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Introduction   
 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19), caused by 
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 
(SARS-CoV-2), was first identified in December 
2019 and quickly spread to many regions of the 
world in the first months of 2020. The World 
Health Organization (WHO) declared the outbreak 
a public health emergency of international 
concern on 30 January 2020, and by 11 March 
2020, it was declared a pandemic. 
 
Governments all over the world have 
implemented various measures intended to 
mitigate the spread of the pandemic and ease the 
strain on health care systems. Those measures 
have included lockdowns, movement restrictions 
and social distancing measures that have been 
implemented with diverse degrees of strictness 
and at different moments in time. At the time of 
writing this report, in November 2020, many 
countries are experiencing a ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀǾŜΩ of the 
pandemic and most of the restrictive measures 
are being re-established. Considering the 
possibility of future similar health emergencies, 
restrictions with similar impacts on the criminal 
justice system and other public services could be 
re-imposed. 
 
The implementation of COVID-19 mitigation 
measures has created - and will continue to create 
- additional challenges for the criminal justice 
system in responding to gender-based violence 
against women (GBVAW).  
 
The UNODC Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) 
response ς Thematic Brief on gender-based 
violence against women and girls2 underlined the 
following difficulties: 

- Resources are being diverted away from 
the criminal justice system towards more 
immediate public health measures to deal 
with COVID-19.   

- Police and other law enforcement 
agencies have less time and human 
resources to respond to incidents of 
GBVAW, may lack specific plans on how to 
respond to such incidents during the 
emergency and are likely to shift priorities 

 
2  UNODC (2020a). Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) response ς 
UNODC Thematic Brief on gender-based violence against women and 
girls. 

towards enforcing quarantine, monitoring 
social distancing and other related 
measures. In countries with weak rule of 
law and existing economic constraints, the 
focus may also shift towards responses to 
public unrest, looting and other crime that 
may increase as a result of economic and 
social consequences of the responses to 
COVID-19. 

- In many countries, judicial proceedings 
are suspended and/or postponed, which 
hampers immediate judicial protection 
(e.g. issuance of emergency or interim 
measures like protection and restraining 
orders) and creates a backlog of cases that 
affects the effectiveness and quality of 
criminal justice responses to GBVAW in 
the long run.  

- Other services, such as hotlines, crisis 
centres, shelters, access to a lawyer 
including through legal aid, and victim 
protection services may also be scaled 
back or closed, further reducing access to 
the few sources of help that women in 
abusive relationships might have.  

- Due to the lockdown policies in place, 
women and girls may have more 
difficulties accessing police stations to 
directly report cases of GBVAW and seek 
judicial and other forms of protection. 
They may also find it more difficult to 
place phone calls to report violence or 
access hotlines as they live 24/7 with their 
abusers and have no privacy to make such 
phone calls. 

 
The purpose of this assessment is to review the 
impact of COVID-19, and StatesΩ responses to the 
pandemic, on crime prevention and criminal 
justice responses to GBVAW around the world, 
considering the first months of the pandemic. The 
assessment has been undertaken from a 
qualitative perspective, focusing on emerging 
evidence and promising practices by crime 
prevention and criminal justice institutions and 
professionals. This review does not examine the 
impact of the pandemic (and related health 
measures) on prevalence or severity of GBVAW. 
Furthermore, it is beyond the scope of this review 
to include an examination or comparison of 
attrition rates in GBVAW cases.  
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The assessment report is structured in five parts: 

1. Gender-based violence against women 
and COVID-19 mitigation measures 

(Chapter 1) 
2. Challenges and difficulties in the criminal 

justice responses to GBVAW in the 
context of the pandemic (Chapter 2) 

3. Measures adopted to counter such 
challenges and difficulties (Chapter 3)  

4. Limitations and obstacles for the 
implementation of such measures and 
addressing the challenges that emerged 
during the pandemic (Chapter 4) 

5. Recommendations (Chapter 5) 
 
The Annex includes tables with examples of the 
measures adopted in different countries and 
regions, based on available information gathered.  
 

