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2010 has been designated as the European 
Year for Combating Poverty and Social Ex-
clusion. Poverty disproportionally affects 
women, especially those who are affected by 
violence, the reasons for that being diverse. 
Further those women who are suffering vio-
lence are not being adequately considered in 
the public debate.

The reasons for poverty and the interdepen-
dence between poverty and violence will be 
examined in-depth within the present issue 
of Fempower. 

The term “poverty” generally describes two 
forms of economic hardship: In the case 
of so-called “absolute poverty” a person is 
struggling to meet basic needs like food, 
housing or clothing. According to the Euro-
pean Commission, the term of “relative pov-
erty”, applies if a person’s “resources are so 
inadequate as to preclude them from having 
a standard of living considered acceptable 
in the society in which they live.”1  Women’s 
shelters play a crucial role in preventing 
victims of domestic violence from suffering 
from poverty and thus act as poverty pre-
vention services.

1 Joint Report by the Commission and the Coun-
cil on social inclusion as adopted by the Council 
(EPSCO), 4 March 2004
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The articles shed a light on the precondi-
tions and consequences which apply to 
the situation of female victims of violence 
facing poverty. They also give examples on 
how to break the mutual conditioning of 
both. Attention is also given to factors that 
can have an aggravating effect, like moth-
erhood, migration or a divorce.
WAVE hopes that the Year against Pov-
erty will account for a sustained change of 
poverty’s female face and bring the inter-
dependence between poverty and violence 
against women into the public debate. 
For more information please visit 
www.2010againstpoverty.eu 
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Women have a higher risk to become vic-
tim of domestic violence than man. Women 
with low economic and social status have a 
higher risk than women with a higher sta-
tus. The most vulnerable people are female 
immigrants with a residence permit that is 
dependent on their husbands and illegal fe-
male immigrants without documents. They 
are by far at the highest risk to become a 
victim of domestic violence, honour related 
violence or human trafficking. The women’s 
shelters in the Netherlands, joined together 
in de Federatie Opvang, are lobbying to 
improve the position of these women. Our 
minimum goal is the possibility to offer 
them shelter in a crisis situation and the 
possibility to apply for a resident permit. 
There should also be the possibility to wait 
for the reply to their application for resi-
dency in a safe environment. Our lobbying 
has not been without results. Although the 
position of many immigrants is still difficult 
and dangerous, at least we can offer help 
when they have become a victim of vio-
lence. 

The legislation in the Netherlands has 
improved recently, as has the cooperation 
between the women shelters and the IND, 
the Immigration- and Naturalisation Ser-
vice. In this article I want to inform you of 
these developments as it might be a good 
example for other European countries and 
maybe even for European legislation. 

The biggest problem we faced with regard 
to the former legislation was that women 
without a residence permit could not ap-
ply for social benefits and did not have a 
right to shelter. The view of the Federatie 
Opvang is that according to international 
law all victims are entitled to shelter and a 
support program regardless of their nation-
ality and location. Some women’s shelters 
have always accepted women and their 
children without residence permit when 

Liesbeth van Bemmel
is senior policy maker and project manager at the Federatie Opvang, the um-
brella organization of shelters in the Netherlands. She is project manager from 
a nationwide improvement plan for the women’s shelters. She holds a Bachelor 
degree in Social studies, studied the Law and has a post-Bachelor diploma in 
management and policy making.
Contact via: office@wave-network.org

Migrant Victims in the Netherlands

they where in need of help. It was difficult 
to find funding for these cases, the organi-
sations being totally depending on private 
donors. 

Since June 2009 legislation has changed. 
Women’s shelters can now offer shelter to 
all victims, regardless of their nationality or 
legal position in the Netherlands. As soon 
as they are in a shelter they can apply for a 
residence permit on humanitarian grounds 
at the IND. During the procedure, women 
can apply for benefits by making use of 
the Regulation on the provision of Asylum 
Seekers and other categories of aliens. The 
allowance that they will receive is equal to 
welfare in the Netherlands. They are thus 
able to take care of themselves and their 
children and pay the contribution to the 
shelter. The IND will decide on the applica-
tion for a residence permit. In this deci-
sion they take into account the amount of 
violence that the woman has experienced 
and how safe it is for her to return to her 
home country. The civil servants that are 
making these decisions are specialists in 
gender issues and have substantial back-
ground knowledge in gender-specific vio-
lence. They understand the difficulties and 
the dynamics that come with this type of 
violence. 

