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Woman who stayed with
abusive hubby for 40 years
shows need to beef up laws
against family violence

Centres specialising in handling family violence are seeing
a steady rise in cases, the task force revealed. PHOTO: ST FILE

SINGAPORE - A housewife in her 60s
stuck it out with her abusive husband,
who rained blows on her over 40 years.

This man bashed her until she miscarried
in their earlier days of marriage and, more
recently, fractured her rib cage.

The cleaner in his 60s was jailed for about
a year for the abuse, but, two days after his
release, he started to hit her again - and
continues to take his anger out on her.

Ms Kristine Lam, lead social worker at
Care Corner Project StART, which
specialises in tackling family violence,
said: "We have been working with her for
five years, but no matter what we say, she
refuses to leave him or apply for a
personal protection order (PPO)."

A PPO is a court order restraining a
person from committing violence against
a family member.

Of the couple, who have no children, Ms
Lam added: "She felt like she had given so
much of her life to him.

"Her life revolves around him, and now
that they are old, she wants to look after
him as they are husband and wife.

"Even though she knows that he may kill
her, her attitude is 'So be it'."

Then, there is the housewife in her 30s, a
mother of three, who tried to flee from her
abusive husband twice unsuccessfully.

He tracked her down shortly after the first
time she ran away and threatened to kill
her mother.

The second time she fled, she returned
home as she was afraid he would harm
their children if she left.

For about a decade, he hit her with all
sorts of objects, from a baseball bat to a
fishing rod, and left her with multiple
injuries, including a broken nose.

He also threatened to kill her and their
children with an electric saw he owned.

The man also locked her at home for a few
months to stop her from fleeing, and
forced her to have sex with him.

Ms Lam said: "Her fear was so intense. She
felt like there was no way she could escape
from him. She felt that if she tried to seek
help, he would kill her, their children and
her extended family."

Ms Lam and her colleagues finally
managed to help the woman and her
children move to a crisis shelter for
victims of family violence.

It was only after she was in a shelter that
the woman filed for a PPO. She has since
divorced her husband and the violence
has stopped, Ms Lam said.

Ms Lam highlighted these two cases to
show how some victims are so trapped -
either by love, fear, fatalism or a mixture
of all three - that they are unable to apply
for a PPO against their husbands, even
though they fear being beaten to death.

There are also seniors who would not
apply for a PPO against their adult
children who are abusing them, as they
cannot bear to get their children into
trouble with the law, social workers
interviewed said.

Such cases make it crucial for the law to
allow third parties to apply for PPOs for
very vulnerable victims even without their
consent, to protect their lives and well-
being, Ms Lam said.

The application can be made by the
Director-General of Social Welfare and
other appointed protectors, according to
recommendations made by the Taskforce
on Family Violence.

It would apply in cases where the victim is
at risk of being seriously harmed and is
assessed to be under the undue influence
of a loved one not to apply for a PPO.

This recommendation was one of 16 put
up by the task force. These were released
on Thursday (Sept 23).

The family violence task force is co-chaired by Minister of
State for Home Affairs Muhammad Faishal Ibrahim (left)
and Minister of State for Social and Family Development
Sun Xueling (third from left). PHOTO: MINISTRY OF SOCIAL
AND FAMILY DEVELOPMENT

The recommendations cover four key
areas: increasing awareness of family
violence; making it easier to report the
violence and get immediate help; boosting
protection and support for victims; and
taking a stronger enforcement approach
and beefing up rehabilitation for those
who inflict the violence.

The task force is chaired by Minister of
State for Social and Family Development
Sun Xueling and Minister of State for
Home Affairs Muhammad Faishal
Ibrahim.

Another recommendation, to strengthen
enforcement, is to make it an offence for
perpetrators to flout counselling and other
rehabilitative orders.

Dr Sudha Nair, a member of the task force,
said about 10 per cent of perpetrators
ordered to attend counselling do not show
up.

And often, these are higher risk cases,
where if nothing is done to ensure they
attend counselling, "something terrible
could happen", said Dr Nair, executive
director of Pave, a centre specialising in
handling family violence.