Methodology 
 
Considering the scope of the assignment, the 
available time and information sources, the 
research methodology has combined the use of 
diverse qualitative research methods in order to 
obtain the broadest possible overview of the 
challenges the pandemic is posing on criminal 
justice responses to GBVAW, and the special 
measures being implemented to address them.  
 
Throughout this report, references to women and 
GBVAW include the multiple and intersecting 
forms of discrimination affecting them, in 
particular those affecting women who are 
migrants, including undocumented migrants, 
displaced, asylum seekers, refugees; women who 
belong to indigenous and ethnic minorities; 

 
3 The UN Policy Brief on the Impact of COVID-19 on children (UN 
Secretary-General /  UN Sustainable Development Group, 2020) 
refers to studies conducted on the impact of the Ebola epidemic on 
children suggesting that 55 percent of children in focus groups said 
that they thought violence against children in their community had 
risen during or after the epidemic. While the epidemiological 
characteristics of Ebola and COVID-19 vary significantly, the 
containment and mitigation measures deployed to contain their 
spread have many similarities. See also: Inter-Agency Working Group 
on Violence against Children (2020) Agenda for Action. The Inter-
Agency Technical Note on COVID-19 and Children Deprived of their 
Liberty (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action /  
UNICEF, 2020) has highlighted these risks and aims at providing 
detaining authorities with information on how to respond to COVID-
19.  
4 UNODC interventions acknowledge the fact girls differ from women 
in their physical, mental and psychological developmental needs and 
vulnerabilities. Therefore, a child and gender-sensitive approach and 
subsequently differentiate treatment should be directed solely at 
children, defined by the Convention on the Rights of the Child as 

women who are sex-workers, domestic workers, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgender; elderly and 
disabled women, women from low-income or 
marginalised groups, including women who use 
drugs, who are in prison, homeless, etc. 
 
This report does not examine the ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ ƻƴ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ It 
should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
increased the vulnerability of children3 and some 
aspects of the impact of COVID-19 on criminal 
justice system responses to GBVAW also affect 
girls. The international legal framework and 
systems (e.g. child protection/child justice system) 
applicable to children are different to the ones 
applicable to women and adults in general.4  
 
While GBVAW is understood in a broad sense,5 the 
assessment focuses on specific GBVAW crimes: 

¶ Intimate partner violence (including 
crimes often called domestic violence, 
intrafamilial violence, etc. and including 
within these crimes, those related to 
physical, sexual, psychological or 
economic violence, although not all these 
are considered in legal definitions of 
domestic violence in all countries). 

¶ Non-partner sexual violence (including 
rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment, 
etc.). 

¶ Gender-based killings of women (also 
known or criminalised as άfemicideέ or 
άfeminicideέ in some countries).6 

¶ Online GBVAW. 
 

The assessment is not exhaustive, but it is 
illustrative of the most frequent and relevant 
challenges and measures related to COVID-19 

every human being under the age of 18. Boys and girls should equally 
benefit from special protection provided by international law, in line 
with Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) target 16.2 to end all 
forms of violence against children. 
5 Including all forms of violence that cause or may result in death or 
physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to 
women, which causes and consequences are related to gender. See: 
CEDAW, General Recommendation No. 35 (2017); the Council of 
Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against 
women and domestic violence (2011); the Inter-American 
Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of 
Violence against Women (1994), among others. 
6 In many Latin-American countries, different forms of gender-based 
killings of women have been criminalised as άŦŜƳƛŎƛŘŜέ or 
άŦŜƳƛƴƛŎƛŘŜέΦ In some jurisdictions, the specific offence is limited to 
intimate partner killings of women, while other laws are broader and 
include other perpetrators and circumstances. For more details, see: 
UNODC (2019). Global Study on Homicide. Gender-related killing of 
women and girls.  
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across different countries and legal systems. 
Information from studies and experts from almost 
a hundred countries7 in different regions has been 
considered in this report, aiming at the widest 
diversity possible. Although the assessment 
includes examples from high income countries, it 
mainly focused on the challenges and responses 
found in low- and middle-income countries.  
 