A migrant woman that arrives in the Neth-
erlands to live with her partner receives a 
temporary residence permit with the re-
striction that she lives with her partner. 
When she leaves her partner, she can loose 
the permit. But if she leaves her partner 
because of violence, she can apply for an 
independent residence permit. She will get 
this automatically if she has been married 
and living in the Netherlands for more then 
three years. When she is leaving her part-
ner due to violence within three years she 
needs to convince the IND that she is a vic-
tim of violence, by a report from the police, 
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a doctor or a social worker. 
For illegal women it is more difficult to get 
a residence permit, but the IND can decide 
in their favour if it is convinced that the 
women are victims of violence and that it 
is dangerous for them to go back to their 
home country. 
 
The Federatie Opvang has worked closely 
together with the ministry of Justice to 
improve the position of female migrants. 
Together with the ministry we organise an-
nual meetings between the gender special-
ists at the IND and the staff of the women’s 
shelters. Through the years we have seen 
that the two organisations are getting to 
know each other better and have more 
understanding about each others work and 
position. The staff of the women’s shelters 
has seen that the IND is willing to give a 
resident permit to victims, but that they
need information that can confirm the vic-
tim’s story. 

The women’s shelter can help to collect 
the information by working on a safety file. 
The staff of the IND has seen that women’s 
shelters can be critical about women who 
try to use the system for the wrong rea-
sons. They know now that the information 
that is given by the women’s shelter is reli-
able and the women’s shelters know that 
the IND is doing the right thing with the 
information that is given. 
The two organisations seem to have dif-
ferent goals but at the end of the day they 
both have the same objective: to protect 
victims of violence and to give them an op-
portunity for a peaceful life. 
Not all the problems are solved and we still 
have a long way to go. But we are mov-
ing in the right direction and hopefully this 
article will be an inspiration for others. 
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Violence against Women 
and Poverty Prevention 

The Austrian Example
Maria Rösslhumer 
is a family counsellor, a pedagogue for disabled people and a political scientist. Since 
1997 Maria is the director of the Austrian Women’s Shelter Network in Vienna, Austria. 
Contact via: office@wave-network.org

Women affected by violence aren’t neces-
sarily threatened with poverty in the first 
place, but due to different factors the risk 
of becoming poor is very high. WAVE has 
focused on these poverty risks in the frame 
of an EU-project and has written a report 
on the situation in Austria. Women who are 
experiencing violence are at an increased 
poverty risk. In the light of the European 
Year against Poverty and Social Exclusion 
2010 WAVE would like to highlight this fact 
and wants to bring this issue into the de-
bate.

Violence and Poverty go Hand in Hand 
Just like gender-related violence, poverty 
is also a socio-structural problem. The root 
causes for violence and poverty often lie in 

patriarchal power relations. The UN Decla-
ration of 1993 states that: ‘violence against 
women is a manifestation of historically 
unequal power relations between men and 
women, which have led to domination over 
and discrimination against women by men 
and to the prevention of the full advance-
ment of women, and that violence against 
women is one of the crucial social mecha-
nisms by which women are forced into a 
subordinate position compared with men…’

Many women around the world can only 
dream of equal opportunities and women’s 
equality. Neither in the public nor in the 
private sector has the division of rights and 
responsibilities between men and women 
on a partnership basis and in a gender-sen-
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sitive manner yet been achieved.1

This imbalance is especially visible on the 
labour market. The Gender Pay Gap, that is 
the pay imbalance between men and wom-
en, is quite alarming in Austria. According 
to the Global Gender Report 2009, conduct-
ed by the World Economic Forum, Austria 
ranks on place 122 out of 134 countries, 
as regards the equality in income between 
men and women for equal work or work of 
equal value in international comparison. In 
2006 Austria still held the 104th place out 
of 115 countries. The EU Gender-Report 
2009 also acknowledges this fact: Austria 
occupies the penultimate place in the EU-
ranking; only in the Republic of Estonia 
is the pay gap between men and women 
higher. The gender pay gap for gross hourly 
earnings is 25.5 percent for Austria. This 
means that women receive a quarter less 
pay per hour than their male colleagues. 

