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The Special Cell for women and children was established in 1984 as a collaboration
between the Maharashtra State Police, and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai,
to provide professional support services to women and children facing violence. In the
last two decades the Special Cell has provided services to countless women; been a
training site for young social work student and the Police, and for research; and most
importantly it has shown that a strategic alliance with the police can make a significant
impact on women's search for support and justice. This documentation illustrates the
journey of the Special Cell, and highlights how it has been effective in achieving the aims
of social justice forwomen.

The Special Cell is a unique effort in a strategic collaboration between the State and an
academicinstitution, in that it provides a vital connection between citizens and the state
that is expected to protect and support them. From one centre in the heart of Mumbai,
to ten cells in Police Stations across the state, the Special Cell has grown through the
supportandinvolvementofallits stakeholders.

Special Cell locations across Maharashtra

Wardha

Nashik Yavatmal

Aurangabad

Navi Mumbai

Mumbai
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Strategic Aims of the Special Cell

1. Giving visibility to violence against women,
and legitimizing the violated woman's concerns
and needs within a pro-woman perspective.

2. Working with the individual and the larger system
simultaneously within the context of trained social work
practice

3. Developing a strategic alliance with the police
system for a more coordinated, coherent, and in-depth
response to violence; and integrating social services for
violated women within the system

4. Engaging the woman in problem solving through
process-oriented work to empower her

5. Providing social services within the criminal justice
system focusing on socio-legal aspects of the issue of
violence against women

Achieving the above within the framework of the
ethics and values of the profession of social work,
and through services provided by trained full time
social workers.

“ A door opened...there was a readiness to experiment, and individuals
made it possible on both sides. Partnerships have always been central to
TISS, and we used all the potential that an academic institution has, the
State responded...and Special Cell was born..”

Anjali Dave, Faculty In-Charge, Special Cell
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The evolving scope of work of Special Cell

Violated Women and Children

Negotiating for non violence
with stakeholders

Promoting the rights of women
with systems and stakeholders

Building the violated woman's
self confidence and self esteem

Community Groups

Empowering violated women

Creating an environment of
acceptance of the human
rights of women

Building support systems for the
violated woman

Enabling the violated woman to
access services, resources, assets
dueto her

Building awareness in
community groups on the
violated woman's problems
and perspectives

Training community groups
on issues pertaining to
violence againstwomen
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Other organizations

Creating an environment of
acceptance of the human rights of
women, especially violated women

Building awareness in organizations
on the problems and perspectives of
violated women

Police System

(Police personnel, police patils,
Mahila Takrar Nivaran Kendras,
Mahila Dakshata Samitis)

Building alliances with the
Police and other systems in the
interests of violated women and
children

Building awareness in the
police and other systems on the
violated woman's problems and
perspectives

Training police and other
systems on issues pertaining to
violence againstwomen

Harnessing police authority to
help violated women
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Timeline and History of Special Cell

July Special Cell begins in the Commissioner of Police
1984 office
1986 Special Cell becomes member of the ACP's (Crime)

Dowry Committee

1987 Special Cell initiates Project Help at Sion Hospital
to assist victims of bride burnings to record their
dying declarations

1988 Special Cell established in Dadar in Mumbai city

1994 Special Cell set up at Kandivali Police Station to
cater to the Mumbai suburban area

2001 UNIFEM, TISS, and the Government of
Maharashtra / Police sign a memorandum that
makes Special Cell a joint program of all three
partners and with an agenda to expand the work
ofthe cell across the state

2002 Special Cells are set up in Navi Mumbai, Pune,
Yavatmal, and Aurangabad

2003 Nashik, Wardha, and Nanded Special Cells
opened

2005 Dept of Women and Child Development/
Government of Maharashtra takes over Special
Cell.
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The Response to Violence - Enabling Conditions in the
location of TISS

As an educational institution, Tata Institute of Social Sciences has a unique location and
potential in its work on violence against women. Field Action Projects such as Special
Cell evolved out of conditions specific to an institution like TISS

B The mandate of an educational training and research facility is to observe
and record social phenomena, and in cases like TISS, use these skills to
demonstrate active interventions.

