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Nearly two decades ago, in a basement in New Jersey, a group of women strategized on how to advance advocacy on violence against women. A key decision these women made was to launch 16 days of activism linking together November 25th, International day on Violence Against Women which marked the martyrdom of the Mirabel sisters and December 10th International Day on Human Rights. The group of women were not a small set of white women but were women drawn from all over the world as part of the first global women’s leadership institute organized by Rutgers university.  The idea originated by these women grew out of a deep solidarity between women of the global south and north and underscored that violence against women is a global problem and a gross human rights violation. The 16 days of activism has grown into a vast movement with legs of its own and is a critical moment of mobilisation by women across the globe from Tanzania to Kenya to Philippines to Brazil to Ireland to Poland to Turkey to Iraq to India.  Overall 2000 organisations in more than 156 countries have participated in 16 days campaign since 1991.

The coming together of so many women has had a significant impact on developing global and local responses. I would like to first give a brief overview of the responses in place across the world and then turn to a discussion of what we still need to do. 

Progress so Far

With growing recognition of violence against women as a universal pandemic, governments, donors and civil society increasingly understand the need for a range of responses to address the complex intersecting dynamics that perpetuate gender based violence.  The three main types of response have been legislative policies, national action plans and programs to prevent, treat and/or address the consequences of violence and rebuild lives of survivors.
The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women adopted by the General Assembly in 1993 urges States, in its article 4(c), to “exercise due diligence to prevent, investigate and, in accordance with national legislation, punish acts of violence against women, whether those acts are perpetrated by the State or by private persons”. 

The application of the due diligence standard, to date, has tended to be limited to responding to violence against women when it occurs and in this context it has concentrated on legislative reform, access to justice and the provision of services.  There has been relatively little work done on the more general obligation of prevention, including the duty to transform patriarchal gender structures and values that perpetuate and entrench violence against women
At an international level, there have been significant human rights conventions that have raised the profile of violence against women, especially in times of conflict.  The women’s movement has been successful in getting violence recognized as a human rights violation. Of particular significance is the recognition of sexual violence, particularly rape, as a weapon of war.  United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1325 and 1820 (and more recently, Resolutions 1888 and 1889) are signiﬁcant advancements towards dismantling the culture of tolerance and impunity associated with perpetrators of gender based violence. The Security Council has called for international leadership to take special measures to protect women and girls from gender based violence in situations of armed conﬂict; for an end to impunity, increased prosecution of those who commit and condone acts of violence against women as well as for the increased participation of women in conﬂict resolution and peace building

At the national level, an increasing number of governments have enacted legislation criminalizing violence against women and many countries have incorporated considerations of gender based violence into their national development plans. However no country has legislation criminalizing all forms of violence against women.
90 States currently have some legislative provisions that specifically address domestic violence; in 104 States marital rape may be prosecuted, and 90 states have some form of provision against sexual harassment

Only 93 of 193 reviewed states have some legislative provision prohibiting trafficking in human beings.

•Existing legislation is often inadequate in scope and coverage containing inappropriate/discriminatory definitions and  remedies.

•Often inadequate allocation of resources to give “teeth to the law”

Local interventions are also key for delivering real change. Efforts across communities include the provision of services for survivors of violence to rebuild their lives, sensitization  training for police, the judiciary and medical staff to strengthen implementation of laws and policies, and awareness- raising to shift gender norms in communities and institutions. 

Some of the local responses have included hotlines, help lines, shelters, counseling centers, etc. In most countries there is some of form on a one-stop crisis centre particularly within the health system, which is often the first site of help that is accessible and acceptable for women in many cultures. While activists in developed countries have focused on strengthening formal systems of redressal, activists in developing countries have been more focused on traditional and informal systems, which are more accessible, less costly, and less time consuming. For example in Uganda, women used the local council mechanism in 8.5 percent of all intimate partner violence incidents, in contrast to a reported 2 percent turning to the police and just 0.2 percent using the formal justice system. 

