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SUMMARY 
Violence against women is a violation of human rights and a form of gender-based discrimination. 
Rooted in inequalities between men and women, it takes many forms. Estimates about the scale of 
the problem are alarming. Such violence has a major impact on victims and imposes a significant 
cost burden on society. 

The instruments put in place by the United Nations and Council of Europe, including the latter's 
'Istanbul Convention', to which the EU plans to accede, are benchmarks in efforts to combat violence 
against women. 

The EU is tackling the problem in various ways, but has no binding instrument designed specifically 
to protect women from violence. 

Although there are similarities between national policies to combat violence against women, the 
Member States have adopted different approaches to the problem. 

Parliament's efforts have focused on strengthening EU policy in the area. Parliament has repeatedly 
called for a European Union strategy to counter violence against women, including a legally binding 
instrument. 

Stakeholders have expressed a range of concerns, such as the impact of the economic crisis and the 
backlash against gender equality on funding for prevention and support for victims, and have 
highlighted the need for a comprehensive EU political framework on eliminating violence against 
women. They have also launched new initiatives of their own. 

This is a further update of an earlier briefing by Anna Dimitrova-Stull, of February 2014. The most recent 
previous edition was from September 2019. 
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Glossary 
Violence against women: 'all acts of gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to result in, 
physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life'. 

Gender-based violence against women: 'violence that is directed against a woman because she is a 
woman or that affects women disproportionately'. 

Domestic violence: 'all acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence that occur within 
the family or domestic unit or between former or current spouses or partners, whether or not the 
perpetrator shares or has shared the same residence with the victim'. 

Source: Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, 
Council of Europe, 2011. 

The problem 
Violence against women violates human rights and is a form of gender-based discrimination. It 
constitutes a major obstacle to gender equality. Despite increased attention, the problem still affects 
all levels of society and all Member States. 

Causes and forms 
Violence against women is rooted in social inequalities between men and women. Traditional and 
religious values are sometimes invoked to justify it. Factors including a lack of economic 
independence increase women's vulnerability.1 

Violence takes many forms, including psychological violence, harassment, physical and sexual 
violence, female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage, forced abortion and sterilisation, sexual 
harassment, and 'honour' crimes. Some specific groups, such as migrant or disabled women, or 
women living in institutions, are more likely to experience violence.2 

Scale of the problem not fully known 
The most comprehensive survey on violence against women at EU level – based on interviews with 
42 000 women in all 28 EU Member States on their experiences of physical and sexual violence, 
sexual harassment and stalking over the past year and since the age of 15 – was published by the 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 2014. The results paint a stark picture of the nature and 
extent of violence against women across the EU. The survey data show that one woman in three has 
experienced some form of physical and/or sexual violence since the age of 15. One in 10 women has 
experienced some form of sexual violence since the age of 15, and one in 20 has been raped. Just 
over one in five women has experienced physical and/or sexual violence from either a current or 
previous partner, whilst 43 % of women have experienced some form of psychologically abusive 
and/or controlling behaviour when in a relationship. 

At the most extreme end of the spectrum, Eurostat data on the number of reported incidents of 
intentional homicide, rape and sexual assault show that in many Member States3 over half of all 
female murder victims are killed by an intimate partner, relative or family member. According to a 
scientific study, there are approximately 3 500 domestic violence-related deaths in the EU every 
year. In other words, there are more than nine victims, as many as seven of them women, every day.4 

However, reliable and comparable data on violence against women are still lacking at national and 
European level. Although the data obtained through the FRA survey give a first comparative 
overview of women's experiences of violence in the EU, due to the limitations of the sample, it 
cannot give an insight into the experiences of women who have experienced rarer forms of violence, 
and forms that specific groups in the population may fall victim to, such as FGM5 and 'honour' 
crimes. These can only be captured by highly developed crime survey research, which to date exists 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/rms/090000168008482e
http://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra-2014-vaw-survey-main-results-apr14_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/crime/data/database
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/ending-gender-based-violence_en#collecting-reliable-data-on-gender-based-violence
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2017)595916
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/573877/EPRS_BRI(2015)573877_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/573877/EPRS_BRI(2015)573877_EN.pdf
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in only a few Member States, such as the 
United Kingdom and Italy.6 The lack of a 
common definition of violence against 
women at European level, and differences 
in the way data are collected at national 
level, are another obstacle to collecting 
comparable data.7  

Crucially, one of the key FRA survey 
findings, for all types of violence, is that the 
majority of women do not report their 
experiences to the authorities. Victims had 
reported their most serious incidents of 
partner violence to the police in only 14 % 
of cases, and the most serious incidents of 
non-partner violence in only 13 % of cases. 
Together with fear and shame, or lack of 
confidence in the authorities, public 
attitudes towards violence against women, 
including victim-blaming, may deter women from reporting. A 2016 Eurostat survey showed that 
more than one in five respondents (22 %) believe that women often make up or exaggerate claims 
of abuse or rape, and 27 % think that there are situations where sexual intercourse without consent 
is justified. This means that the full scale of violence against women is not reflected in official data. 