B The intention of Special Cell is to provide a woman centered response to
violence, because it is against the law. It is also the duty of the State and civil
society to respond to this social reality. Instead of being driven by ideological
positions or mandates, the primary commitment of TISS is to provide a
knowledgeable response and services.

B The facilities for research, documentation, public awareness raising, and
education also significantly contribute towards creating an efficient response
to violence against women. This allows for self-reflection and analysis
towards improving the service. More critically, the entry points, access, and
resources that academic institutions have, makes it easier for them to
influence larger social systems, like the Police, that are can be resistant to
gender sensitive responses.

B The Special Cell response to violence against women is seen in its larger
social context, and is imbued with the principles of effective and sensitive
social work practice. So even the response to an abusive spouse is seen in
terms of the limited and narrow conditioning the man has experienced,
rather than reinforce common social myths that only the poor or poorly
educated men are abusers. The perspective of TISS allows for multiple sites of
disempowerment and discrimination to be recognized and addressed. So the
Special Cell responds holistically to the situation of violence, without
necessarily disregarding it's accountability to the woman client to be
empowered to deal with situations of violence.



The Reality of Violence

Domestic violence is an open secret in India. We know that it happens and who does it
to whom, but we are well schooled by culture and tradition in accepting it as a reality of
life, and of marriage. Every act of silence, every act of brushing aside or ignoring
domestic violence makes it just a little bit harder for a woman to speak out against it. At

its core domestic violence is an expression of power of one person over another.

Domestic violence takes on many forms, from physical acts such as slapping and hitting,
harassment for dowry, verbal abuse, to more subtle forms of control through the

manipulation of finances, personal freedoms, and children's well being.

Most forms of violence against a woman have physical and mental health

consequences. Chronic exposure only intensifies the impact of violence.

Special Cell

82.5%
78.0%
720 %
62.0 %
58.0 %

48.5 %
42.0 %
38.0 %
36.0 %

Situations of violence commonly faced by women clients at

Mental harassment by husband

Physical violence by the husband

Husband does not fulfill roles and responsibilities
Mental harassment by the in-laws

Financial harassment and manipulation
(husband's unemployment / withholding money)

Substance abuse by husband or in the family
Dowry related harassment
Husband's suspicious nature

Physical violence by the in-laws

All figures in percentage.- Multiple and overlapping responses across categories.
Source: Report of the Evaluation Study of Special Cell, Jan - Dec 2003, by Vidya Apte
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Interventions at Special Cell

A woman who has undergone emotional or physical violence within relationships that
are supposed to be intimate and trustworthy, suffers an erosion of her self worth. She
tends to feel helpless, might be mentally and physically overwhelmed, fearful, and
confused. Despite these effects of violence, there are women who eventually decide
they cannot endure it any longer. In doing so she is also challenging her social
conditioning which encourages her to 'adjust' or accept the violence as normal or
routine within marriage.

The focus of all activities and strategies of the Special Cell has been the woman who has
experienced violence. Recognizing her pain, and the reality of violence, social workers
at the Special Cell are trained to support and bolster awoman's sense of self as she takes
the first step towards ending the violence.

The Special Cell acts on the premise that violence against women is not a private matter,
and is not just the responsibility of the woman to address. As per a client's expectations
of non-violence, or divorce or separation, the Special Cell enables her to challenge her
partner and her family, and make them part of the problem solving process.

The experience of the Special Cell has shown that women's most common expectation
is for the violence to end, and for the marital relationship to continue. She usually wants
to attempt this option before she takes a more permanent step of divorce. If she finds
that the husband or in-laws cannot comply with this expectation, she returnsto initiate
divorce proceedings.

Assistance sought by women clients

2% Legal aid in child custody

3% Immediate need for shelter for self/children

6% Assistance in recovery of movable and immovable property

Qu Protection from abuser

14.5% Registration of a non-cognizable offence

19.5% Legal aid for divorce

24 % Legal aid to claim maintenance

26% Matrimonial rights (including share of and entry into
matrimonial home)

62 % Assistance for non-violent reconciliation with the husband.

