
PH
O

TO
G

R
A

PH
EE

.E
U

/A
D

O
BE

 S
TO

CK

As the high-profile libel case involving 
Johnny Depp highlights the issue of 
domestic violence, Joan Garrod looks 
at what is happening in the UK under 
lockdown

In May 2016, the actress Amber Heard went to court 
seeking a restraining order against her husband, the 
Hollywood star Johnny Depp, accusing him of violent 

behaviour towards her. The order was granted, and the 
couple subsequently divorced.

In April 2018 the Sun newspaper published a 
headline in which it referred to Depp as a ‘wife beater’. 
Depp subsequently brought a libel case against the 
Sun and News Group Newspapers claiming that the 
accusation was untrue and that the headline had 
caused him ‘significant reputational damage’.

The case was heard in July 2020 and the judgement 
published in November 2020, with the judge ruling 
that the Sun’s claims were ‘substantially true’. Both 
Johnny Depp and Amber Heard gave evidence in court, 
with Heard giving details of a series of assaults and 
Depp claiming that he was ‘a Southern gentleman’ who 
‘would never strike a woman under any circumstances’. 
Depp’s lawyers have said that he would appeal against 
the ruling.

A welcome judgement
This high-profile case brought the issue of domestic 
violence into the public eye, and the judgement was 
welcomed by organisations providing help to the 
victims of domestic abuse, saying that they hoped that 
it would encourage more women to come forward.

At the time that the libel case was taking place, 
Britain was under lockdown, and figures from many 
sources show that the incidence of domestic abuse 
indicated a significant increase during lockdown, with 
fears being expressed that there would be a similar rise 
under the second lockdown.

What is the 
connection?
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Questions
1 Use the weblinks below to gather more details 

of the scale of the increase of domestic abuse 
under lockdown, and make brief notes.

2 Little attention has been paid to the ‘hidden 
victims’ of domestic violence — the elderly, 
children and migrants. Why is this, and what 
are the particular problems facing these 
groups?

Weblinks

The Domestic Abuse Bill is currently going through 
the House of Lords. This is an important piece of 
legislation — read a government fact sheet about it 
at: www.tinyurl.com/y7u6n6d8

Watch the video clip showing how women in four 
different countries have been trying to help victims 
of domestic violence: www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/
world-53014211

BBC News report on the Johnny Depp court 
case: www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-
arts-54506759

The Conversation report on the so-called ‘shadow 
pandemic’: www.tinyurl.com/yykklbpm

Lockdown and isolation
At the extreme end of the problem, a spokesperson 
for the Counting Dead Women project told MPs that 
between 23 March 2020 and 12 April 2020, at least 16 
domestic abuse killings had taken place. In terms of 
calls from victims, all the charities involved reported a 
significant increase.

Taking just two examples, three weeks after the 
introduction of lockdown, calls to the National 
Domestic Abuse Helpline were 49% higher than usual, 
while in June 2020 calls to the charity Refuge were 
80% higher than a year previously. Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland have all reported large increases in 
calls for help and support. Perpetrators are often using 
new technologies, such as smart locks, webcams, social 
media and ‘revenge porn’ to control and intimidate 
their partners. With lockdown meaning that victims 
are increasingly alone with their abusers, women are 
losing access to their usual support networks.

A global problem
The situation is not unique to the UK — incidents of 
domestic abuse have significantly increased in all 
countries struggling to control the pandemic. The head 
of UN Women declared that violence against women 
and girls was ‘a shadow pandemic’ during the Covid-19 
crisis.
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