Consequences 
Violence has serious immediate and long-term consequences for the physical and mental health of 
the women who are victims, and can have consequences for children who witness it. The EU FRA 
survey revealed that the victims' emotional responses to victimisation had been fear, anger and 
shame. They suffered from a loss of self-confidence and were left feeling vulnerable and anxious. 
About half of the victims suffered injuries, some of them multiple. For example, 17 % of victims of 
sexual violence by a partner suffered two to three different types of physical injuries as a result of 
the most serious incident. 

Besides the human suffering it causes and its impact on health, violence against women imposes a 
significant economic burden on society as a whole, in the form of healthcare costs, policing and 
legal costs, lost productivity and social costs. According to a scientific report, domestic violence 
alone costs the EU a total of €16 billion a year. The cost of preventing this violence in Europe 
amounts to tens of millions of euros every year.8 According to an EPRS study, the total annual cost 
of violence against women in the EU amounted to more than €228 billion in 2011.9 

Issues in the spotlight 
In October 2017, revelations about harassment by a prominent film industry executive, and the 
resulting global sharing on social media of women's personal experiences, raised public awareness 
of the scale and omnipresence of sexual harassment.  

The FRA survey, which asked women about their experiences of 11 specific unwanted and offensive 
behaviours, had already shown that in Europe, every second woman (55 %) has experienced sexual 
harassment at least once since the age of 15.10 In the workplace,11 the findings show that 75 % of 
women in qualified professions or senior management jobs and 61 % of women employed in the 
service sector have been sexually harassed, whilst 32 % of all victims in the EU said the perpetrator 
was a boss, colleague or customer. Young women are particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment, 
including in education, and to cyber-harassment. One of the negative impacts is a chilling effect on 
young women engaging in debates and being politically active online.  

Prevalence of violence against women 

 
Source: European Institute for Gender Equality. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/ending-gender-based-violence_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/ending-gender-based-violence_en
http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/92/5/13-131391/en/
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/SPECIAL/yearFrom/1974/yearTo/2016/surveyKy/2115
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/us/harvey-weinstein-harassment-allegations.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/20/women-worldwide-use-hashtag-metoo-against-sexual-harassment
http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/publication/a_review_of_data_on_prevalence_of_sexual_violence_and_harassment_of_women_s
http://eige.europa.eu/rdc/eige-publications/cyber-violence-against-women-and-girls
https://eige.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/cyberbullying-restricts-young-womens-voices-online
http://eige.europa.eu/gender-based-violence/data-collection
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Women who have a public role, including journalists and politicians, are particularly targeted by 
online and offline harassment. In 2018, a survey by the Council of Europe and the Inter-
Parliamentary Union concluded that sexism, harassment and violence against women MPs and staff 
are widespread in parliaments across Europe.12 Members of parliament (MPs) under the age of 40 
were more likely to have experienced abuse in the media and on social networks, as well as sexual 
harassment, whilst female MPs taking a stance on gender equality and gender-based violence were 
also a particular target. Female parliamentary staff were more vulnerable to abuse than MPs. 
However, only 23.5 % of MPs and 6 % of female members of parliamentary staff who had been 
sexually harassed had reported the incident. The study points out that although some parliaments 
have complaints procedures in place, and some have improved them or launched internal 
investigations following the #MeToo movement, as yet the majority of parliaments have no 
mechanisms for women to speak out, nor effective sanctions in place.13 When compared with the 
Council of Europe recommendations for action towards harassment-free parliaments, the gap 
between the current situation across parliaments in Europe and the measures proposed by the 
Council of Europe seems wide. Parliaments need to have a zero-tolerance environment for sexist 
behaviour, sexual harassment and violence; appropriate complaints and investigations 
mechanisms, which are known and readily available to the potential victims; appropriate 
disciplinary sanctions for the perpetrators; training programmes; data collection and surveys. 