Allresponses from Report of Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte (2003)
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“When a woman comes to the Special Cell, it is the first time she is
making decisions for herself.. she becomes aware of what she
wants. And we reinforce the confidence this act of courage brings
her...” Social Worker, Special Cell, Kandivili Police Station, Mumbai

The association between the Special Cell and a client is not just about police work or
filing acase - that could be just the beginning. When a woman comes to Special cell she
has made a decision to fight violence. The role of the social worker isto support her and
walk with her through that process.

Social workers at the cell manage and follow-up each case from discussion of the
problem, to emotional support, legal and police work follow-up, organizing joint
meetings with spouse/family etc. A large part of the intervention involves spending time
with the client and introducing her to new ways of thinking, feeling, and being with
regard to the violence. They are critical in creating an environment where the woman's
family and spouse will feel comfortable in participating in the reconciliation process. In
situations where the woman's family or husband are aggressive and threatening, a
worker has to hold her ground and establish the right to non-violence. Social workers
also make home visits when necessary, either to meet a husband who does not respond
to letters for a joint meeting, to monitor a marital situation, or to make a deeper
assessment of a case when information is not forthcoming. Thus a worker has to
employ a range of diverse skills and techniques to ensure that the client's expectations
are met.

Many social work graduates from TISS and across the state apply to work in Special Cells,
so they come with some understanding of gender violence and social work practice.
Social workers are usually trained on the job alongside more experienced colleagues.

Guiding Principles of social work practice, counseling, and support
towomen

B Self determination, where a woman is encouraged and
supportedto make decisions about her own life

B [ndividualization, where a woman is respected in her own right as a

person and not on the basis of her relationships

A non judgmental attitude

Participation of the woman in the problem solving process

Confidentiality and privacy
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A Day in the Life of....Nashik Special Cell

“ Watching a woman grow and transform her life into something
positive is the best part of this job.” Social Worker, Special Cell

The town slumbers in the warm afternoon of a holiday. The only sounds are of young
men and children celebrating the advent of spring, the festival of Rang Panchami, with
the ritual play-war with coloured powder and water. But violence takes no holidays, and
a line begins to form outside the Special Cell for Women and Children at the Nashik
Taluka police station.

Usha comes in holding in her tears. A client of some months, Usha's story of the day's
abuse bursts out with her sobs. Her son has been beating her despite repeated warnings
and attempts at mediation. A widow, Usha has nowhere else to go. She shows Anita, the
social worker, the fresh bruises on her back and her chest. With this incident it is likely
that the police will have to pay him avisit. They say they will meet her at the Civil Hospital
the next morning. They listen, give her a cup of tea, and soothe her tears. They make
suggestions about what the next step should be.

Next client. A joint meeting with Santosh and Kavita. Santosh's mother has been verbally
abusing and harassing Kavita about housework and cooking. Deepali, Anita’s
colleague, asks Santosh what he is doing about the situation. As Kavita stares at the
floor, Santosh hangs his head and mumbles that his mother is usually in the wrong.
“Then why aren't you saying anything?! Don't you think you have a duty to do
something about this?!” Itis as if Santosh is getting an education in hisrole as a husband
and son. He listens intently as if this is all new to him. They take him through an imagined
conversation with his mother. Santosh begins to participate. Slowly, Kavita starts to
smile.

What | learned through my interactions at Special Cell:

49% Clarity about my problems

73% Information about alternatives to the violent situation
24% Importance of making decisions for yourself

18% Violenceisacrime

Allresponses from Report of Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte (2003)
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Jaishree and her husband Vasant have reached a point where they have decided to file
adivorce. They have come to talk about the paperwork required. Vasant tries to make an
appeal for reconciliation, makes a half-hearted apology, but Jaishree pointedly ignores
him and focuses on suckling her baby daughter. Anita gently tries to make him
understand that he needs to respect Jaishree's wishes. While Vasant waits outside Anita
goesthrough what Jaishree needsto do.

“You haven't made that list of expenses...how will we make a claim for maintenance
withoutit?”

“ldon't want anything from him anymore,” says Jaishree, “ | will do some tailoring work
and support myself.”