The qualitative research methods used include: 

¶ Online questionnaires shared among 
relevant stakeholders, to ensure that the 
broadest information is gathered 
efficiently. Two online questionnaires 
have been used:  

o Preliminary questionnaire: 
addressed to UNODC national 
focal points and field offices, in 
order to gather information from 
the ground that could contribute 
to improve the Stakeholders 
questionnaire (shared during the 
last half of September 2020). 

o Stakeholders questionnaire: 
addressed to criminal justice 
professionals and experts from 
civil society and academia, in 
order to obtain more detailed 
information (shared between 25 
September and 15 October 2020 
in English, Spanish and French).8 

¶ Online /  phone semi-structured 
interviews to relevant stakeholders, to 
focus on specific issues or experiences 
(October 2020).  

¶ Online focus groups with stakeholders 
pertaining to specific regions (with a 

 
7  Albania, Andorra, Argentina, Armenia, Australia, Austria, 
Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Barbados, Belgium, Bolivia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Brazil, Bulgaria, Cambodia, Canada, Chile, China, 
Cameroon, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cote ŘΩLǾƻƛǊŜΣ Croatia, Cyprus, 
Czechia, Denmark, Ecuador, Egypt, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Fiji, Finland, 
France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Guatemala, Honduras, India, 
Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, Jamaica, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lebanon, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malawi, Malta, Marshall Islands, Mexico, 
Monaco, Montenegro, Morocco, Myanmar, Namibia, Nepal, New 
Zealand, Nicaragua, Nigeria, North Macedonia, Norway, Oman, 
Pakistan, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, The Philippines, Poland, Portugal, 
Republic of Moldovia, Romania, Rwanda, San Marino, Serbia, 
Singapore, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Solomon Islands, South Africa, 
Spain, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Switzerland, The Netherlands, Tonga, 
Trinidad and Tobago, Tunisia, Turkey, Uganda, Ukraine, United 
Kingdom, Uruguay, USA (New York, Washington State, Washington, 
DC), West Bank and Gaza, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. 
8 Referred to as ά¦bh5/ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜέΣ from here onwards.  
9 Hereinafter, referred to as ά¦bh5/ Focus group ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎέΦ 
10 For instance, official responses by Offices of the Prosecutor from 
diverse Latin American and Southwestern European countries are 

sample of stakeholders from African 
countries and Asian countries) during the 
first weeks of November 2020.9 

¶ Review of pertinent databases, research 
and studies available including grey and 
empirical literature, including studies 
based on official information from 
criminal justice agencies.10 These sources 
included: 

¶ The GBV & COVID-19 Initiatives 
Document, compiled by the World 
Bank Group;11  

¶ The Global Gender Response Tracker 
(GGRT) under the categories of 
άǇƻƭƛŎŜ and justice responses to 
address ƛƳǇǳƴƛǘȅέ (96 measures in 65 
countries: 31 measures in the 
Americas, 24 in Europe, 22 in Asia, 10 
in Oceania and 9 in Africa);12 

¶ The Regional report on actions for 
the prevention and fight against 
gender violence in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic by the 
Specialized Network on Gender Issues 
of the Ibero-American Association of 
Public Prosecutors (AIAMP), based on 
official information provided by 
ProsecutorsΩ Offices in 12 countries in 
Latin-America and Southwestern 
Europe; and  

¶ The Council of 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ database on 
measures and practices implemented 
by Member States during the 
pandemic to mitigate its impact on 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ rights.13  

 
The stakeholders that were consulted included: 

contained in a regional report on actions for the prevention and fight 
against gender violence in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
published by the Specialized Network on Gender Issues of the Ibero-
American Association of Public Ministries (Asociación Ibero 
Americana de Ministerios Públicos (AIAMP) (2020). Informe regional 
sobre acciones para la prevención y lucha contra la violencia de 
género en el Contexto de la pandemia de COVID -19. Red 
Especializada en Temas de Género, Sept. 2020). 
11 World Bank Group, Gender-based Violence and COVID Initiatives 
complied by the World Bank Group, available fom 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1xs5gXy7cBSgRex3Dt5atYJ
rWeOwspTdKdO0ag3x9JkU/edit?usp=sharing.  
12 However, in some cases those measures include more than a single 
measure. In some other cases they only constitute political measures, 
with no impact in practice.  
13 Council of Europe, Measures and practices that Council of Europe 
member states have put in place during the crisis to mitigate its 
impact on ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ rights, available from 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/genderequality/promoting-and-
protecting-women-s-rights. 
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¶ Policymakers  