According to the Official Representation of 
Employees (Arbeiterkammer)2 the inequali-
ties in pay persevere throughout working-
life of women and men, from the start until 
the end. While men’s income increases 
continuously during their working life until 
retirement and often even doubles, women 
achieve their highest income in the 25-30 
age-group. 

Women perform the bigger share (66 per-
cent) of unpaid household and child-care 
duties, often have long periods of maternity 
leave and frequently work part-time with-
out any realistic opportunities of advance-
ment, whereas family fathers often spend 
more time at the office than with their 
family. 

Far from a ‚Fifty–Fifty’ Split 
of Household-Chores

15 years ago the former Austrian Minister 
of Women’s Affairs, Helga Konrad, launched 
a Campaign with the title: „Ganze Männer 
machen Halbe-Halbe“ in order to empha-
size the unequal division of household-
labour between men and women. But it is 
still a long way to go to reach the goal of 
an equal division of child-care and house-
hold duties between men and women.
1 Equality between men and women is indeed 
written down in the Austrian Constitution but is 
still far from being achieved.
2 Wirtschafts – und Sozialstatistisches Taschen-
buch der AK 2009.

According to the latest Time-use study 
2010 and the women’s report 20101 85 
to 89 percent of women are in charge of 
household chores like ironing and laundry. 
59 percent of the time devoted to playing 
or learning with the children is spent by 
women while 41 percent is by men. Only 4 
percent of child care benefits recipients are 
men. It is only when it comes to cooking 
that the percentage of men has increased; 
this work is being carried out by 30 percent 
of men. Furthermore, caring for elderly or 
sick relatives is mainly carried out by wom-
en – most of the time unpaid. 

Poverty of Women
At EU-level 17 percent of women are at risk 
of long-term poverty. In Austria 569.000 
(14 percent of the female population) 
women and 451.000 men are said to be 
threatened by poverty.2 Even though the 
difference of 3 percent doesn’t seem that 
serious, the threat of becoming poor is 
higher for women than for men, due to the 
criterion already mentioned. Single moth-
ers’ poverty risk is especially high. Accord-
ing to the poverty reports every third single 
mother (34 percent) is at risk of becoming 
poor. 

Precarious employments and the growing 
inequalities in income are amplifying the 
poverty risks. The lack of childcare facilities 
is an additional factor that increases the 
poverty risk. The loss of a job is an acute 
poverty risk for women.

Women also have a higher poverty risk at 
older age. 123.000 female retirees living 
alone are threatened by poverty in com-
parison with 11.000 male retirees. 
The average pension for women is € 842,- 
and 1.419, - for men, which is a difference 
of € 577,- 40.7 percent respectively. 

Violence as a Poverty Risk
Violence significantly increases the risk of 
becoming poor. Yet there is no data avail-
able regarding women who have been 
affected both by poverty and violence, 
neither in the poverty report nor in the 
national action plans on poverty and social 
exclusion. Only prevalence studies or the

1 Zeitverwendungsstudie 2010/Frauenbericht 
2010
2 Sozialbericht 2007-2008 und Spezialauswer-
tung Statistik Austria
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annual statistics of the women’s shelters 
as well as the statistics on barring orders 
issued against perpetrators shed light on 
how many women are affected by violence 
in their marriages or relationships. One 
out of five women in Austria is affected 
by violence by her own partner once dur-
ing her life. We can assume that the dark 
number is considerably higher because only 
women having found their way to a support 
centre have been recorded here. In 2004 a 
representative study on the prevalence of 
violence in relationships was published in 
Germany1, which can also provide valuable 
findings for Austria. The data of the Ger-
man study can not be transferred 1:1 to 
Austria, but some of the results definitely 
allow conclusions which can give informa-
tion on the extent of violence in Austria.   
Within the scope of this study, 37 percent 
of all persons being interviewed indicated 
having experienced physical violence at 
least once since the age of 16. 13 percent 
of the persons interviewed reported hav-
ing experienced sexual violence at least 
once since the age of 16. Compared with 
an incidence rate of about 20 percent (one 
out of five) the figures for Germany lie 
substantially higher, which indicates that a 
conservative assessment has been made in 
Austria and that the real figures are prob-
ably much higher. 