“That's very noble of you, we would all like to be able to support ourselves with tailoring,
butyou have achild to look after. You have a right to ask for maintenance” says Anita.
But Jaishree is uncomfortable asking this of Vasant. Her brother is now called in, and is
asked to help her with this. Slowly, the counselors finally convince her that she needs to
make the list. And Jaishree will continue to work on this herself.

The last client of the day is nineteen year old Kalpana, accompanied by her mother, and
a family friend who engineered the match between Kalpana and her husband. Kalpana
has been married for a year and now cannot take the harassment by her in-laws
anymore. Kalpana looks pained and remains silent as her mother begins to narrate the
problem. Deepali asks Kalpana to talk instead, prompting and encouraging her when
she falters. The counselors ask Kalpana to take as long as she needs to write an
application describing the nature of the violence, and the kind of help and support she
wants from the Special Cell. Her journey has begun. And it is the end of another day at
Special Cell.

(Names of all clients have been changed)

What prompts women to return to Special Cell

17% | felt that there was someone with me

17% Their approach to solving the problem

73% I was given encouragement to deal with my struggles
and I felt hopeful

69% Focused time and attention was given

59% The Counselor's way of explaining the context of violence

44% | am understood asawoman

Allfigures rounded off - responses across multiple categories
Allresponses from Report of Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte (2003)

53 % of women clients returned to the cell a number of times over a 3 month period
because they appreciated the response at the Cell. “ | felt like | met an old friend, felt
supported, and the worker beingawoman | found | could talk to her comfortably” -

(Responses from women client in the Report of Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte,
2003)



The Special Cell Process

A new client writes a detailed
application describing the
problems she has faced, and
what she expects out of the
Special Cell. This serves as a
guideline for counselors.

Assessment made by the police

if a woman who approaches
them directly requires a social
worker’s intervention

d

v

Meetings with the Police in
specific situations when the
woman needs to know
about laws and
interventions

Exploring options: what does the woman want? End to violence -
mediation with the family/spouse? A supportive process begins - to
challenge the social conditioning to accept violence as a ‘normal’ part of
marriage. Building a woman'’s self confidence and confidence

v

Letter sent by Special Cell to
the family/spouse for a joint
meeting. Another letter is sent
after a week, Home visits are
made as and when necessary.

v

Police help if spouse does
not respond to repeated
letters and visits, or if he is
in another state.

Joint meetings with family/spouse and the woman, facilitated
by Special Cell. The husband is challenged to change, and
accept that non-violence is non-negotiable.

v

Counseling, negotiations, and

if she is to return: how to
respond, numbers of police
helpline etc. if the violence does
not stop after negotiations.

v

support to woman and the family

v

Pre-litigation support and
preparation: strengthening
and supporting the woman
to deal with divorce
proceedings and other
legal procedures

If required: monitoring home visits
by Special Cell to check on
progress in cases of reconciliation.
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The Role of the Police

“In fact, a good policeman should himself be a social worker. A policeman isin a
unique position to work for the society he polices. He has immense scope to fight
injustice of all kinds injustice to the poor and defenseless, injustice to the deprived
and backward, injustice to women and children.......”

Mr. Julio F. Ribeiro

Commissioner of Police, Mumbai

1982-1985

The rationale for the strategic alliance between the Maharashtra Police and Tata
Institute to address women's needs in situations of domestic violence arose from:

A felt need: The police is the first agency women are likely to approach
because of their position in society as protectors of personal rights. However
there is a mismatch of women's needs and the services available within the
police system, and women eventually find that there is no real supportive
response that places all their options before them. Women have reported
being told to ‘return and adjust’ to the situation of violence. Many eventually
make compromises with themselves and their situations of violence.

Police Subculture: Violence against women is a low priority as far as the
police is concerned, a'soft' sector. Generally, there is little value and interestin
domestic violence as a police issue.

Lack of Specialized Skills: Deriving from the issues mentioned above, the
police has not previously been equipped with the skills to provide emotional
support in situations of trauma, or how to nurture and empower a woman
who has suffered the loss of self that comes with being in an abusive situation.

Comparative Critique of Other Efforts: Other efforts to link the police with
women in situations of violence, such as the Mahila Suraksha Samitis,
Grievance Redressal Cells for Women, all women's police stations etc., have
not necessarily placed 'empowerment' as a central focus of their
interventions. The self determination, problem solving skills, and confidence
building of the violated woman has rarely been central to these efforts.
Usually these efforts have acted on her behalf but without her participation.

