again,  they’re not being abused or it’s not ‘real abuse’. And people do think that 

and some commentators down south have talked about what is ‘real’ domestic abuse as if, you 

know, the physical abuse is the only thing ,when women talk about the years and years and 

years of control, financial abuse, the real kind of manipulation of  their minds and, and just 

making them feel really physically, mentally unwell.  

 

So the media is, kind of, doing a bit more. The reporting of the cases is sometimes a bit better; 

sometimes you get a real sensationalist view to it but they are getting pretty good at reporting, 

particularly the way, I would say, the results the Crown and the police get when they get hold of 

someone like Patrick Chinskie who abused numerous women over at least 20 years.  And he got 

put away for a very long time. Those kinds of reports, where the police have gone out and 

they’ve found women, ex-partners and the women have come forward. I mean, this is extremely 

good for women and them thinking ‘Right this may have happened years ago. But, you know, I 

can still … maybe … maybe get something done about it’. Or more to the point, validation of the 

abuse , ‘Well, I was right in thinking, this wasn’t right when it was happening to me regardless of 

what everybody else said, ‘You’re married, you’ve made your bed, you’ve got to lie in it’ and all 

this kind of business, well, you can’t get rid of him now. Women who are saying all those years 

ago, ‘I thought something was wrong’ have been vindicated.  

 
Where it’s not good is when they give air play to people who just don’t know what they’re 

talking about, for instance, what they regard as ‘real domestic abuse’ and you think, ‘Great, 

you’re just minimising women’s experiences’. And women are thinking, ‘Okay, if I don’t get 

punched it’s not abuse’. When you also have got women who have just been controlled to 
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within an inch of their lives for years and years and haven’t been allowed to exercise their 

autonomy or freedom of choice and just enjoy life, that is destructive.  

 
And the press needs, I think, to do a bit more about reflecting the impact on children, and they 

also need to get away from the focus on the alcohol or whatever is being used to minimise. But 

they’ve been good at reporting when high profile abusers are caught and brought before the 

courts and when the court response has not been all it should. If they can move away from the 

women blaming attitudes … They’ve been relatively supportive of us and people will phone up 

and say, ‘Right, we’ve got this story’ and they’ll come along and, you know, ask us for quotes, 

comments and to speak to a survivor. They do sometimes think we can just produce a woman, 

you know, ‘Have you got a case study?’, ‘Which one?’ or, ‘Can we speak to a survivor?’, ‘No -not 

unless they want to speak to you. We don’t just trot women out to the press, you know’. They 

just don’t get it sometimes, the sensitivities around this but they are doing a lot more and a lot 

better than they used to.  

 

It’s interesting what you are saying about different forms of abuse. Is that, do you think, a 
relatively new thing that people are beginning to understand or do you think public perception 
is still very centered around…? 
 
I think it varies. I mean, certainly there’s been a lot more in the press because the whole issue of 

coercive control and when Evan Stark’s book Coercive Control came out in 2007. But remember 

women have been talking for years about it. And called it a thing, you know. Women always 

talked about the control, the fact that, they had to account for the change from the bus fare or 

shopping, their time out the house … so women have always known it happened and talked 

about it. And, of course, unfortunately, it wasn’t ever, or it could not have been, not to some 

extent, be prosecuted because not all of the behaviour was considered a crime under existing 

law.  I mean … a lot of the legislation in the criminal law is very much about physical assaults, 

threats and stuff. But the very subtle stuff, that’s just too nuanced to deal with currently. 

Hopefully, it soon will be. Public perception I think now is getting a bit more aware about that 

because there’s been such a lot of talk about it – good and bad – in the press and organisations 
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cottoning on to it and so on and so forth. And Nicola Sturgeon talked about it and there have 

been three or four consultations but people still think, you know, it’s primarily violence… and 

especially when the press talks about ‘battered women’ and people use ‘domestic violence’ as 

opposed to ‘domestic abuse’. We use the term domestic abuse to actually reflect the whole 

spectrum of abusive behaviour, that it’s actually not just physical violence.  

 

Okay. Can you remember any particular media stories from when you began working with 
Women’s Aid?  
 
Oh god … what was … way back then. I can’t honestly remember, but the background to Marilyn 

McKenna’s murder- 1998? Now, this was before I joined but he appealed and it was in the 

papers when I started , around the issue of a lack of law on stalking. It was a terrible, terrible 

story. Marilyn was a woman from Glasgow who had a protective order and she was stalked by 

her partner, and she was beaten to death by her partner, beaten to death with a hammer.  She 

had called the police so many times to report her fears and his behaviour. And I remember 

reading that and it’s stuck in my mind, absolutely.  As I said, there’s been so, so many of them ... 

there was one around a case involving sexual assault because it was relevant to the sexual 

offences legislation being considered. The woman had been cross examined by the rapist and 

abuser and I thought, ‘What?! You’re kidding me’. But I think over the sixteen years I’ve seen so 

many that I can’t just remember which one stands out. 