Violence gives rise to 
sickness and poverty

Violence has an impact on women’s health. 
Health problems force women into precari-
ous living situations, significantly increasing 
their poverty risk. The above-mentioned 
German prevalence study „Lebenssituation, 
Sicherheit und Gesundheit von Frauen in 
Deutschland“ (‘Life situation, safety, and 
health of women in Germany’) highlights 
the health related consequences of violence 
and the importance of the public health 
sector. 

1 Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior 
Citizens, Women and Youth (ed.): Lebenssitu-
ation, Sicherheit und Gesundheit von Frauen in 
Deutschland (‘Life situation, safety, and health 
of women in Germany’), Berlin   2004 (www.
bmfsfj.de). All over Germany 10.264 women, 
ranged in age from 16 to 85 years were inter-
viewed individually and given a supplementary 
written questionnaire which the participants 
interviewed filled in by themselves.

According to this survey one woman out of 
four from 16 - 85 years of age and living in 
a partnership was repeatedly confronted 
with physical and/or sexual violence by a 
male (ex)-partner. 55 percent of women 
having experienced physical and 44 percent 
of women having experienced sexual vio-
lence were seriously injured. More than a 
third of the women (37 percent) who were 
injured asked for medical assistance. 
The study also confirms, amongst other 
things, that physical and sexual violence 
are profoundly linked to emotional abuse 
and that many women are affected by dif-
ferent forms of violence at the same time.

The physical consequences of violence 
range from haematoma, bruises and burn-
ings up to  the loss of vision or hearing. 
These consequences lead to permanent 
injuries, chronic diseases, severe handi-
caps or even death. These health-related 
acute and long-term effects frequently lead 
to the loss of employment and to poverty. 
Experiences of violence also produce cogni-
tive sicknesses like amentia, disorientation, 
disorders in concentration and thinking, 
insomnia, depressions, eating disorders, 
an increased suicide risk, etc. Women who 
are victims of sexual violence suffer pain 
and injuries in the genital region and they 
have to deal with abdominal pain, gastro-
intestinal disorders, arrhythmia, complex 
traumatic pressure, chronic diseases, un-
wanted pregnancies etc. Women affected 
by violence often have to undergo long and 
uncomfortable medical treatments. Long 
medical treatments lead again to high costs 
and expenses for drugs and therapy and 
are very time-consuming. Negative conse-
quences on the women’s health lead to ad-
ditional pressure and often hinder women 
from earning their own income. 

Violence, Loss of Job 
and Homelessness 

Frequent sick leaves, difficulties in con-
centrating and a low ability to work under 
pressure are most of the time leading to a 
dismissal by the employer.
Some women are also being molested by 
their husbands at work and most employ-
ers do not show any understanding for this. 
The perpetrator is often not being held ac-
countable for his behaviour, instead the fe-
male employee is. The loss of a work place 
can also mean the loss of everything
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for these women.
Some women who are separating from the 
abuser end up being single-mothers with 
an increased poverty-risk. After leaving the 
women’s shelter many women can’t af-
ford an apartment because of unaffordable 
deposits, commissions and rents. In Aus-
tria the most important social benefits are 
family-based. 

The social benefits entitlement and the 
level of social benefits like the welfare as-
sistance or the emergency benefits (i.e. 
benefits for long-term unemployment) are 
dependent on the income of the family or 
partner. Since these benefits are dependent 
on the family status, they lead to renewed 
dependency on the violent partner. In 
violent relationships it is mostly men who 
have all financial means and employ them 
as a way to put pressure on the women. 
Income like child care benefits and fam-
ily benefits are often spent by men - not 
always for the good of the family. 

Immigrant Women 
and Asylum-Seekers

Immigrant women are affected by mul-
tiple discriminations due to their roles as 
women, mothers, due to their origin and 
because of the restrictive legislation apply-
ing. The above-mentioned German Preva-
lence Study has also shown that immigrant 
women are more often affected by health 
problems, due to the difficult social situa-
tion they are in. A low level of education 
combined with a low income, bad profes-
sional and social integration, the absence of 
close social relationships, as well as bad ali-
mentation, inadequate housing conditions 
and underpaid work can lead to chronic 
diseases and poverty.

The access to health services is often lim-
ited or missing for immigrant women. They 
often have no health insurance and have 
language- and communication problems 
which form a further access barrier. Some-
times immigrant women cannot read offi-
cial letters and interpreting services are not 
always provided. Not all persons having im-
migrated to Austria are entitled to welfare 
assistance and the regulations differ from 
province to province. In Vienna immigrants 
are only entitled to receive these benefits if 
they have been living here for at least five 
consecutive years and have a permanent

residence permit. Immigrants are only en-
titled to receive social benefits (child care 
benefits, family allowance) if they have a 
proof of residency for which again you have 
to possess a proof of income stating a sal-
ary of about € 780,-. 
Many immigrant women cannot afford 
psychotherapy, and and therapy is hardly 
ever offered in the women’s native lan-
guages. Immigrant women are often living 
in hidden homelessness due to unafford-
able apartments. Access to council housing 
(Gemeindewohnung) is possible for immi-
grants, but the waiting lists are very long. 
With the Aliens Act being tightened and 
because of additional obstacles to aquiring 
visa and residence permits immigrants are 
further pushed into precarious conditions.

Female immigrants coming to Austria for 
family reunification do not even have their 
own residence permit. This is again in-
creasing their dependency on the perpe-
trator since immigrant women without an 
independent income and their own job have 
to remain with their partner for five years. 
Because of their difficult economic situation 
some immigrant women have to return to 
their violent partner after a stay at a wom-
en’s shelter. 
For asylum seekers the situation is even 
worse. Access to the labour market is de 
facto not possible because employment 
permits are only seldomly granted and 
when they are it is only for seasonal or sex 
work. Also, asylum seekers are not eligible 
for social benefits. 

Women’s Shelters are also 
Poverty Prevention Centres

During the last three to four decades a na-
tionwide network of women’s shelters and 
victim’s protection centres was established 
throughout Austria. Women’s shelters do 
not only protect women from violence but 
also help women in building up a future 
for themselves and earning their own liv-
ing. Comprehensive psychosocial, medical 
and judicial counselling, accompaniment 
to public authorities, as well as support 
in finding a job or job placement and an 
apartment are part of the services offered 
by the women’s shelters. 
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This is to be avoided because the fear 
persists that it could cause women who 
are affected by violence to be perceived as 
‘fragile’. 

This may result in ‘those poor fragile wom-
en’ being viewed as needing guidance and 
requiring a policy of ‘guardianship’. This 
could lead to a type of policy without any 
critique of - or attempt to change - societal 
norms that still benefit the perpetrators.  

There is also the risk of causing conflict 
between different groups of women in need 
- the poor affected by violence and other 
women living in poverty. The debate has 
been ongoing for over 10 years now and is 
facing an important development:  
As highlighted in WAVE meetings and con-
ferences, we are now confronted with the 
fact that in the last decade the target group 
of the women’s shelters in Europe is more 
and more characterised by women in finan-
cial difficulty and migrant women.
These two groups of women are in a situa-
tion in which activating material, personal 
and social resources which could enable 
them to live an autonomous life becomes 
a growing and complex challenge. One 
should also not forget the numerous wom-
en affected by economic violence. This form 
of violence is - with regard to a general rise 
in precarious employment - certainly on the 
rise.
There is no need to carry out in-depth 
socio-economic studies to be able to affirm 
that these women do not find themselves 
in situations of need due to their personal 
inadequacy. 