(Adapted from: Prabhat Ranjan and Anjali Dave, Strategic Alliances: A case of the
Maharashtra Police, UNIFEM, and TISS. Paper presented at the Fifth Global meeting of
Women and Policing, Vera Institute of Justice. 2003).
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Ms. Sridevi Goel, currently at the Police Training Academy in Nashik, and who was the
Deputy Inspector General of Police (Prevention of Atrocities against Women), works
closely with Special Cell; here, she writes about the role of the police and the partnership
between TISS and the Maharashtra Police.

Maharashtra State once registered the highest number of (recorded) crimes against
women, 35% of which were under section 498(A) of the Indian Penal Code. So instead
of moving on parallel lines reaching nowhere, the Maharashtra Police began
associating itself with the Special Cell.

In a memorandum of understanding with the UNIFEM, the Maharashtra Police agreed
to give space for the Special Cell workers in police stations to execute their work. They
also made available the vehicles and other staff necessary for the Special Cells to work
efficiently. In short the hardware was provided by the Police, for the software to be
provided by the Special Cells.

Though Police Officers working in the Mahila Takarar Nivaran Cells (community based
police organizations to address crimes against women) in each district are earmarked
for the purpose, they are, more than, one occasion drafted on important duties like law
and order and VVIP duties in the districts as these issues gain priority over women's
issues and so cases pertaining to women take a back seat. But as one would agree,
crimes against women never stop.

Law books define what is cognizable offence in which a police officer can arrest without
warrant, and non-cognizable offence which gives no power to the policeman to arrest.
These are just two options a police officer is faced with. Neither of these options is
necessarily helpful to the women experiencing domestic violence. If the police officer
arrests the husband or the in-laws of the victim, the abused woman in an Indian
household will be immediately turned out of her marital home. And if the police officer
just makes an entry in the Non-Cognizable Register based on her complaint and turns
out the woman, violence continues unabated. Thus legal power is far from being of
any help to the woman. Whereas, the Special Cell exercises a third option of holding a
dialogue with the husbands and in-laws and encouraging them to understand what the
womanisundergoing. Special Cell allows a woman to understand the options available
to her,and empowers her to choose one of them.

Police officers are trained in police subjects in the Police Training Schools and Academy
where social issues like domestic violence, exploitation of children etc. are handled with
kid gloves. The social worker brings a completely different perspective. While initially
the Police looked upon the Special Cell with distrust and as superfluous, sustained work
by Special Cells at the district level has created a positive opinion in the minds of the
Police all over the State, and now a healthy partner-ship had started between the two, to
the advantage of abused women. This has been so successful that it has been
replicated in other States such as Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh as well.
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Police officers have had varying views on the Special Cell. Those who are in favour of
Special Cells say that it should maintain its independent character (rather than be
absorbed by the State / system) and agree that it provides a valuable service.. In arecent
evaluation of the Special Cell, interviews with police officers in Special Cells from across
the state revealed that:

84 % Refer cases to Special Cell

53% Understand the approach of the Cell

95% Believe Special Cellis required

26 % Have participated in atraining
conducted by Special Cell

Responses across multiple categories

Allresponses from Draft Report of Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte (2003)

In joining hands with the Police, the Special Cell is strengthened by it's established and
institutionalized authority. With mutual support the needs of women in crisis situations
can be effectively dealt with. The case below illustrates this aptly.

Cheryl D'Sa approached Special Cell in a severe financial crisis. She had already filed a
number of Non-Cognizable reports of abuse and discord, however her husband had
never been summoned by the Police. Her husband worked in the Middle East and had
returned for a four month break. The abuse got worse, and two days before he was to
return to the Middle East he told her he could not provide for Cheryl and the children
any more.