¶ Criminal justice practitioners 
o Police  
o Prosecutors 
o Judges and magistrates  
o Lawyers 
o Forensic examiners 
o Legal aid providers 
o tǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ personnel 

¶ United Nations personnel 

¶ National and international civil society 
organizations (CSOs) 

¶ GBVAW services personnel 

¶ Academics and researchers 
 
 
It should be highlighted that most of the 
information gathered in this assessment considers 
the first six months of the pandemic and, 
accordingly, considers the measures adopted to 
counter the challenges imposed by the first health 
measures adopted to mitigate the spread of the 
disease. It is expected that, as various countries 
are experiencing a second wave of the pandemic 
(October - November 2020), the health measures 
implemented will vary, as well as their impact on 
the criminal justice responses to GBVAW. This 
means that the measures that the criminal justice 
system could put in place to face second or third 
lockdowns, for instance, may also be different 
from those adopted in the early stages of the 
pandemic.   

 
The tables presented in the Annex include 
examples of the measures considered in the 
review. These examples are not meant to be a 
critical evaluation as to whether these measures 
are ΨǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎΩ, as the information available in 
most cases is limited to the description of the 
measures, without references to their results in 
practice. As pointed out in Chapter 3, many of 
these measures have elements that indicate that 
they may contribute to ensure or enhance 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to justice in GBV cases, with a 
survivor-centred and gender-responsive 
approach. 
 
Finally, it should be underlined that this report 
focuses on the criminal justice responses to 
GBVAW, although its information could also be of 
interest to other justice branches dealing with 
these cases, such as civil or family courts.  
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1 Gender-based violence 

against women and COVID-

19 mitigation measures  
 

1.1 Health measures adopted and their 

socio-economic consequences 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
14 In some cases, Lockdown or confinement measures have been 
limited to certain areas, cities or regions; while in others they have 
been imposed in the whole territory. Other limitations have been 
based on other criteria; for example, in Panama, the confinement 
measures and their exceptions (times allowed for leaving home) were 
defined and controlled by time and gender (AIAMP, 2020). 
15 According to the Human Rights Committee (HRC) (2020) Statement 
on derogations from the Covenant in connection with the COVID-19 
pandemic, άΧŀ number of States parties to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights have in recent weeks notified 
the Secretary-General, pursuant to article 4 of the Covenant, of 

The rapid spread of COVID-19 globally since the 
first months of 2020 has triggered a wide range of 
responses from governments. In order to limit the 
spread of the pandemic and to ease the strain on 
health care systems, governments have adopted a 
range of mitigation measures. Such measures 
have included lockdowns, curfews, closure (or 
restrictions on opening) of schools and non-
essential business, physical distancing measures, 
restrictions on community gatherings and travel 
restrictions, among others, with particularities in 
their characteristics, enforcement and extension 
among various countries. 14  Some of these 
measures have inevitably involved severe 
restrictions to human rights, including freedom of 
movement, and have been authorised only after a 
declaration of State of Alarm, Emergency, 
Catastrophe or Calamity, or within the framework 
of extraordinary circumstances.15  
 
The Oxford COVID-19 Government Response 
Tracker (OxCGRT) systematically collects 
information on several common policy responses 
that governments have taken to respond to the 
pandemic on 18 indicators such as school closures 
and travel restrictions.16 It classifies the measures 
in Containment and closure (including school and 
workplace closing, the cancelation of public 
events, restrictions on group size for gatherings, 
public transport closing, lockdown and home 
confinement requirements, restrictions on 
internal movement or international travel); 
Economic response (for example, new forms of 
social welfare provision); Health systems (for 
example, emergency investments in healthcare 
facilities, testing and contact-tracing policies, 
policies related to face coverage, etc.) and Other 
responses (miscellaneous).  
 
