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Aras an Uachtarain, 1st October 2008 

llosted by President Mary McAlee e 





'Friends, family and colleagues 
are often the first to become a,ware' 

An understanding of domestic 
and sexual abuse against women 
and men, including older people 

There are many definitions of domestic abuse. 
In general terms it can be described as the use 
of physical or emotional force or the threat ol 
physical force, including sexual abuse in close 
adult relationships. Domestic abuse, including 
abuse against older people involves: 

• Emotional abuse 

• The destruction of property 

• Isolation from friends, family and other 
potential sources of support 

• Threats to others, including children 

• Stalking 

• Control over access to money, personal items, 
food, transportation and the telephone. 

Sexual abuse is any sexual act that is forced 
against someone's will. It occurs if a person is 
forced to participate in a sexual act without their 
consent. It may include rape or other types of 
sexual assault. The force involved may take the 
form of threats, coercion or physical violence. It 
is an invasion of physical and personal integrity. 

• 
Ireland today 
There is very little research on domestic and 
sexual abuse in Ireland, especially where it 
involves the elderly. The research which has 
been done shows a consistent prevalence of 
this abuse, with very low levels of reporting. 
It is obvious that people are suffering. This is 
happening in a country with a high level of 
committed activity, across a broad range of 
organisations, working to prevent and respond 
to these crimes. There are consistent signals 
that, despite this action, the pattern of criminal 
behaviour is constant. 

It is Everyone's Problem 
Many organisations in the state and voluntary 
sector are working to deliver a system that 
prevents and responds effectively to domestic 
abuse. While there is scope for better 
co-ordination and collaboration among these 
groups, civic society has a critical role to play 
in helping to ensure that children grow up in 
families that are loving and stable and that men 
and women form relationships based on mutual 
respect, tolerance and understanding. 

Friends, family and colleagues are often the fi rst 
to become aware uf those who are either living 
in an abusive relationship or have experienced 
sexual abuse. Often they may suspect violence 
or abuse of some form , and they can play a 
significant role in helpi ng victims of abuse to 
speak out about what is happeni ng to t hem and 
to seek help. Often t hough they do not have a 
clear idea of how to broach the subject of how 
to advise a vi ctim. Sometimes thei r own fea r of 
publicity, overtly or covertly encou rages silence. 
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President Mary McAleese 

President McAleese hosted a Forum at Aras an 
Uachtarain on 1st October 2008 to discuss the 
issues of domest ic and sexual abuse against 
women and men, including older people and to 
explore the reasons why victims don't seek help 
or report thei r abuse. Over 100 people working 
at local and national levels, leading academics 
and professionals across the hea lth , education, 
housing and justice sectors attended the Forum. 

The primary purpose of the day was to stimulate 
a national debate arou nd these issues and the 
ro le of civic society in challenging these abusive, 
and indeed often crimina l behaviours. The day 
also provided an opportunity to acknowledge 
the work of t he existing services which provide 
support and assistance to people experiencing 
these forms of abuse. 

President McAleese addressed the forum 
o~tlining t he strides we have made in de~ling 
with these issues since t he 1970s. The President, 
however, highlighted t he fact that many in 
our society continue to experience profound 

Actors from the Gaiety School of Acting 

\ 

loneliness as a result of domestic abuse. She 
spoke of how these forms of abuse leave a 
toxic legacy that can affect generation after 
generation. President McAleese emphasised 
t~e _need for all of us to encourage and support 
v1ct1ms to come forward. She believes that this 
gener:ation is better equipped to take on the 
challenge of domestic abuse. 

Pres ident Mary McA leese 

The Pres ident pointed to the fact that the 
behaviou r of abusers t hrives on silence. 

The Pres ident spoke of the need for everyone, 
working in the area, to fu rther develop the 
sense of common purpose and com mit ment 
they share, and to develop more effective ways 
of working in pa rtnership. President McAleese 
fi nished by asking what we as a society and as a 
community can do to fu rther a nat ional debate 
on these issues and more importantly to tu rn 
the t ide of domest ic abuse. 

The Moderator of the Forum, a woman who 
survived domestic abuse, to ld her story to 
the Forum, giving a deta iled account of the 
challenges she faced, the isolation, her efforts 
to get help, her experience of our legal system 
and the fi nal outcome. A series of scenarios were 
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'profound loneliness as a result 
of domestic abuse' 

staged by the Gaiety School of Acting which 
highlighted the dilemmas facing people who 
are aware of, or suspect, elder abuse, domestic 
or sexual abuse. 

Speakers addressed the Forum regarding 
relevant research concerning the prevention 
of these forms of abuse, protection of victims 
and best practice responses. The President 
and participants also heard details of the role 
played by Cose, the National Office for the 
Prevention of Domestic, Sexual and Gender
based Violence, in developing a more 
co-ordinated response to these issues. 

Following these presentations the participants 
had an opportunity to contribute to a wide
ranging discussion around the themes that 
had been covered. 

The Forum concluded with a commitment 
from the organisers to collate the proceedings 
of the meeting in a report to the President, 
which would then be ci rculated to all who 

were present. 