She said: "This is one of our greatest
challenges, as the law at this point doesn't
have enough teeth to compel them to
come. They literally tell us to 'go fly kite'
and there is nothing we can do. So we
need legislative levers to compel them."

Social workers interviewed said efforts to
tackle family violence must include the
effective rehabilitation of perpetrators.

They welcome the proposals to beef up
rehabilitation, including empowering the
Family Justice Courts to order mandatory
assessment and treatment for
perpetrators, whose mental health
conditions are a factor in their abusive
behaviour.

The task force also recommended that the
Government studies the feasibility of
mandating that higher-risk perpetrators
undergo a structured residential
programme for rehabilitation.

Such court-ordered programmes, where
the offender stays in a facility for the
purpose of rehabilitation, will serve to
physically separate the victim and the
abuser and keep the victim safe. It may
also improve the rehabilitation outcomes
for the perpetrators.

Fei Yue Community Services chief
executive Arthur Ling said it is important
to have a wider range of rehabilitation
options, as there is no one size fits all
when it comes to rehabilitation.

There is a need to find out what works and
how to better tailor rehabilitation
programmes for different individuals, he
added.

The task force was set up in February last
year, but Covid-19 was not the only
catalyst for its formation, Ms Sun said. It
wanted to address gaps and find various
approaches even before the violence
happens.

"We want to break cycles of violence so
our young can grow up in safe
environments and understand what
respectful relationships are about," Ms
Sun said.

The prevalence rate of family violence
here is between 3 per cent and 20 per
cent, with figures on the higher end
coming from studies using self-reported
data that include having witnessed
violence at some point in the person's life.

Meanwhile, an ongoing study by the
Ministry of Social and Family
Development (MSF) and the National
Council of Social Service (NCSS) has
found that 2.5 per cent of marriages in the
study had individuals who applied for a
PPO or had one made against them.

The Covid-19 pandemic is also creating
new stressors, such as more financial
woes, and worsening existing tensions in
families.

Centres specialising in handling family
violence are seeing a steady rise in cases,
the task force revealed.

In the financial year ending March 31,
these centres handled 1,103 cases - a 14
per cent increase from the 966 cases the
year before. There were 891 such cases in
the year ending March 31, 2019.

And the National Anti-Violence Helpline
has received 5,300 calls from its launch at
the start of this year to last month.

And, what is more insidious is this
- beyond physical wounds inflicted by
abusive family members, there
are emotional and psychological scars that
others cannot see.

Such scars mar and maim lives, and their
effects extend to the next generation.

The same study by MSF and NCSS found
that about 11 per cent of those who had
filed for a PPO had the same order made
against them later in their lives.

This showed that some individuals who
suffered abuse became, in turn, abusers
themselves.

Noting the long-tail effect of family
violence, Ms Sun told the Straits Times in
an interview published in February that
the focus on tackling domestic violence
will be to break the cycle of violence and
prevent victims from becoming
perpetrators themselves.

She said: "Research has shown that if you
have seen family violence from a child's
perspective, if you're not well-adjusted,
you may become a perpetrator or end up
in an abusive relationship where you end
up becoming a victim again.

"We want to break that cycle."

Helplines

National Care Hotline:
1800-202-6868 (8am - midnight)

Mental well-being

• Institute of Mental Health’s Mental
Health Helpline:
6389-2222 (24 hours)

• Samaritans of Singapore:
1800-221-4444 (24 hours) /1-767 (24
hours)

• Singapore Association for Mental
Health:
1800-283-7019

• Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928

• Tinkle Friend:
1800-274-4788

• Community Health Assessment
Team:
6493-6500/1

Counselling

• TOUCHline (Counselling):
1800-377-2252

• TOUCH Care Line (for seniors,
caregivers):
6804-6555

• Care Corner Counselling Centre:
1800-353-5800

Online resources

• mindline.sg

• My Mental Health

• Fei Yue’s Online Counselling Service

• Tinkle Friend

• Community Health Assessment
Team
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