The political, social and economic global impact of 
the crisis and the implementation of COVID-19 
mitigation measures is yet to be determined, as 
well as their gendered consequences. The 
pandemic is estimated to push between 70 to 100 

emergency measures that they have taken or are planning to take 
with a view to curb the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic, in derogation from their obligations under the Covenant. 
It has been brought to the attention of the Committee, however, that 
several other States parties have resorted to emergency measures in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic in a manner seriously affecting 
the implementation of their obligations under the Covenant, without 
formally submitting any notification of derogation from the 
/ƻǾŜƴŀƴǘΦΦΦέ  
16 Hale et al. (2020) 

Figure 1. Restriction of internal movement by country in Asia, 

Australia and New Zealand -15 January to 1 April 2020- 

(Source: Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, 

BBC Research. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-

52103747) 

 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52103747
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52103747
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million individuals into extreme poverty17 and the 
number of people in food crises is expected to 
double, with about 270 million people in low- and 
middle-income countries expected to face acute 
food insecurity by the end of 2020.18  Global 
working-hour losses projected are equivalent to 
almost 500 million full-time jobs, affecting mostly 
lower-middle-income countries.19  
 
Furthermore, the most affected job sectors, i.e. 
service sector, hospitality, tourism and the 
informal sector, are largely staffed with women, 
who have also borne the brunt of the increase in 
care burdens and unpaid work, 20  as women, 
including many migrant women, are 
disproportionately responsible for caring for the 
sick, elderly and children, constituting the majority 
of caregivers in their own homes, in hospitals, care 
facilities and private households.21  
 
In developing countries, seven out of ten workers, 
most of them women, make a living through 
informal markets, are not covered by social 
insurance programmes and therefore cannot earn 
money if they are confined at home.22 In addition, 
remittance flows to low- and middle-income 
countries are expected to decline by almost 20 per 
cent, relative to 2019.23  
 
 

1.2 Aggravating factors and changing 

dynamics of GBVAW 
 
/95!²Ωǎ General Recommendation No. 35 (2017) 
underlines that GBVAW is affected and often 
exacerbated by economic and social factors, 
including political, economic and social crises, civil 
unrest, humanitarian emergencies. Globally, 
intimate partner violence (IPV) rises by 35 percent 
during armed conflict, and also increases during 
health crises. 24  Similar significant increases in 
domestic violence have been reported following 
earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, and many 
other catastrophic events around the world. 25 

 
17 Measured at the international poverty line of people living on less 
than $1.90 per day (Source: World Bank GEP, June 2020). 
18 Anthem (2020, April 16).  
19 Source: ILO Monitor 6th Edition, September 2020 Update. 
20 United Nations (2020). United Nations Comprehensive Response to 
COVID-19 Saving Lives, Protecting Societies, Recovering Better. 
September 2020. 
21 Foley & Piper (2020).  
22 United Nations (2020). 
23 Source: World Bank & KNOMAD (2020). COVID-19 Crisis Through a 
Migration Lens, April 2020. 

Rising poverty, food insecurity, household 
tensions, and mental health issues are known to 
be exacerbating factors of IPV,26  as well as 
economic uncertainty, increased substance 
abuse,27  changes in family lifestyle, and more 
stressful and precarious environments. Such 
factors also affect other forms of GBVAW, i.e. 
perpetrated by others than family members and 
intimate partners, including, for example, violence 
committed at the workplace by male colleagues, 
supervisors, employers, managers or customers.28  
 
The gendered implications of COVID-19 for 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ subsistence, workload and access to 
reproductive health services, among others, are 
likely to contribute to, or aggravate, GBVAW and 
its consequences. A report released by the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC) in October 

2020, based on interviews of more than 800 
women from refugee, displaced and post conflict 
settings, living in 15 African countries, indicates 
that 73 per cent of women interviewed reported 
an increase in intimate partner violence, 51 per 
cent cited sexual violence and 32 per cent 
observed a growth in the levels of early and forced 
marriage during the pandemic.29 
 
While an assessment of the impact of COVID-19 on 
the prevalence or severity of GBVAW or on the 
number of reported cases is beyond the scope of 
the present report, the following subsections 
present key aspects that have emerged 
concerning quantitative administrative and survey 
data that require further attention and analysis. 
 

