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Baroness Royall of Blaisdon, Leader of the Labour Opposition in the House of Lords, tabled two amendments, drafted by PAS and Napo,  to the Protection of Freedoms Bill.

The debate was heard on December 6th. The first amendment makes the offence of harassment triable in the crown court as well as the magistrates. The second replaces Section 4 of the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 with a new clause outlining a specific crime of stalking, similar to that contained within Scottish legislation.  The amendment if enacted would also give the Secretary of State the power to add to the list of stalking behaviours very quickly.

Opening the debate Baroness Royall said: “My Lords, Amendment 70 would introduce a new criminal offence of stalking in place of the existing offence of putting people in fear of violence under the Protection from Harassment Act 1997, and would clearly define stalking behaviour in legislation while leaving scope for the inclusion of additional types of behaviour should evidence suggest that it was needed. The amendment would also increase the statutory maximum penalty for harassment from six months to five years, and it would allow cases to be tried in the Crown Court as well as the magistrates' court.  Before going any further, I wish to place on record my thanks to Laura Richards of the charity Protection Against Stalking 

and Harry Fletcher of Napo for their fantastic research and the briefing that they have provided to all noble Lords who are interested in this issue. I am also grateful to them for the independent people's inquiry that they are undertaking”.

Baroness Royall commended Tracey Morgan, and the parents of murdered women such as John and Penny Clough and Tricia Bernal who are all calling for specific changes in the law.  She added: “Tracey Morgan is one of those leading campaigners, and I commend her for the extraordinary courage and determination that she has shown over the past 15 years in campaigning to increase awareness around stalking and to ensure that other women will not have to endure the terrible experiences that she did”.
She quoted Tracey directly: “Victims are never taken seriously-from police forces, to courts, to the whole criminal justice system. Claire Waxman is saying the same thing I was 15 years ago. What's changed? There needs to be a sea change in attitude. It's about murder prevention."
Baroness Howe, a Cross Bencher, fully supported her colleague saying: “My Lords, I fully support the amendment of the noble Baroness, Lady Royall of Blaisdon, which aims to incorporate the same law against stalking in English and Welsh law that already exists in Scotland.
The campaign to establish a law against stalking in Scotland was launched in March 2009 by Ann Moulds, who was herself a victim of stalking, and other supporters. These efforts led to two clauses being inserted in the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010.”

Baroness Brinton, a Liberal Democrat, also supported the amendments. She powerfully described to the house her own terrifying  personal experience of a three year criminal campaign of harassment and stalking.  Although she fully supported the amendment she added that its timing was just a little too early for the People’s Stalking Inquiry which was due to report in January.  She said it would be better to wait until it was concluded.

Lord Dear, a Cross Bencher and retired Chief Constable, also supported the amendments.  He said he had changed his views in the past few months.  He had long thought that current legislation was sufficient but he now realised that the evidence showed otherwise.

Lord Sharkey, also a Liberal Democrat, fully supported Baroness Royall saying: “ I thank the noble Baroness, Lady Royall, for tabling this amendment, whose objectives I strongly support. As noble Lords have already noted, the situation relating to stalking in England and Wales is entirely unsatisfactory. 
It is clear that the offence of harassment is not an effective way of dealing with the problem of stalking. It is not effective for the protection of possible victims; it is not effective for the successful prosecution of offenders; and it is not effective in the delivery of appropriate punishment for those who are found guilty.”

Lord Henley, replying for the government, asked that the amendments be withdrawn in view of the Home Office consultation on stalking.  Baroness Royall agreed, but said she would be bringing the amendments back for a probable vote at Report Stage in late February.

Lords Briefing                                Prior to the Lords Debate, on 30 November PAS and Napo along with Tracey Morgan held a briefing event for members of the House of Lords.  About a dozen Peers and researchers attended the event and heard Tracey describe her harrowing ongoing experience over the past decade. 
Laura Richards speech followed on from Tracey’s, outlining why stalking reform was necessary.  She referred to the Victim’s Voice survey which expressed deep dissatisfaction with the criminal justice system and also spoke about the excellent reforms in Scotland. Harry Fletcher detailed the campaign strategy to date and the plans PAS and Napo had in the New Year.  
Abuse of Process                   A dossier of 33 cases published on  December 4th by Napo and PAS revealed the continuing abuse by convicted murderers, rapists and stalkers using the family and civil court processes to continue to cause fear and alarm to their victims.  
The briefing details cases of a convicted sex offender applying to the family courts for contact with his own children who he had abused, and of convicted murderers asking for contact orders with children of the mothers they had killed. 

In addition there are examples of men convicted of serious violence including rape using contact applications to be able to cross examine, harass and stalk their victims.  Astonishingly the majority of jailed perpetrators received legal aid for their vexatious applications.  This will be lost under changes arising from the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill currently in the House of Lords, but matters will be made worse because the men will now be able to appear as litigants in person and directly cross examine the victims themselves.  

In a press statement Napo said: “The abuse of court processes by convicted stalkers is totally inappropriate and must be prevented.  It is outrageous that in the past perpetrators of child abuse, murder and rape were given legal aid to continue to torment their victims through the family courts.  This appears to have been going on for many years and has caused untold stress to victims and families.  It is crucial that these vexatious applications be struck out”.  


PAS said: ‘It is unacceptable for perpetrators of domestic abuse and stalking to be allowed to use the courts to continue their abusive behaviours. We know separation and child contact are high risk factors when there has been previous abuse and perpetrators will use any means to continue to exert their power and control, including the system and professionals working within it”. 
Excellent Lords’ debate on stalking








A happy Christmas to everyone from the campaign team – and forward into 2012





Laura Richards, Tracey Morgan and Harry Fletcher


 at the briefing








Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme for Serial Perpetrators


Consultation closes 03-01-12


In 2003 Laura published a report called ‘Getting Away with It – a profile of domestic abuse serious and sexual offenders’. The report highlighted the serial nature of domestic violence perpetrators, moving from victim to victim and escalating their behavior. It recommended tracking serial offenders. Laura has continued working with Fabulous magazine, Hazel Blears MP and others, on the ‘Protect and Respect: Right to Know’ campaign. This has also been called for by Clare Wood’s father following her murder in 2009 in Manchester by her former partner, who had a history of abuse.





The Home Office has launched a consultation on this seeking the views of disclosing information about an individual’s history of DV to a new partner. It seeks views on ‘a right to know’ or ‘a right to ask’.





Please ensure your voice is heard on this important issue which will potentially lead to more women being able to make informed choices and being better protected:








� HYPERLINK "http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/about-us/consultations/domestic-violence-disclosure/" �http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/about-us/consultations/domestic-violence-disclosure/�













