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Social housing - a place of safety for
domestic abuse survivors

Domestic abuse is, by its very nature, a housing issue and a key driver of homelessness for
women. 2.1 million people were subjected to domestic abuse in England and Wales last year with
two-thirds (65%) of victims women.' Domestic abuse is the third most common trigger of
homelessness.?

Access to an alternative safe and affordable home is a key factor in a survivors’ decision-making

about whether they stay with, or leave, an abuser. If survivors who need to escape their home
cannot find another suitable, affordable home they are at risk of homelessness.

The chronic lack of genuinely affordable social rent homes and a punitive benefit cap forces
survivors of domestic abuse to make an impossible choice: homelessness or being trapped with
their abuser.

An increasing cause of homelessness

Through our services, we see the devastating impact the housing emergency has on survivors
trying to leave an abuser. Having access to an alternative safe, affordable and suitable home can be
the difference between leaving and surviving an abusive relationship, having to endure further
abuse or even face being killed.

Housing is often used to exert control over the victim. Some perpetrators know the survivor has no
options to access a suitable alternative home, especially when they have dependent children and
need a family home. They can use the threat of homelessness to deter the survivor from leaving.
They can also put the survivor at risk of eviction due to antisocial behaviour, such as noise and
damage.

This is a growing crisis. Domestic abuse is the third most common trigger of homelessness and in
2022/23 it was the most common reason for households owed a homelessness relief duty to lose
their last settled home. This has increased by 5.4% since 2021/22.°

A punitive benefit cap

The social security system should be there to protect survivors and children who need to escape
their homes to stay safe. However, the household benefit cap can make people fleeing domestic
abuse homeless by leaving with them without enough housing benefit to afford a suitable home.
For many survivors, leaving an abuser necessitates moving from being in a coupled family to a lone
parent family. By leaving an abuser who is in work, many go from being in a ‘working household’(not
subject to the cap), to a capped household because they're not earning the equivalent of 16 hours a
week at the National Living Wage (currently £793 a month). Capped families have only £1,835 per
month (£2,110 in London) to cover the rent on a family home, utility bills, food and other essentials.

The financial implications of this can act as a huge deterrent to the survivor leaving. Lone parent
families with young children are particularly at risk from the benefit cap“ because in order to avoid
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the consequences of the cap, they must cover all childcare responsibilities and work enough hours
single-handedly. The household benefit cap affects 77,000 households, 73% of whom are lone
parents with children.® If they also have to move to find a cheaper home, they risk losing any
informal childcare support, such as from neighbours, family or friends which can support them to
work, and also risk disrupting any older children’s education by moving schools. This can prove
isolating for survivors, and extra distressing for children, as they lose their practical and emotional
support networks.

A disappearing lifeline

Last year(2022/23), more than 15,000 households fleeing domestic abuse across England were
denied support at safe accommodation sites due to lack of capacity or an inability to meet the
household's needs.®

Social rent homes provide a lifeline to domestic abuse survivors fleeing their abusers and play a
crucial role in providing survivors with long-term stability and security.

But this lifeline is disappearing as we sell and demolish more social rent homes than we build
resulting in a social housing deficit. In the last year alone we lost 11,700 social rent homes’ and the
waiting list grew to almost 1.3 million households.® Our failure to build social rent homes at the scale
required over the past few decades means that too often this lifeline is not available.

Social rent is the only housing tenure that is affordable by design because rents are set with a
formula tied to local wages, unlike every other so-called 'affordable’ home. So, social rent homes
are usually far more affordable than private renting, as well as providing a permanent home.

Escaping domestic abuse is often just the first step in a survivor's journey toward independence
and self-sufficiency. The secure tenancy and affordability of social housing allows survivors to
rebuild their lives by establishing roots in their communities and access necessary support
services, free from the threat of further abuse. Without a stable home, survivors can be at serious
risk of homelessness and struggle to maintain employment, access education and healthcare, or
engage with support networks, hindering their ability to fully recover from the trauma they have
experienced.

Settled homes and economic security

As domestic abuse and other forms of violence against women and girls (VAWG) typically occur
within the home, if the government is serious about protecting and supporting the victims of these
crimes it must recognise the role of housing policy, including access to housing benefit.

The government must provide survivors and their children escaping abuse with:

e Settled, genuinely affordable homes: by ramping up to 90,000 social rent homes a year
over the next parliament to provide sufficient alternative housing options to survivors
needing to flee abuse and build a safe and settled future.

¢ Economic stability: abolishing the cruel household benefit cap, which puts people needing
to flee domestic abuse at risk of homelessness and destitution, especially lone mothers
with children in need of a family home.
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