 

Can you remember any other significant turning points or periods of change and how they 
were they managed by the Women’s Aid Group? 
 
Well, when I joined it was a collective, which I thought was great because I’d spend seventeen 

and a half years working in a very much male- orientated, male governed, male prejudiced 

environment that was sexist, homophobic, racist, you name it. So coming to work in a collective 

was amazing. And a real change in thinking and process. It was interesting when people did 

discuss issues, you know, and did talk and views were considered… and I thought, ‘Well, this is 

pretty good’ The problem was, though, because of our structure, we were a limited company, so 
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we had a governing body of women from local Women’s Aid groups so we could never have 

actually operated as a pure collective. But I liked a collective. I mean, I absolutely completely 

value the collectives within the network because I think that’s about women’s autonomy and 

women making their own decisions and not buying into the patriarchal structure  

 

Can you say a bit more about what it was like to work in a collective system? 
 
It was interesting ... what I thought was very supportive was that people’s views did get heard, 

you did spend a lot of time talking. I liked the support, the idea that people’s views were actually 

taken into account and taken forward. I’m sure in collectives, again, it’s like anywhere else, you 

can get power play but if it’s done properly, run properly with feminist values and ethos, then 

collectives should be able to function very well. It’s all about people taking responsibility though. 

As soon as you get folk who want to abdicate responsibility that’s when it falls down 

 

Okay, what do you think the impact of Women’s Aid was on both society and you at a 
personal level? 
 
I think we’ve had an enormous impact on society because we have been instrumental over the 

last forty years in working with, or bringing forward, or instigating some of the, I would say, 

most ground breaking legislation within Scotland, or anywhere else really, to address domestic 

abuse, violence against women. We also have, when you think about it, as an organisation, 

managed to bring forward, through government, a partnership to look at the whole aspect of 

legal practice, service, service provision. I mean, we’ve got funded children’s workers now and 

that happened because of the whole ‘Listen Louder’ campaign to have children’s voices heard. 

We got money for children’s workers. I mean, that was astounding, that just hadn’t happened 

before.  

 
Personally, oh, what do I think? I’m trying to think … there have been so many things that I have 

been involved in. I think the, just the level of some of the stuff, certainly working on the sex 

offences legislation in 2009, being asked to take part in Lord Bonomy’s review of post 
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corroboration safeguards. That was enormously important for us as an organisation because I 

was on a judge-led working group representing  the position of women and children and young 

people experiencing domestic abuse. That was amazing to be able to do that and earlier, to 

support the passing of the Domestic Abuse (Scotland)  Act or to be able to say to ministers that  

the breach of the peace offence had disappeared into the ether and they had to do something, 

now, and they did it! They didn’t say, ‘What’s that about?’. They recognised the gap in the 

criminal law and I think having that voice, and that experience  to be able to say, ‘This is really 

important’ and the fact that a number of things that we’ve raised have actually been dealt with. 

I mean, I still, I find it astounding  

 
But we’ve built up a reputation over our work. We can say that a particular response doesn’t go 

far enough, or it is important that we participate in a working group, or whatever, and the value 

of our expertise and contribution is recognised. And people have listened and we have become 

part of tremendous reforms, in which our participation was really valued.  Sometimes, they 

were a bit maybe, initially, reticent, then they realised that it was important we participated and 

did actually bring value but more to the point, we do the work. I think they thought that since 

we were the third sector, we wouldn’t understand or pay attention – we wouldn’t commit – and 

then you turn up and you ask for additional information and they look surprised that you’ve 

read this stuff … and have asked for more background! Our arguments come from a valid point 

of view, the positions we advance are solid and  we were ready to evidence them and we would 

stick to our guns and in circumstances where the position wasn’t too much of a deal breaker you 

could say, ‘Well yes, we can probably live with that’.  They understood there were certain things 

that we were willing to come and go on but always the certain basic tenets that we wouldn’t 

compromise, and I think when people see you stick to your principles … and that’s really, really 

important to be seen to be doing that  

 

What do you think the future holds? 
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Well, there has been this whole issue about SWA and Women’s Aid groups being a women only 

organisation. Why not? Services for women by women addressing domestic abuse, 

autonomously and positively; women and children like this and they want it. 

 

What do you think the next step for Women’s Aid is? 
 
