Women-led Police
Stations Help to Prevent
Gender-based Violence
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STATIONS HELP TO PREVENT
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

To prevent violence against women, a few decades ago countries
in Latin America started introducing women-led police stations

to respond to incidents of gender violence. Kerry Carrington,
an Adjunct Professor of the University of the Sunshine Coast,
has conducted extensive studies investigating the impact and

advantages of these women’s police stations. She hopes that her

work will inspire governments in Australia and the global north to

establish women-led stations on a large-scale.

Gender Violence in the 21st Century

Gender-based violence, which describes
violence directed at individuals

of a specific gender, is among the

most pressing human rights issues
worldwide. It can include psychological,
physical, and sexual violence, as well

as stalking, forced marriages, female
genital mutilation, forced abortion or
sterilisation, sexual harassment, and
other forms of abuse.

While people of all genders can
experience gender-based violence,
most of its victims are adult women

and young girls. According to global
statistics, approximately 30% of women
have been the victim of violence or
abuse, whether perpetrated by strangers
or by their own partners and family
members. In many countries worldwide,
widespread forms of gender-based
violence, such as stalking or domestic
violence, only became illegal in the late
20th century and early 21st century,
while in other countries they are still
legal.

While countries in the global north

now prosecute most types of gender
violence, traditional police stations and
judicial systems do not always respond

effectively to it, as they often operate
within male dominated cultures that are
ill-equipped to interact with victims and
survivors.

Researchers and lawyers worldwide
have thus been trying to devise
alternative strategies and approaches
to address gender-based violence,
which could make victims and survivors
feel more at ease and ensure that their
cases are properly handled. One of
these strategies, first implemented in
countries across Latin America, involves
the introduction of alternative police
stations led by women.

The Rise of Women’s Police Stations

In most countries, policing is a male-
dominated profession associated

with strict ranks and hierarchies,

and a pervasive masculine culture,

as policing was restricted to men

only for much of history. Even when
women were permitted to join the
police, they were restricted to feminine
roles and not treated as equals until
relatively recently. In this historical
context, women police officers are
disadvantaged and encounter many
challenges compared to their male
colleagues.
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This masculine culture can adversely

impact how officers respond to
violence against women and girls.

For instance, surveys show that when
reporting acts of domestic violence or
other gender-related incidents, many
women experienced a lack of empathy
from police officers and felt like their
complaints were not taken seriously.
Some were even blamed for the abuse
they had endured.

Professor Kerry Carrington and her
collaborators in South America have
conducted extensive studies focusing
on gender violence and how it could be
prevented and tackled more effectively.
Some of her recent works specifically
explore the impact and advantages

of women-led police stations, which
specialise in helping female victims of
male violence.
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The first police stations specialising in violence against women
were introduced in Sdo Paulo, Brazil, in 1985. Since then,
similar stations have emerged in many countries in the global
south, including Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Peru,
Uruguay, India, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Kosovo, Liberia, the
Philippines, South Africa, and Uganda.

These alternative police stations are designed to respond to
gender violence in a more empathetic and appropriate way,
ensuring that victims feel safe to share their experiences and
that they are protected from their perpetrators. In the UK, the
US, Australia, and other countries in the global North, on the
other hand, efforts have so far primarily focused on increasing
the percentage of women in law enforcement.

Like conventional stations, women-led police stations employ
uniformed, armed officers who work under the authority of
the state and respond to emergencies 24 hours a day, all year
around. Yet women'’s police stations have no holding cells, are
colourful and welcoming, and designed to only receive victims
and their children. This is the opposite design to typical police
stations, which are designed to receive alleged offenders.

Officers working at women’s police stations receive additional,
specialised training in how to respond to violence towards
women following empathetic protocols informed by a gender
perspective. These officers work alongside social workers,
lawyers, psychologists and counsellors to ensure that victims
reporting a violent crime receive all they guidance, help, and
support they need.
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This multi-disciplinary team is also in touch with local boards,
as well as government, religious, educational, and community-
based organisations. While officers at these stations are
predominantly female, male officers, social workers, lawyers,
and psychologists can also be recruited after they have
completed the required training.

Advantages of Women-led Stations

Many studies have investigated the benefits of police stations
specialised in gender-based violence, most of which focused
on stations in Brazil and India. Professor Carrington and her
collaborators specifically explored the impact of women-led
stations in Argentina, which carry out both investigative and
preventative work.

Argentina currently has two different types of police stations:
common police stations (Comisaria) and police stations

for women and families (Comisaria de la Mujery Familia

or CMF), the first of which was established in Buenos Aires

in 1988. Today, the country has over 120 CMF stations and
approximately 15 other units specialising in gender-related
violence.