What the Forum Agreed 

Participants at the Forum warmly welcomed 
the President 's init iative in taking steps to 
stimulate a national debate around the kind 
of society in which we live and the role civic 
society can play in preventing and addressing 
domegt ic and sexual abuse, whether it involves 
children, women, men and in particular, 
older people. 

Participants welcomed the initiatives being 
taken by Cose, and in particular the programme 
of research being undertaken by t his agency. 

A participant speaks at the open forum session 

The Need for Greater 
Co-ordination and Co-operation 

One of the key messages that came from 
many of the pGi.rticipants was the need for all of 
those working in the area of domest ic abuse to 
develop greater co-ordi nation and co-operation. 
The Forum was welcomed as a valuable 
opportunity to further develop a shared sense 
of common purpose, and participants expressed 
the desire that this wo uld continue and develop 
further. 

Raising Awareness and 
Understanding of the Issues 

Participants spoke of the need to increase 
awareness of these issues, and more 
importantly to improve society's understanding 
of these issues. Several participants highlighted 
the need to change society's perception of 
who is to blame for these crimes, noting 
the tendency to frequently blame victims 
themselves for the violence and abuse they 
experience. The tendency to ask questions, such 
as, 'Why doesn't she leave?' or 'What was she 
thinking, walking on her own at night? '. 
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Addressing Perpetrators 
Behaviour 

Participants felt it was vital to focus on the 
responsibility of perpetrators. The abusive 
partner or sex offender is responsible for the 
crimes they commit. Allied to that was a 
recognition from participants that the behaviour 
be named, the responsibility placed squarely 
with the perpetrator, the perpetrator be held 
to account and their offending behaviour be 
addressed . Attention was drawn to the fact that 
fo r as long as t he behaviour of perpetrators goes 
unchecked, the problems of domestic abuse will 
continue. It was noted that currently t here is 
no dedicated treatment programme for female 
perpetrators of domestic abuse. 

Attent ion was drawn to the key ro le played 
by the criminal and civil justice system in 
challenging an abuser to change his or her 
behaviour. The Forum was told t hat often t he 
only way abusive behaviour will stop is when t he 
abuser is told to stop by someone in a posit ion 
of power. In the case of the fe male survivor who 
addressed the Forum it was only when a Judge 
ordered her husband that he did in fact stop the 
physical abuse she had experienced for years. 

Educating Young People 

The need to continue and enhance programmes 
in schools was em phas ised by a number of 
participants. Child ren and you ng people need 
to be educated and supported in developing the 
skills and understandings that will allow them 

'Chi re a yo 
to be educate a 

\ 

to form healthy relationships. Reference was 
made to the government's education initiative 
in this area. 

No Single Solution 

Several participants referred to the fact that it 
is very easy to tell a victim to leave an abusive 
relationship, but that often the best solution for 
that person may be an intervention with their 
abuser that addresses the abusive behaviour 
and allows the family to remain intact. They 
highlighted the need to educate people to 
understand there is no single solution, that the 
needs and wishes of each victim may not be the 
same, and that most importantly those needs 
and wishes must be recognised and respected. 

Appropriate Responses to 
Domestic and Sexual Abuse 
against women and men, 
including older people 

Civic society has a vital role to play in ensu ring 
that victims feel supported and safe in speaking 
out about their problems. It is vi tal t hat vict ims 
be treated with respect and understanding 
and t hat t hey be believed. It became clear at 
the Forum t hat t here is uncerta inty as to what 
someone can do where they suspect or are 
aware of cases of domestic abuse, or elder abuse. 
Those present were unanimous in their views 
that th is lack of cla rity needs to be addressed. 

ng people eed 
d s or ed' 
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' tis vital t ·at victims be trea ed 
w"th respect and understanding' 

Summary 
It was clear at the Forum that listening to 
the story of someone who is brave enough 
to speak out about their experience of living in 
an abusive relationship has a profound impact. 
In any national debate on these issues it is of 
v'tal importance that we hear from those people 
who have experienced it. It is important that we 
listen to what they have to tell us, that we learn 
from it and add to our collective understanding. 
It is equally important that we hold perpetrators 
accountable for their actions and make it clear 
to them that their behaviour has no place in our 
society. It is vital that criminal behaviour will 
be punished but that, where behaviour change 
is possible, there will be help available for 
them too. 

When the Forum concluded it was with a sense 
of shared purpose and commitment among the 
delegates. There was a general recognition that 
the Forum had raised issues for which there 
may not be easy solutions, and had certainly 
stimulated a debate. It was emphasised that 
debate needs to continue and to expand into 
our homes, workplaces, sportsclubs, schools and 
communities. We need to break the silence. No 
one person can prevent or reduce these crimes 
alone, but if we work together, if we openly 
discuss it, if we are supportive of victims and 
clear in our message to perpetrators, we can 
play our part in tackling this tragic, hidden abuse. 

Dr. Martin MrAleese, Margaret Costello c111d \'resid~·nt M.1rv Mrt\h.>t.'Sl' 
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