I think to absolutely enforce why we are a women only organisation, the absolute value and the 

importance of it and the fact that women like it also. We’re a women’s organisation because the 

women and children like being supported by women, women who understand what it is like to 

be a woman who has experienced domestic abuse. Because don’t forget some of the services 

were originally set up by women who had experienced domestic abuse or who had supported 

other women through it or knew friends who had experienced domestic abuse. So, it was lived 

experience. An experience of women and living in a world of inequality so we can relate to 

them. Women know because they have lived or experienced it and understand institutional 

misogyny, the institutional inequality in relation to women seen as always having to protect and 

having that particular role as opposed to a focus on the perpetrator. 

 

Could you say a bit more about restorative justice? 
 
Yes, restorative justice. Restorative justice probably has a place but not in relation to domestic 

abuse, most certainly. I mean, the whole idea of restorative justice is to allow some sort of 

closure or to allow, I think … oh, what’s the word? … a coming together of victims and 

perpetrators to understand, perhaps what happened ,or the impact on the victim and so on and 

so forth. However, for perpetrators of domestic abuse, it’s absolutely inappropriate. First of all, 

the criminal justice system needs to deal with these guys, because for perpetrators, saying sorry 

is just simply part of the abuse. They say it all the time. So the idea that a perpetrator would say 

sorry, genuinely - no.  And the thing is guys say sorry all the time and, as I said to someone, 

which part of the ‘He wants to say sorry’ do you want to believe? He’s been doing this to 

umpteen women for umpteen years or this woman for ten years. He’s sorry now because you 

caught him. That’s a bit interesting isn’t it?  
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Some even advocate restorative justice as part of the system at any time from arrest all the way 

through to sentencing  in relation to domestic abuse, that’s  a complete travesty of justice and I 

think would actually compromise the whole operation of the criminal justice system. Because 

the opportunities for it to be abused and for women to be cajoled, threatened, persuaded not 

to participate and therefore not to give evidence and, therefore, for the case to fall, is absolutely 

astounding and women are already being harassed, persuaded, cajoled to write letters by the 

perp to the Crown Office to say, ‘I don’t want this prosecution to go forward. I don’t want to 

give evidence.  He’s sorry. I want the charges dropped’, even though this last bit can’t happen in 

Scotland. So you can imagine if this was, essentially, a process which facilitated continued 

perpetration of abuse.  

 
Women want justice to be seen to be done. And allowing restorative justice in cases involving 

violence against women, domestic abuse, stalking, sexual offending, as a, I think, a viable 

alternative to prosecution or to run along with prosecution, it’s just absolutely inappropriate. 

When it happens this should not be in relation to these crime categories I mentioned and it 

should only happen post-sentence, so when it’s all done and dusted. The risks for women and 

children, and the risks of subverting the process, are just actually too high and it’s not about him 

and his needs, ‘I want to say I’m sorry’. Well, you should have done that before now, you should 

have actually just stopped. That would mean being sorry.  

 

Yeah, in terms of Women’s Aid’s work with children, what would you say the next step was 
there? 
 
Making sure they still can do it, ensuring that there is funding for children’s workers. The next 

step? I don’t know what the next step would be ... Looking at children coming along on their 

own but the whole issue of children coming to get support without their mum knowing, you 

know, the confidentiality issues and we have to keep children safe. In terms of children’s 

services the contact legislation, the whole approach to contact and domestic abuse needs 

completely overhauled so that legislation is actually applied properly and women and children 

are protected. Meaning that we wouldn’t have to get calls from the groups’ Children’s Service, 
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yet again, about a child that has been carried, physically hauled off his mum and presented to a 

perpetrator of domestic abuse for child contact. I mean, how can that possibly be right? It can’t 

be. It’s not. That’s not in the best interest of the child. It’s not in the interests of the child’s 

human rights, it’s not in the interests of the mum’s human rights. I mean, how can that not be 

an Article 8 transgression, but there you go.  

 

Is there anything else you think’s of particular significance…? 
 
When I see what we do, and the changes that we have actually managed to secure, I think we 

need to do more about jumping up and down and, kind of, blowing our trumpet and banging 

our drum and saying, ‘Look what we’ve done’. In relation to the organisation going forward and 

as promoting ourselves, it’s absolutely important to go out there and to be seen.  When I go out 

and I do training I tell people who I am and what I’ve done.  I make an absolute point of saying, 

‘I’ve been doing this for 16 years. I’ve worked on every major piece of public criminal justice 

legislation in Scotland, and some of them in England, with UK-wise [impact] affecting domestic 

abuse (some are not) and legislation from Europe’. We have been part of every major policy 

decision. We’ve sent people to the UN! We are a feminist force to be reckoned with.   

 
Brilliant. It’s so interesting. It’s been such a pleasure to hear you...  
 
Well, thank you. These opinions are my own [laughs]. 

 

 
End interview 