Is Poverty ‘Different’ For Women 
Experiencing Violence?

Marcella Pirrone 
is a freelance feminist lawyer, co-founder of the women’s shelter Merano (Italy). 
She has been working for women’s rights in the area of family and civil law for 20 
years and represents victims of violence in criminal court rulings. Furthermore, 
she is a lecturer for criminal law at the Free University Bolzano, Italy. 
Contact via: office@wave-network.org

In a European Union facing the effects of 
the global economic crisis, poverty and 
financial difficulties have re-emerged at 
the centre of public debate. Single moth-
ers are once more amongst the group of 
people that are affected the most by pov-
erty. A crisis in the labour market generally 
affects women stronger then men. Women 
are more prone to lose their jobs and re-
main unemployed, due to the fact that their 
chances of re-employment are constrained 
by being a ‘working mom’. This leads to 
– unfortunately very common – ‘broken’ 
career paths with interruptions in employ-
ment and career advancement for many 
women, which result in low or non-existent 
pension payments at an older age. 

In the Italian women’s shelter movement 
the following debate has been ongoing for 
a long time: Are women who are affected 
by violence and in a financially difficult 
situation disadvantaged to an even greater 
extent?
The question needs to be raised whether 
- from a feminist point of view - it should 
be possible to claim ‘special’ measures for 
these women, like financial support and a 
priority status regarding social benefits like 
housing allocations, childcare benefits, etc. 

For the Italian women’s shelters which base 
their work on the feminist principles it has 
always been and still is important to avoid 
giving their political claims too much of 
a  ‘charitable’ dimension which would re-
semble the various catholic social projects 
in Italy. 
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On the contrary: the drastic cuts and re-
strictions in necessary social benefits all 
over Europe mostly affect those people 
who cannot revert to a ‘basket’ of personal, 
social and public resources to find an ad-
equate education, working conditions that 
are sensitive to women, socio-private sup-
port networks, etc….

Poverty mainly affects those women who – 
as feminism clearly emphasises since the 
1970s – have to fight very hard for their 
access to the above mentioned resources.

Furthermore - as the movement of wom-
en’s shelters continuously emphasizes - a 
woman also has to fight very hard to sur-
vive violence and to free herself from this 
situation!  

Just like poverty cannot be assigned to 
personal failure, but is due to socio-political 
factors, violence against women is a public 
and not a private issue. 

Can we therefore conclude that for a wom-
an experiencing violence poverty equals an 
additional existential problem, impeding 
the woman’s vital escape from the violent 
situation? Or does a higher risk of poverty 
create a further socio-political risk factor of 
being subjected to violence for women? 
Due to the complexity of factors affecting 
different women’s living situations, there is 
of course no unambiguous response. How-
ever, there are certain characteristic situ-
ations most women face during their stay 
in a women’s shelter which point into the 
same direction.  

Imagine for example a migrant woman 
emigrating from a foreign country. Here, 
the applied legislation does accept diploma 
or professional skills acquired in her home 
country as comparable, impeding her pro-
fessional path. 
At the same time this legislation requires 
her to be employed and have a stable in-
come in order to ensure her residence
permit – in a labour market that is not 
even able to guarantee stability to nation-
als. 
Furthermore, the woman is not eligible for 
social benefits (e.g. housing allocations, 
childcare benefits) and for the financial 
benefits granted by the state, since the 
cuts in the social policy sector cause these 
benefits only to be granted to people who 
already have resident status. The situation 
turns into a vicious circle of poverty. 

In the light of the situation described above 
it requires an immense amount of strength 
to be still able to free oneself of a violent 
relationship without any social support net-
work.
During the past years, it has therefore 
become a growing challenge for women 
in situations of violence and for women’s 
shelters to acquire adequate support mea-
sures and resources. Bearing in mind that 
the social and economic policies world-
wide continue to increasingly discriminate 
against and harm women, demands for 
‘special’ support for women in situations of 
violence– also on an international level – 
can never be voiced strongly enough.
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