Domestic and intimate partner violence 
 
Restrictions on movement and the άǎǘŀȅ at ƘƻƳŜέ 
requirements (in order to άǎǘŀȅ ǎŀŦŜέύ have been 
considered gender-blind and counterproductive 
to GBVAW prevention, in particular in domestic 
settings, considering that even in άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ times, 

24 Hanmer & Klugman (2016).  
25 Campbell (2020). 
26 Gibbs et al. (2020).  
27 UNODC (2020a).  
28 See: Business and Human Rights Resource Centre (2020); Rodriguez 
(2020, December 7). 
29 International Rescue Committee (2020) What Happened? How the 
Humanitarian Response to COVID-19 Failed to Protect Women and 
Girls.  

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_755910.pdf
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the most dangerous place for many women is 
their own home. The Special Rapporteur on 
violence against women, its causes and 
consequences (SRVAW), Dubravka ~ƛƳƻƴƻǾƛŏ, in 
her report Intersection between the coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) pandemic and the pandemic of 
gender-based violence against women, with a 
focus on domestic violence and the άǇŜŀŎŜ in the 
ƘƻƳŜέ initiative, issued in July 2020 and based on 
more than 270 submissions from all over the 
world, states that: 

 
άώ¢hese health measures] have left 
thousands of women and girls trapped at 
home, a place of fear, where 
psychological, sexual, physical and 
economic abuse are rampant. For those 
women who are already in abusive 
situations, their situation has been 
exacerbated by the crisis, as they have 
now been left more exposed to increased 
control by their abusers όΧύέΦ30  

 
A similar concern has been expressed by a number 
of international human rights treaty bodies and 
special procedures as well as UN agencies and 
regional organisations31 The increased exposure 
to abusers in the domestic sphere could be similar 
to that shown in situations such as vacation 
periods and weekends, in which GBVAW and 
domestic violence cases tend to increase.32  
 
Since the beginning of the pandemic, the number 
of calls to dedicated hotlines has reportedly 
increased by up to 770 per cent in some cases,33 
including services run by CSOs.34 According to the 
Special RapporteǳǊΩǎ report, mentioned above, 
between the 1st of March and the 16th of April 
2020, the helpline run by the Government of Italy 
(i.e. number 1522) received 5,031 telephone calls, 
73 per cent more than in the same period of 2019. 
Compared to previous periods, in Lebanon and 
Malaysia, calls to violence helplines doubled, 
while in Spain, there was a 48 per cent increase. 

 
30 Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its 
causes and consequences, Dubravka ~ƛƳƻƴƻǾƛŏΥ Intersection 
between the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and the 
pandemic of gender-based violence against women, with a focus on 
domestic violence and the άǇŜŀŎŜ in the homeέ initiative (A/75/144). 
31 See: Website of the Office of the High Commissioner on Human 
Rights (OHCHR), The COVID-19 crisis' impact on violence against 
women. Responses by SR VAW, the UN system, regional 
organisations and civil society and State parties.  
32 άhǳǊ attention centres report a one-third increase in domestic 
violence compared to pre-confinement. This rise is similar to that 
observed during weekends and holidays in general. We expected 

Colombia 
recorded a 100 
per cent increase 
during a four-
week period of 
the crisis. In South 
Africa, calls to the 
National Gender-
Based Violence 
Command Centre 
tripled during the 
lockdown. 35  In 
Tunisia, the 
Minister of 
Women, Children 
and the Elderly 
indicates that 
attacks against 
women have 
increased five times compared to March 2019.36 
Current estimates by UNFPA indicate that for 
every three months of lockdown, an additional 15 
million women are expected to be subjected to 
violence. A recent review by UNODC of the limited 
available data on incidents reported to criminal 
justice authorities and helplines found that, where 
an increase in complaints about gender-based 
violence against women and domestic violence 
was recorded, the patterns seem to have returned 
to pre-lockdown levels after the first phase of 
restrictive measures.37 
 