The Special Cell worker had just a day to act. There was no time to issue a call letter so
she coordinated with the Senior Police Inspector to work on the case jointly. Once the
Senior Pl interviewed Cheryl he was convinced of her need for assistance. He
summoned Mr. D'Sa who concentrated on defending his behaviour. The Senior PI
insisted that he not focus on the past, but on the situation of Cheryl's maintenance. In a
meeting that lasted over an hour, the Senior PI had Mr.D'Sa verify in writing that he
would give his wife a lump sum for maintenance for the next six months, and regularly
after that from the Middle East. If he failed to do so, then his wife was authorized to
liquidate his fixed deposits. The Counselor immediately accompanied Cheryl to the
bank to withdraw the amount.

In front of the police Mr. D'Sa could not hide behind his justifications, and was perhaps
intimidated that the situation was addressed directly to him by the Inspector. By itself, a
single interview can act as adeterrent to acts of violence.

Adapted from ‘Because the Personal is Political - Documentation of the work of Special Cell for Women
and Children, Bombay, 1984-1994'. Tata Institute of Social Sciences.
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State management and monitoring of Special Cell

“ Special Cell has already created a change in the culture of the Police and State
system...In order to grow and expand as we envision, it needs to retain its
independent character and position..”

Mr. C.B. Turkar, Deputy Secretary, Department of
Women and Child Development & State
Coordinator, UNICEF

In 1999, a state level task force assessed various initiatives and programs for women, and
found that the rates of violence were significant, and that existing measures such as
Family Counseling Cells and All Women's Police Stations were not effective. Special Cell
was a unique effort that the task force felt was making an impact, and recommended
that the state adopt it. In 2001 the state government was supported by UNIFEM to
expand Special Cell to ten locations across the state.

Special Cell is now an initiative jointly administered by the Government of Maharashtra
and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences. By institutionalizing it within the government
system, this UNIFEM sponsored 'sharing' places violence againstwomen onthe agenda
and within the mandate of the State. The independence of Special Cell and the
credibility of TISS ensures that the quality of its work is maintained.

A state Steering Committee currently monitors the progress and working of the cell, and
iscomprised of the following members:

Chairperson: Additional Chief Secretary (Home)

Secretary:. Women & Child Development Department - Secretary &
Deputy Secretary

Members:

Deputy Inspector General of Police- Prevention of Atrocities Against
Women

Deputy Commissioner of Police

Tata Institute of Social Sciences- Special Cell Faculty and Coordinator

Other women's organizations
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This committee meets every three months to assess the progress and functioning of the
Special Cell. Roles are clearly demarcated within the Steering Committee so it makes
resource management, finances, and administration smooth. Thus longevity of Special
Cellis thus secured now that it has become part of the institutional response to violence
againstwomen.

Based on recent discussions regarding the expansion of Special Cell, its Steering
Committee has recommended that Special Cell continue to expand across the state to
ten more new locations. More agencies will be drawn in to manage Special Cells in new
districts, and TISS will take on the training and capacity building of these new partners.
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Training, Research and Education

The Special Cell is a centre of continuing research and education at three distinct levels:
Enriching the existing database on violence againstwomen

Being an academic institution TISS has acommitment to compiling data and information
on violence against women, as it has been doing over the last two decades. This data
and analysis is widely disseminated and used by NGOs and other agencies across the
country, and internationally. The process of research expands our collective
understanding of domestic violence and allows for more studied responses. Constant
research and documentation is critical as it feeds back into an evaluation of services and
impact, and allows the Special Cell to correct its course where necessary.

Training and education of the Police

One of the reasons why the Special Cell initiative stands out is because it has taken an
active role in making a traditional system like the Police to become more informed and
welcoming to women in situations of violence. But this has happened slowly and
through sustained education and awareness raising. Special Cell social workers also
double up astrainers with the police force. Arecentorder made it mandatory thateach
Police Station undergo two gender training workshops a year. Officials within the Police
have agreed that gender training needs to be a part of the police training curriculum,
that attitudinal change is essential, and that it doesn't occur overnight (Report of
Evaluation of Special Cell by Vidya Apte, 2003).

Training programs incorporate sessions on women'’s rights, gender and society, family,
women's experiences of violence, women/children and the law etc. Special Cell social
workers report that they are able to see the effects of the training in their interactions
with police officers in the course of their work. Where there used to be suspicion of
women clients, now thereis arelationship of working together.