This raises the wider issue of how far greater awareness of sexual harassment is leading to concrete 
and lasting change. A 2019 study supported financially by the European Parliament reports that the 
increased public focus has led to more individuals filing harassment complaints in some countries. 
A 2018 European Parliament study on bullying and sexual harassment in the workplace, public 
spaces and political life found that the #MeToo campaign has gone beyond evidencing the 
magnitude and nature of the phenomenon and has ignited debate about the underlying causes and 
possible responses. Looking at the reaction in nine EU countries (Sweden, Finland, UK, Spain, Italy, 
Poland, France, Denmark and Greece), it concludes that it has led to the standards of what is 
considered acceptable being redrawn. The movement has also been credited with providing the 
momentum to push through new legislation in France outlawing street harassment ('wolf-
whistling') and in Sweden, clarifying what qualifies as consent and removing the requirement of 
evidence of force and/or resistance to establish rape. The UK government has announced plans for 
legislation that would stop employers from using confidentiality clauses to prevent victims of 
harassment from speaking out. However, both the studies and the EU's Fundamental Rights Agency 
caution that much remains to be done to arrive at a clear picture of sexual harassment across the 
EU, including capturing the voices of groups such as women with disabilities, Roma women and 
poor women, who have not been heard, to change attitudes, to bring about institutional change 
and to ensure that sexual harassment is addressed holistically, in connection with wider gender 

In 2019, EPRS sent a questionnaire to the parliaments of countries belonging to the European Centre 
for Parliamentary Research and Documentation (ECPRD) network and received replies from 20 EU 
Member States. Of these 20 countries, only nine have a procedure for dealing with cases of sexual 
harassment. Even fewer (seven) have training available on sexual harassment and, where training is 
available, it is mostly not mandatory, especially for members of parliament. For its part, the European 
Parliament has introduced a system for preventing and tackling sexual harassment as part of its broader 
anti-harassment procedure, including a code of behaviour for Members of the European Parliament 
(MEPs), optional training for MEPs and staff, and separate complaints bodies, one for cases involving 
MEPs and the other for cases involving harassment between members of staff. The procedure for cases 
involving MEPs was updated in 2018. However, although the European Parliament has a comparatively 
more developed system for tackling sexual harassment than the majority of the national parliaments 
of EU Member States, there have been critiques and recommendations for improvement from 
Parliament, the European Ombudsman, and the #MeTooEP movement, calling for instance for 
independent oversight, mandatory training and changes to the composition of the complaints bodies. 

Source: research towards a study (publication pending) on sexual harassment in parliaments in Europe 
 

https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2018-10/sexism-harassment-and-violence-against-women-in-parliaments-in-europe
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=27614&lang=en
https://www.feps-europe.eu/component/attachments/attachments.html?task=attachment&id=466
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/604949/IPOL_STU(2018)604949_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/604949/IPOL_STU(2018)604949_EN.pdf#page=76
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichLoiPubliee.do?idDocument=JORFDOLE000036730730&type=general&legislature=15
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women/wolf-whistling-history-sexual-harassment-police-tex-avery-cartoon-sailors-a8589656.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women/wolf-whistling-history-sexual-harassment-police-tex-avery-cartoon-sailors-a8589656.html
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/arende/betankande/en-ny-sexualbrottslagstiftning-byggd-pa_H501JuU29
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/crack-down-on-misuse-of-non-disclosure-agreements-in-the-workplace
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/crack-down-on-misuse-of-non-disclosure-agreements-in-the-workplace
http://www.fundamentalrightsforum.eu/en/frf/blog/metoo-eutoo-help-end-violence-against-women
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RULES-8-2019-03-25-ANN-01-1_EN.html?redirect
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0111_EN.html
https://www.ombudsman.europa.eu/en/press-release/en/107801
https://metooep.com/who-we-are/
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inequalities, particularly in view of the current backlash against gender equality both globally and 
within the EU itself.  

International context 
United Nations 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979)14 and the 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (1993) are benchmark documents in the 
field. Although not binding, the declaration is the first international text that deals exclusively with 
violence against women. 

Violence against women is one of the critical areas of concern identified in the Beijing Platform for 
Action, which was adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995. The platform lists 
the measures that states, and international and non-governmental organisations, should take to 
prevent and tackle this form of violence. The Commission on the Status of Women monitors and 
reviews progress with the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. At its 
60th session in New York in March 2016, the commission strongly condemned all forms of violence 
against women and girls, and called for a number of measures, including improvements to 
legislation and better implementation. 