In one of her studies, Professor Carrington and her colleagues
investigated how these stations prevent gender-based violence.
To do this, they conducted semi-structured interviews with
staff working at ten women’s police stations in the Province of
Buenos Aires. In addition, they conducted field research and
directly observed the officers at work and in the community.

W.WW.SCIENTIA..GLOBAL




Overall, they found that CMF stations prevented gender
violence in three different ways, namely by working with
victims and offenders to de-naturalise violence and prevent
re-victimisation, by organising community events aimed at
disrupting patriarchal norms that sustain gender violence, and
by working with local boards to disseminate helpful resources
and identify high-risk cases before they escalate into more
serious, potentially lethal violence.

Learning from the Global South

The research conducted by Professor Carrington and her
collaborators shows how women-led police stations can play a
key role in tackling and preventing gender violence on a large-
scale.

In addition to examining the work of specific CMF stations in
the Province of Buenos Aires, Professor Carrington and her
colleagues also compared the multi-disciplinary model they
follow to traditional policing approaches. In one of their papers,
they concluded that specialised women'’s police stations in

the global south empower women to free themselves from

the suffering and subjugation of domestic violence, while also
addressing the patriarchal norms and values perpetuating it.

Professor Carrington’s work is framed by southern criminology,
a theoretical approach that reverses the notion that ideas and
policies should primarily travel from Western countries to the
global south. Her studies suggest that Western countries have a
lot to learn from the global south when it comes to preventing
and eradicating gender-based violence, starting from the
introduction of specialised police stations that are better
equipped to deal with these issues.

Women’s Police Stations in Australia

As part of another study, Professor Carrington and her
colleagues prepared semi-structured surveys that were handed
out to 277 professionals who work, carry out research, and
volunteer in the gender violence sector in Australia. These

professionals included police officers, NGO representatives,
and researchers working at agencies specialising in sexual,
domestic, and family violence.

In addition, the team recruited 566 professionals through
Facebook advertising and asked them to share their views
regarding the possible implementation of women-led police
stations in Australia.

The objective of this study was to examine the attitudes of
these professionals towards the introduction of gender-specific
protocols and specialist police stations like those in Argentina.

Overall, professionals, including police officers, were more
enthusiastic about the introduction of gender-specific stations
than lay members of the community. Nonetheless, most of
the respondents agreed that nine aspects of the Argentinian
approach could significantly improve Australia’s response to
gender-based violence.

These aspects include the introduction of multi-disciplinary
teams, collaboration with local agencies, the provision of
emergency support, designing stations that make victims feel
welcome, providing childcare, working with communities to
prevent violence, offering specifically designed interview rooms
forvictims, and working with both victims and offenders to
break the cycle of violence.

Reshaping Responses to Gender Violence

The research carried out by Professor Carrington and her
colleagues summarises some of the key advantages and
strengths of women-led police stations. This gender-relevant
approach ensures that more victims of gender-based violence
have access to justice, are heard, and receive the help, advice
and information they need to deal with the abuse they have
endured.

In addition to providing victims with the empathy and support
they need, these stations allow police officers of all genders

to follow a different career path in law enforcement, which is
based on a gendered, multi-disciplinary, and more empathetic
culturally aware approach. This could potentially encourage
more women - especially women of colour - to become police
officers, particularly those who would typically be dissuaded by
the masculine and colonialist culture associated by traditional
police work.

Past studies suggest that women-led police stations can also
have substantial effects on the occurrence of gender-based
crime. For instance, in metropolitan Brazil, the presence of
women'’s police stations was found to reduce femicide rates
by 50% for women aged between 15 and 24, and reduce the
overall rate by 17%.

In the future, the work carried out by Professor Carrington and
her colleagues could encourage Australia, the UK, the US and
other countries in the global north to introduce similar police
stations to specifically address violence against women and
girls.
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School of Law and Society
University of the Sunshine Coast
Maroochydore, Queensland
Australia

Dr Kerry Carrington is a criminologist and Adjunct Professor

at University of the Sunshine Coast in Australia. She holds

a PhDin Criminology from Macquarie University and has
recently founded her own research consultancy, Carrington
Research Consultancy. Before she started at University of the
Sunshine Coast, she was the head of Queensland University of
Technology’s School of Justice for over a decade. Her research
won many international awards, including the 2014 Lifetime
Achievement Award from the American Society of Criminology
(ASC) and the 2013 Distinguished Scholar Award from the ASC’s
Division of Women and Crime. Over the past three decades,
Professor Carrington acquired a reputation as one of the
world’s leading experts on gender violence and its prevention.
She s also an editorial board member of many respected Law
and Crime-related journals, including Critical Criminology,
Feminist Criminology, Criminology and Criminal Justice, Delito
y Sociedad, and the Asian Journal of Criminology, as well as
the founder and co-chief editor of the International Journal for
Crime, Justice, and Social Democracy from 2012-2022.
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