Training of social work students through placements at the Special Cell

The Special Cell has become an important training ground for young social work
graduates. Students can do field placements at the Special Cell and therefore be exposed
to a range of issues around women and violence. This enriches their theoretical
knowledge base and gives them hands-on training in working with women and the
police system. While not all students might pursue a longer association with the Cell,
thereisacritical mass of gender sensitive and aware youth being nurtured, who will take
thislearninginto all aspects of their social work practice.
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What Makes Special Cell Effective

The identification of best practices involves recognizing successful programmatic and
policy components of responses to domestic violence by examining the impact and
outcomes of existing efforts.

Influential and Committed Leadership

Any landmark initiative requires a vision, and it is usually influential thinkers and leaders
at the helm who nurture and implement it.. The Special Cell was imagined by senior
faculty at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, and was supported by leaders of the
Maharashtra Police. To create change in an existing system, particularly within the
police, requires a commitment at the senior-most levels of the system, which were
forthcoming at the time. This trickle down effect has resulted in greater support for
training programs and gender sensitization of the police in Maharashtra, and the
consistent support of the police to women clients.

Participation of women clients

A defining feature of the experience of violence is the persistent sense of helplessness,
which leads to the inability to have a sense of control over everyday situations. Awoman
inasituation of violence has probably feels like she could not achieve very much.

At Special Cell women clients are made central to the process of problem solving. And
the goal is to take a client up to a point where she feels confident and capable to either
negotiate with and control the marital situation, or to make a new life for herself and her
children. Through small steps and experiences, from choosing how she wants to
respond to an abusive spouse, to staking a claimto her streedhan or property, aclient at
Special Cell is given the opportunity to rebuild her sense of self worth.

It begins with the client writing out a detailed application stating the entire history of her
relationship, the nature of the violence, and finally, her expectations of the Special Cell.
She is given time to reflect and think about the situation, and to review it before she
hands it over to Special Cell. Her disturbed emotions and eroded sense of self are all
factored in to her ability to clearly express her expectations when she first comes to the
cell if she wants to review her application once she feels more in control of a situation,
thenthatis understandable. From thereon every decision - either in legal casework, or in
rehabilitation of the woman and her children is driven by the woman's needs and
expectations. All her options and choices are laid out before her, and she is given time to
consider these as she negotiates with her husband and family.

Special Cellis also accessible to the ‘common woman' by its location in Police Stations. In
any situation of interpersonal violence, it is often the police who a victim is most likely to
turn to for help, being as they are vested with societal authority. The presence of social
workers and a supportive environment ensures that the violated woman finds a safe
space with all the benefits of police support and action when required.
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Unlike other systemic responses to violence against women, Special Cell does not
endorse reconciliation or mediation unless that is what the woman specifically wants.
Special Cell also does not work on her behalf, but expects the woman to be actively
involved in every step towards her recovery and rehabilitation. This very act of
involvement gives the clientasense of agency, and confidence.

Addressing family and the batterer

Most women in situations of violence usually want to attempt some form of
reconciliation with the partner towards ending the violence. Therefore Special Cell
involves all the members of the natal and marital family that the client chooses to name
as linked to her situation of violence. Joint meetings are a first step towards resolving the
problem and Special Cell ensures that this environment of dialogue is made possible.
Special Cell does not expect that woman to rebuild her sense of self in the absence of all
the other details of her marital relationship: negotiations with the spouse, issues of
property and maintenance, children's welfare etc. Therefore the woman alone is not the
focus of change and empowerment, but there is an effort to support all members of the
family in addressing the situation.

Abusive people don't think that they will be held accountable for their behaviour, so in
many cases the abusive partner is known to have ended his controlling or violent
behaviour once he has been warned by the Police.

In irreconcilable situations, where the family and spouse continue to ignore warnings
and do not change their behaviour, and when the woman herself feels it is not worth
pursuing reconciliation, Special Cell makes legal aid and support available to the woman
in filing for a divorce. The negotiations around property, maintenance, and child
custody are monitored by Special Cell to ensure that the client gets what she isdue.