In 2017, the UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women assessed the adequacy of the current 
international legal framework, concluding that the main challenge in addressing violence against 
women is the failure to fully incorporate and apply international norms. General Recommendation 
No 35 on gender-based violence against women, adopted in July 2017, is intended to accelerate 
their implementation. This and the previous General Recommendation No 19, which it updates, are 
landmark documents because they frame violence against women as a human rights issue and form 
of gender-based discrimination (No 19) and recognise the prohibition of gender-based violence as 
a norm, expanding the definition of violence to include violations of sexual and reproductive health 
rights (No 35). The Special Rapporteur's 2018 report analysed online violence against women from 
a human rights perspective, whilst the 2019 report looks at the issue of obstetric violence. 

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) include a gender-equality goal, which incorporates 
targets aimed at ending violence and discrimination against women and girls, including a target on 
eliminating female genital mutilation (FGM) and child, early and forced marriage (CEFM). 

International Labour Organization 
In June 2019, the International Labour Organization adopted the Violence and Harassment 
Convention, which applies to violence and harassment in the world of work, and obliges the 
signatory states to adopt an inclusive, integrated and gender-responsive approach to prevent and 
eliminate violence and harassment in this context. 

Council of Europe 
In 2002, the Committee of Ministers adopted a Recommendation on the protection of women 
against violence in which it called on the member states to draw up action plans to prevent violence 
and protect victims. 

The Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence 
('Istanbul Convention') was opened for signature in May 2011 and entered into force in August 2014. 
Europe's first legally binding convention in the field, it creates a comprehensive framework for 
preventing violence, protecting victims and prosecuting perpetrators. As of November 2019, all EU 
Member States have signed the convention, and 21 (AT, BE, DE, CY, DK, EE, EL, ES, FI, FR, HR, IE, IT, 
LU, MT, NL, PL, PT, RO, SE, SI) have ratified it. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/604955/IPOL_STU(2018)604955_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cedaw.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/ViolenceAgainstWomen.aspx
https://beijing20.unwomen.org/%7E/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf
https://beijing20.unwomen.org/%7E/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw
http://www.unwomen.org/en/csw/csw60-2016
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=E/2016/27&Lang=E
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/72/134&Submit=Search&Lang=E
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/GR35.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/GR35.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Recommendations.aspx
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G18/184/58/PDF/G1818458.pdf?OpenElement
https://eipmh.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/UN_Res.71170..pdf
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/L.85&Lang=E
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=Rec(2002)5&Language=lanEnglish&Ver=original&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=C3C3C3&BackColorIntranet=EDB021&BackColorLogged=F5D383
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=Rec(2002)5&Language=lanEnglish&Ver=original&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=C3C3C3&BackColorIntranet=EDB021&BackColorLogged=F5D383
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/EN/Treaties/Html/210.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2019)644183
http://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/210/signatures
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What is the EU doing? 
The Treaty on European Union (TEU) affirms the principle of gender equality and non-discrimination 
(Article 2). The Charter of Fundamental Rights guarantees people's right to dignity (Title I) and 
equality (Title III). It also includes specific provisions on people's right to physical and mental 
integrity, and bans any form of discrimination on the grounds of sex. Although it has no legal force, 
Declaration 19 on Article 8 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) affirms 
the political commitment of Member States to combat all forms of domestic violence. 

Political commitments 
Combating gender-based violence is one of the priorities in the EU's Strategic Engagement for 
Gender Equality for 2016-2019. 

One of the key areas for action is improving the availability, quality and reliability of data on gender-
based violence through cooperation with Eurostat, the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) 
and the Fundamental Rights Agency. EIGE is engaged in a project to improve the collection and 
harmonisation of the data on violence against women collected by national police forces, justice 
systems, and health and social services across the EU. From 2017, it has been able to include violence 
against women within its gender equality index, which measures progress across the EU. 

Another priority is EU accession to the Council of Europe's Istanbul Convention, which could help to 
provide more equal protection for women across Europe against all forms of violence. In 
October 2015, the Commission issued a roadmap for EU accession, followed in March 2016 by two 
proposals for Council decisions, one on the signature and the other on the conclusion (ratification) 
of the Convention on behalf of the EU. The Convention was signed by the EU on 13 June 2017. The 
next step is the EU's formal accession to the Convention, for which the European Parliament will 
have to give consent. 