Some inspiring local initiatives have included social boycotts, community pledges, women watchdog groups, or community dialogues with village elders. For example in India as part of a zero tolerance campaign parents pledged that they would not marry their daughters into villages that were identified as having high levels of domestic violence or incidents of dowry deaths. In other parts of India, women’s  groups would surround a perpetrator banging pots and pans, even in the middle of the night, if there was a case of domestic violence. In Kenya in the context of high levels of property dispossession of widows after death of a husband due to HIV and AIDS, women set up watchdog groups that would immediately intervene no matter the time of day or night to halt the property grabbing by family members of the husband (including sisters, mothers, etc). These on the ground responses are holistic in that many aimed to stop the violence and in the process itself begin to transform gender norms. Community level responses also make it a point to engage men to understand that violence is a responsibility of all and that silence is in fact being complicit in this violation of human rights.

However many of the responses are singular in focus, working on a single sector such as law or health with little active cross-sectoral learning or coordination. In particular, there is little attention to integrating strategies to respond to violence against women within development interventions and women’s groups advocating for and/or implementing violence responses are rarely involved in development programming discussions.  This gap is extremely critical as there is a deep and complex dynamic between violence, poverty and development. As long as violence against women is seen as a cultural issue and not as a central issue of development, in many countries violence will be seen as a moral good that can be dealt with in good times.

In the context of today’s global financial crisis and economic recession we see evidence of this thinking with the drastic cuts to the Equality Authority, welfare programs and funding to NGOs working on domestic violence.  And at the same time there is growing evidence that there is an upsurge in violence - A recent survey of more than 630 domestic violence shelters in the United States found that 75% reported an increase in women seeking help for abuse since September 2008, coinciding with a major downturn in the US economy. The 2009 Social Watch report from Benin cites the following: “The ﬁnancial crisis has deﬁnitely affected Benin. Today many households can only afford just one meal a day. Forced marriages have increased, as a way for families to sell their girls and to cope with the crisis. It has set back advances made to stop violence against women.” And in Ireland, a Cork DV organization reported an increase of 27%  in calls between Jan and August 2008. 

Way Forward

It is urgent therefore in the context of the global recession that our efforts must be redoubled to keep violence against women as a central issue on the agenda. It is imperative that we place addressing violence against women as a central element of the way out of the economic recession. There is growing evidence that violence against women costs economic growth and overall development through its immediate and long run consequences.  We need to gather the evidence and make the case that not addressing violence against women is simply and purely an act of shooting oneself in the foot.  That recovery is not possible without a renewed effort to eliminate violence.

At the global level, there needs to be a renewed focus on violence against women as a critical development challenge. There needs to be a continued pressure to maintain development aid which is essential to help the poorest and the most vulnerable to forge lives of security, dignity and decent livelihoods. Women’s organizations must participate in the upcoming discussions on assessing the Millennium Development Goals and demand that violence against women is included as an indicator against which progress is measured. There needs to be a global call to incorporate attention to violence against women in development interventions, with a particular focus on prevention. Greater resources need to be devoted to promoting women’s economic empowerment in terms of property ownership, access to employment and educational opportunities, and programs to promote women’s entrepreneurial energy. All such programs need to also be designed to include community level interventions on violence, strengthening women’s groups and promoting dialogue across the community. An intervention that has proven to be extremely successful is the Intervention with Microﬁnance for AIDS and Gender Equity Project (IMAGE Project) in South Africa which combined a traditional microﬁnance project with education and skills building program on HIV prevention, gender norms, intimate partner violence and communication. Post intervention testing found that participants of the intervention reported a 55% reduction in partner violence.

Pressure must be maintained on national governments to prioritise the coordination of programmes and policies across sectors such as health, justice, social welfare and education to ensure that the composite needs of survivors of violence are addressed. Of equal importance is scaling up responses that work – media campaigns, hotlines, one-stop crisis centers and so on.

There is a critical need to expand programs that engage dialogue with men. Stepping Stones is an important education and behavior change programme that has repeatedly demonstrated profound impact on communities that participate in the programme. Programs that engage with men particularly have also proved to be effective. An evaluation of 57 programmes indicated that nearly 2/3rds of them reported a significant positive change in behavior.

We stand at a crossroads today in terms of the movement to eliminate violence against women.  The global economic crisis offers an opportunity to demonstrate the centrality of violence in all of our lives – how it limits us as human beings, drains our energy and hope, and constricts the possibilities of creating a new vision of society.   
It is the time to draw the line in sand, that no more will we continue to allow half hearted measures to eliminate violence against women. It is time to renew our commitment, demand and take action.

PAGE  
1