Institutionalized responsesto violence

Through the Beijing Platform of Action of 1995 and the Vienna Accord of 1993,
women's rights were understood as human rights, thereby acknowledging the state's
responsibilities to address rights violations by private actors in the public and private
spheres. As a direct collaboration with the state, Special Cell's aims and functioning take
the realization of women's human rights a step further. So a once silenced issue like
domestic violence was now placed directly within the public agenda, and the state has
made itself accountable for it.

Special Cells across Maharashtra are monitored by a Steering Committee that includes a
range of government departments and officials. Its funding comes directly through the
state Department of Women and Child Welfare. Thus Special Cell is a human rights
based approachtoviolence inatangible form.
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The differential strengths and contributions of the police system and Special Cell enables
a coordinated, multi-agency response; Special Cell responds to the needs of the woman
through a network of social service organizations such as women's groups, legal aid
centres, medical facilities etc. Thus through its location in the police system Special Cell
creates an emotional, physical, psychological, and legal space for the violated woman
within the criminal justice system where she can address her needs and concerns within
afacilitative environment.

Although women's groups have been working to prevent and address violence against
women, few have been able to work together with the state machinery to provide direct
services to women. Special Cell stands out because it has bridged that gap. And Special
Cell has moved into an institutionalized service that can be replicated across the region.
At the level of larger institutional attitude change, the training and education that
carries on alongside services ensures that the police force is exposed to educational
processes on gender awareness.

Enrichingknowledge,education,andawareness:

Any field-based or service delivery project needs to build in a research, analysis, and
documentation component into its work. This allows for both a critical assessment of
one’swork, and for it to be shared with awider audience.

Special Cell has been a site of research and education since its inception. Through its
work Special Cell has generated valuable data on violence against women, and on
effective practices in engaging larger systemic responses to violence. It has been
documented and quoted in research and documentation both nationally and
internationally. This has contributed to a wider understanding of domestic violence in
India. Through recent expansion across the state of Maharashtra, Special Cell is an
opportune site for further research and analysis of the linkages between violence and
health/legal/economicissues and systems.

Special Cell as a Field Action Project of Tata Institute has also provided training and

learning opportunities for students. The education of police officials by counselors of
Special Cellis also a critical step towards wider attitudinal change in the police system.
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The Road Ahead

Over the last 21 years Special Cell has established an effective mechanism to respond to
domestic violence. It has been incorporated within the State machinery and is slowly
creating attitudinal shifts within it. The future of Special Cell depends on how effectively
these strengths and achievements can be capitalized on.

Continued training and education for the Police

While Special Cell has made a dentin police perceptions and responses to awoman's
experience of domestic violence, the process of awareness raising and gender
sensitization has to continue. Sensitivity to domestic violence victims is not a priority
in police culture and functioning, neither is this reinforced through societal attitudes
and conditioning. Recent orders to regularize gender sensitization workshops in
every police station are already having a perceptible impact in the everyday
functioning of the Cell. Therefore consistent awareness raising with the police is
essential. Such training also needs to be extended more widely to police training
academies across the state, courtand prison cadres etc.

Independence of Special Cell

The Special Cell has a distinctive character that is based on its pro-woman approach
and principles of equality. Itis able to respond sensitively to women because it's focus
is the woman, and making non-violence non-negotiable. Special Cell has to retain
the character and independent perspective that allows for an effective and
substantive response to violence.

Expanding and building capacity

With plans to expand Special Cell to ten more new locations across Maharashtra,
Special Cell and TISS could contribute to training organizing agencies (that will take
on monitoring of Special Cells in different districts) new counselors, and Police to
carry onthe process across the state.

A holisticapproach

One of the reasons why providing rehabilitation to victims of violence has been
limited in India, is due to the lack of infrastructure and systems to provide holistic
support and care to women. The lack of state managed financial and educational
options, social welfare, housing, children's support and education are significant.
Therefore the options for women choosing to live independently are limited. Special
Cell is one step towards filling the lacunae, but it too requires a wide network of
accessible services and referrals. This would entail different strategies in rural and
urban areas, such as the greater involvement of SHGs (self help groups), community
vigilance and child protection committees, community based health care providers
etc to take on some of these roles. However, this kind of holistic networking would
involve the support and commitment of the various state departments, and would
have to begin with small tests and experiments.
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