In the field of EU external action, the EU guidelines on violence against women adopted in 2008 
affirm the EU's commitment to promote and protect the rights of women in third countries. The 
Union addresses the problem of violence against women in its specific dialogues on human rights 
and supports projects to combat violence against women by means of the European Instrument for 
Democracy and Human Rights. In 2015, the European Commission and EEAS adopted a gender 
action plan for external relations for 2016-2020, which prioritises violence against women and girls. 
In 2017, the European Union and the United Nations launched the Spotlight Initiative, with an initial 
investment of around €500 million, to support measures to eliminate violence against women and 
girls, in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Outlook for the incoming Commission 
President-elect of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has stressed in her political 
guidelines that further action to combat violence against women will be one of her Commission's 

On 25 November 2016, the European Commissioner for Justice, Consumers and Gender Equality, Vera 
Jourová, launched a year of focused action to combat violence against women by, inter alia, publishing a 
Eurobarometer on gender-based violence, a study on gender-based violence in sport and a joint 
statement of six Commissioners summarising European Commission activities in the area. She also 
opened two calls for proposals worth €6 million for civil society organisations to submit proposals for 
projects that combat violence against women or support its victims. In addition, €4 million was made 
available to Member States to develop practical and targeted national awareness-raising and education 
activities aimed at combating violence against women. The website dedicated to the campaign contains 
stories of people and projects fighting violence against women, relevant events and a list of helplines in 
various European countries. International, national and civil society representatives assessed the 
outcome of the campaign and explored further steps at a conference in December 2018. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:12012M/TXT:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:12012P/TXT:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT:EN:NOT
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/strategic_engagement_for_gender_equality_en.pdf#page=8
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/eu-policy/strategic-engagement-gender-equality-2016-2019_en
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/eu-policy/strategic-engagement-gender-equality-2016-2019_en
http://eige.europa.eu/gender-based-violence/data-collection
https://eige.europa.eu/rdc/eige-publications/gender-equality-index-2017-violence-against-women
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-area-of-justice-and-fundamental-rights/file-eu-accession-to-the-istanbul-convention
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2015_just_010_istanbul_convention_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52016PC0111
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52016PC0109
http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=80397
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/16173_en08.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/eidhr_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/eidhr_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5690_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5690_en.htm
http://www.un.org/en/spotlight-initiative/index.shtml
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/towards-new-commission_en#political-guidelines
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/towards-new-commission_en#political-guidelines
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/newsroom/image/document/2016-48/vaw_factsheet_40137.pdf
https://data.europa.eu/euodp/data/dataset/S2115_85_3_449_ENG
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/sites/sport/files/gender-based-violence-sport-study-2016_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_STATEMENT-16-3945_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_STATEMENT-16-3945_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/rec/calls/rec-vaw-ag-2016.html#c,topics=callIdentifier/t/REC-VAW-AG-2016/1/1/1/default-group&callStatus/t/Forthcoming/1/1/0/default-group&callStatus/t/Open/1/1/0/default-group&callStatus/t/Closed/1/1/0/default-group&+identifier/desc.
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/files/2016_action_grants/2016_rgen_ag_vawa/just-2016-rgen-ag-vawa-call-for-proposals_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/saynostopvaw/index.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/events/ending-violence-against-women-taking-stock-and-next-steps-2018-dec-04_en
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major priorities. At her hearing and in her written answers, Helena Dalli, the Commissioner-
designate responsible for the equality portfolio has said that a key focus will be securing EU 
accession to the Istanbul Convention, so as to provide a common European framework for 
preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. She also said that if 
progress stalls, other steps, such as strengthening existing EU legislation and adding violence 
against women to the list of crimes defined in the Treaties, would be considered to strengthen 
support for victims. Tackling violence against women and gender-based violence was announced 
as one of the key elements to be considered in a new EU Strategy on Gender Equality.  

Legislative measures 
The EU does not currently have a specific binding instrument designed to protect women from 
violence.15 However, legal instruments have been established in different areas in which women can 
be victims of violence, and in those areas where there is violence that has a cross-border element, 
because this is where the EU has the strongest competence for crime-related action. This means that 
unfortunately, the EU 'has not addressed comprehensively the wider manifestation of violence as 
women experience it'.16 

These instruments concern, among other things, equal treatment and non-discrimination, which 
includes a ban on sexual harassment (Directive 2006/54/EC, a recast of Directive 2002/73/EC, 
concerning equal treatment as regards access to employment and working conditions, Directive 
2010/41/EU on the application of the principle of equal treatment between men and women 
engaged in an activity in a self-employed capacity, and Directive 2004/113/EC on equal treatment 
in the access to and supply of goods and services17); trafficking in human beings (Directive 
2011/36/EU on combating trafficking and Directive 2004/81/EC on the residence permit issued to 
third-country nationals who are victims of trafficking); and protecting victims by strengthening the 
rights of victims whatever their nationality and wherever in the EU the crime takes place, including 
if the victims travel or move within the EU (Directive 2012/29/EU on the rights and protection of 
victims of crime, Directive 2011/99/EU on the European protection order in criminal matters, and 
Regulation (EU) No 606/2013 on mutual recognition of protection measures in civil matters18). 

Member States 
Although there are similarities between national policies to combat violence against women, the 
Member States have adopted different approaches to the problem. 

As far as legislation is concerned, domestic physical violence and sexual violence are the main types 
of violence punishable by law. Domestic psychological violence, forced marriage, sexual harassment 
and FGM are punishable in different ways depending on the country.19 In some cases, victims must 
submit a formal complaint before legal proceedings can begin.20 The low prosecution and 
conviction rates for crimes of domestic violence and rape appear to be a problem common to a 
number of Member States. In order to address this problem, Spain and the United Kingdom have 
established specialised courts to deal with cases of violence against women. 

Besides legislative provisions, in recent years the Member States have adopted policy strategies to 
combat violence against women, either in the form of national action plans (NAP) on all kinds of 
violence, or by means of action plans targeting specific forms of violence, or have incorporated 
measures into other action plans aimed for example at promoting gender equality and social 
inclusion.21 NGO data from 2017 show that 24 EU Member States had NAPs on combating gender 
based violence in place in 2016 or after. 

Domestic violence and people trafficking are the most common areas addressed by the NAPs, 
although there is an increase in concern for sexual violence, especially sexual harassment and FGM. 
More and more emphasis is being placed in these plans on prevention measures (e.g. awareness 
campaigns, training for professionals working with victims, treatment programmes for perpetrators) 
and on support (shelters for women victims, telephone helplines). Meanwhile, reinsertion 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/621919/IPOL_BRI(2019)621919_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20190927RES62434/20190927RES62434.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32006L0054:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32002L0073:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:180:0001:0006:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:180:0001:0006:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32004L0113:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32011L0036:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32011L0036:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2004:261:0019:0023:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32012L0029:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32011L0099:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32013R0606:EN:NOT
http://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/144-tribunaux-specialises-dans-les-affaires-de-violence-a-legard-des-femmes.html
https://wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/WAVEfactsheet2017.pdf#page=2
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programmes focused on the needs of women who have been victims of violence (access to 
affordable housing, employment, training and income support) are less common.22 

European Parliament 
The European Parliament first sounded the alarm about the problem of violence against women in 
a resolution of 11 June 1986. Since then, it has played a particularly important role in the field, 
including through the work of its Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM). In 
2015, the Committee launched a Working Group on Violence against Women to create a forum for 
exchange of views and formulation of strategy on the issue. 

During the eighth parliamentary term, Parliament asked the Commission to monitor the 
implementation of existing EU gender equality legislation more effectively and carried out its own 
assessments of the Victims' Rights Directive, and the European Protection Order (EPO). These found 
that the directive has not been fully implemented across the EU, especially when it comes to access 
to support services, and that differences between judicial systems (for example, stalking is not a 
criminal offence in all EU countries) are obstructing the use of EPOs. 

Since 2009, Parliament has also been urging the Commission to draw up a comprehensive proposal 
for a directive on preventing and combating all forms of violence against women to ensure that all 
women in the EU have the same level of protection from male violence. In its resolution of 
25 February 2014, it also called on the Council to add violence against women to the areas of 
particularly serious crime listed in Article 83(1) TFEU, and asked the Commission to launch the 
procedure for EU accession to the Council of Europe's Istanbul Convention, as a complement to a 
future EU directive. It has continued to push for progress on these recommendations.23  

With respect to the Istanbul Convention, before receiving a formal request for its consent, 
Parliament has begun considering the matter of EU accession. In its interim resolution of 
12 September 2017, it welcomed the signing of the Convention by the EU and urged the Council to 
speed up EU ratification. However, it also regretted that EU accession has been restricted to two 
areas (judicial cooperation in criminal matters and asylum and non-refoulement). In Parliament's 
view, this raises legal uncertainties about the scope of the EU's accession and concerns about its 
implementation. In its resolution of 4 April 2019, Parliament decided to ask the European Court of 
Justice for an opinion to resolve the legal uncertainty regarding the compatibility of the accession 
proposals and procedure with the Treaties, with a specific focus on the legal basis for the decisions 
and the split into two decisions. Parliament has also asked the Commission to be proactive in 
dispelling misconceptions about the Convention, in particular around the use of the terms 'gender' 
and 'gender-based violence', which are blocking some EU Member States from ratifying it. A 
European Added Value Assessment conducted for Parliament found that an EU directive would have 
far greater impact on national legal orders than EU accession to the Istanbul Convention, but taken 
together, the two instruments would 'guarantee a true European Area of Freedom, Security and 
Justice where violence against women becomes not only rhetorically but also legally outlawed'.  

Beyond legislation, Parliament has repeatedly called for the establishment of a coherent system for 
collecting statistics on gender-based violence in Member States, the establishment of a European 
Observatory on Violence against Women and Girls, and the adoption of an EU-wide strategy and 
action plan to combat violence against women. Parliament has also put the spotlight on emerging 
forms of gender-based violence such as cyberstalking and online harassment and drawn attention 
to the need to combat specific forms of violence including sexual harassment, trafficking, forced 
prostitution of women, and FGM,24 and to the vulnerability of and issues facing particular groups 
such as undocumented women migrants, women asylum-seekers and refugees, women and girls 
with disabilities and LBTI women and Roma women. In 2019, it flagged that a backlash against 
women's rights and gender equality is eroding the machinery and resources for combating violence 
against women at national level, and called for renewed commitment at national and EU level. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/EPRS/PE2_AP_RP!FEMM.1984_A2-0044!860001EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/femm/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/femm/subject-files.html?id=20160407CDT00623
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/fr/press-room/20180524IPR04227/victims-rights-directive-meps-call-for-better-enforcement
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/fr/press-room/20180411IPR01539/meps-assess-the-implementation-of-the-european-protection-order-directive
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/621861/EPRS_ATA(2018)621861_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2009-0098+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2013/2004(INI)&l=EN
https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/opinion/legal-basis-istanbul-convention
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT:EN:NOT
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=&reference=2016/0062(NLE)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2017-0329&language=EN&ring=A8-2017-0266
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2019/2678(RSP)
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/fiche.jsf?id=C%3B1%3B19%3BAVIS%3B1%3BP%3B1%3BC2019%2F0001%2FP&oqp=&for=&mat=or&lgrec=en&jge=&td=%3BALL&jur=C%2CT%2CF&num=1%252F19&dates=&pcs=Oor&lg=&pro=&nat=or&cit=none%252CC%252CCJ%252CR%252C2008E%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252Ctrue%252Cfalse%252Cfalse&language=en&avg=&cid=2563806
https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-convention/-/ending-misconceptions-about-the-convention-on-preventing-and-combating-violence-against-women-and-domestic-violence
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/504467/IPOL-JOIN_ET(2013)504467_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-area-of-justice-and-fundamental-rights/file-prevention-of-violence-against-women
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0329
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0329
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2018/2055(INI)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0227_EN.html
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/summary.do?id=1339886&t=d&l=en
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/summary.do?id=1339886&t=d&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2014-0068
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2016-0073+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2013-0579
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2013-0579
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2017-0329&language=EN&ring=A8-2017-0266
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0111_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0111_EN.html
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Outlook for Parliament's ninth legislative term 
For the hearing of Commissioner-delegate Helena Dalli in October 2019, Parliament's Committees 
on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) and Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL) 
highlighted EU accession to the Istanbul Convention, EU legislation on gender-based violence and 
proposals to tackle cyber violence as key issues. At its hearing on violence against women in the 
Member States and best practices in November 2019, the FEMM Committee announced that future 
work would include a legislative initiative report on combating violence against women and cyber-
violence, an assessment of the implementation of the trafficking directive and a report on the 
impact of intimate partner violence and custody rights on women and children. 

Stakeholders' views 
In its 2012 opinion on 'Eradicating domestic violence against women', the European Economic and 
Social Committee (EESC) recommended national and European level measures to tackle domestic 
violence, and expressed concern that social policies in many Member States were being 
undermined by the economic crisis, leading to shelters for women victims of violence being shut 
down and prevention projects discontinued. The EESC also supported EU accession to the Istanbul 
Convention and the adoption of a European Directive to ensure its implementation. More recently, 
in 2019, the EESC has expressed particular concern over the growing trend of regression in women's 
rights, which also includes attacks on measures to tackle violence against women.  

The European Women's Lobby (EWL) has been calling for a comprehensive EU strategy to end all 
forms of violence against women in Europe and for the EU to ratify the Istanbul Convention and 
adopt EU legislation to end prostitution and sex trafficking by criminalising the purchase of sex, by 
2020. It is now 20 years since the EWL passed a motion affirming that 'prostitution and trafficking in 
women constitutes a fundamental violation of women's human rights'. More recently, in September 
2019, at a conference organised by the Finnish presidency of the European Council, EWL reiterated 
its call for a comprehensive EU-wide action plan to prevent and combat violence against women, 
including a directive covering all forms of violence including sexual exploitation. On this occasion, 
EWL also reiterated that the accession to the Istanbul Convention must remain a priority. Another 
recent focus of EWL interest and action has been combating online violence against politically 
engaged women, as well as adoption of the international standards to end violence against women 
in the world of work. The EWL's Observatory on violence against women, with members from 
32 European countries and seven international and European women's organisations, identifies 
issues and continuously monitors progress towards eliminating violence against women. 

The Women against Violence Europe (WAVE) network maps support services such as helplines, 
women's centres and shelters available to women survivors in Europe. Its most recent report, issued 
in April 2018, finds that 71 % of EU countries have at least one helpline for survivors (compared to 
68 % in 2014), but fewer meet the Istanbul Convention standards of being free and available round 
the clock, and only five Member States meet the minimum standards for bed spaces in women's 
shelters. WAVE has also expressed its view on violence targeting specific groups of women. For 
example, in February 2018, it published a position paper on intersectionality and the inclusive 
approach to dealing with gender-based violence and in October 2018, issued recommendations 
improving support and protection for older women. In September 2018 it also issued a handbook 
which takes account of the strengths and skills of women survivors of violence when creating 
support services. Another important area of action of the WAVE network has been its work on 
emphasising the importance of women's specialist support services and the work on protecting 
these services from gender neutral policy and practice through its gender neutrality working group. 

The European Network of Migrant Women (ENOMW) has drawn attention to an increase in the 
number of women victims of trafficking arriving in the European Union, and called for 
comprehensive support and rehabilitation programmes, together with better training for reception 
centre staff and measures to tackle demand. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/hearings2019/commission-hearings-2019/20190910STO60739/helena-dalli-malta
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20190927RES62434/20190927RES62434.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/events-hearings.html?id=20191031CHE06421
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/events-hearings.html?id=20191031CHE06421
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eradicating-domestic-violence-against-women
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/gender-equality-issues-own-initiative-opinion
http://www.womenlobby.org/?lang=en
https://www.womenlobby.org/-Violence-against-Women-451-?lang=en
https://www.womenlobby.org/20yrsEndDemand-with-Colette-De-Troy
https://www.womenlobby.org/EWL-calls-on-EU-Member-States-and-EU-institutions-to-do-MORE-to-protect-women
https://www.womenlobby.org/Motion-on-Prostitution-and-Trafficking-June-1998
https://www.womenlobby.org/Reviewing-the-past-preparing-for-the-future
https://womenlobby.org/Violence-against-Women-Politicians-A-reflection-on-the-HerNetHerRights-training
https://womenlobby.org/Violence-against-Women-Politicians-A-reflection-on-the-HerNetHerRights-training
https://www.womenlobby.org/EWL-calls-on-the-adoption-of-the-international-standards-to-end-violence
http://www.womenlobby.org/EWL-Observatory-on-Violence-against-Women-7383
http://www.wave-network.org/
https://wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/WAVEfactsheet2017.pdf
http://fileserver.wave-network.org/researchreports/COUNTRY_REPORT_2014.pdf
https://www.wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/SBNLApproachWAVE_Handbook2018.pdf
https://www.wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/Thematic_Paper_WAVE_FINAL_FINAL.pdf
https://www.wave-network.org/2019/09/05/wave-working-group-on-gender-neutrality-visits-scottish-womens-aide-to-learn-about-best-practices/
http://www.migrantwomennetwork.org/category/news/
http://www.migrantwomennetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/ENOMW-EUROPE-AFRICA-CRISIS-FINAL-1.pdf
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In June 2018, on the occasion of the first anniversary of the signature of the Istanbul Convention by 
the EU, the European Coalition to End Violence against Women and Girls, a strategic alliance of more 
than 25 cross-European human rights and social justice civil society organisations, expressed regret 
at insufficient progress in the ratification progress.  
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