While some helplines did not record an 
exponential increase in the number of calls during 
lockdown, it should be considered that calls to 
helplines in the context of lockdown or movement 
restrictions could be very difficult for women who 
live with their abuser and may lack the privacy or 
safety for doing such calls. Furthermore, although 
calls to helplines could be an indicator of the levels 
of GBVAW, it has to be kept in mind that many 
women survivors do not contact any service or 
organisation following the incidents. Global data 
indicates that less than 40 per cent of the women 

such a phenomenon because we know that the long periods of 
presence of the couple under the same roof generate peaks of 
ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜέΦ Yosra Frawes, Tunisian Association of Democratic Women 
(ATFD) at an interview on Nawaat (see Boukhayatia, 2020). See also: 
Sanz-Barbero et al. (2018). 
33 A/75/144. 
34 Boukhayatia (2020); UNODC Questionnaire, Albania, CSO. 
35 A/75/144. 
36 Boukhayatia (2020). 
37 UNODC (2020c). Research brief: What crime and helpline data say 
about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on reported violence 
against women and girls.  

Figure 2. Projected cases of GBV for 

every three months of global 

lockdown (Source: UNFPA, with 

contributions from Avenir Health, 

Johns Hopkins University (USA) and 

Victoria University (Australia)). 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/SRWomen/Pages/ResponseCOVID19.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/SRWomen/Pages/ResponseCOVID19.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/SRWomen/Pages/ResponseCOVID19.aspx
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who experience violence seek help of any sort and 
less than 10 per cent of those seeking help turned 
to the police.38 In Europe, in 66 per cent of cases 
of violence committed by a partner, and 75 per 
cent of non-partner violence, the most serious 
incidents did not come to the attention of any 
service or organisation (considering reporting the 
incident to the police, seeking medical assistance 
or help from a ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ shelter or a victim support 
organisation). 39  Although no similar data is 
available from other continents, at least during 
the pandemic, it is reasonable to believe that -
given the frequent victim-shaming and victim-
blaming attitudes related to GBVAW cases 
worldwide ς in other geographical and cultural 
contexts the situation could be similar, if not 
worse.  
 
Additionally, intimate partner violence often 
involves repeated incidents. Calls to helplines are 
therefore not necessarily indicative of the actual 
number of incidents of GBVAW. A much deeper 
analysis is required, including in-depth surveys, to 
determine how much of the increase in those 
helplines calls is a reflection of an increase in 
GBVAW, due to the increase of domestic 
interaction and stress, and how much corresponds 
to a decrease of the dark figure of such crimes, if, 
for example, during lockdown women have had no 
access to other coping activities or informal 
support, or the intensity of violence has surpassed 
a certain threshold, consequently making women 
contact official channels for help.  
 
In some countries, a decrease in physical GBVAW 
has been associated with the increased control 
that intimate partners can exert over women as a 
consequence of movement restriction measures. 
According to the Office of the Prosecutor of Spain, 
during confinement, the number of serious 
attacks against the integrity of women that 
required hospitalization was reduced, and this 
could be related to the fact that women have to 
stay home and reduce their interaction with 
people beyond their household, decreasing the 

 
38 United Nations Economic and Social Affairs (2015). The ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ 
Women 2015, Trends and Statistics. 
39 FRA (2014). 
40 Information provided by the {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ Office of the Attorney General 
of the State, through the Office of Violence against Women based in 
information (AIAMP, 2020). This could also be due to the fact that 
women did go to the hospitals or health care services for fear of 
infection.  
41 UNODC (2020c). 

incidence of triggering situations related to 
ŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ jealousy and lack of control.40  
 

 

Gender-related killing  of women and girls 
 
A recent review by UNODC of available criminal 
justice data on homicide found that, in some 
countries there was no notable change in the 
number of gender-related killings of women and 
girls during COVID-19 related restrictive 
measures, while in others there was a decrease. 41  
 
For example, the Chilean National ProsecutorΩs 
Office observed a reduction of intimate partner 
killings of women during the lockdown period.42 
One explanation for this reduction may lie in the 
fact that many of these killings occur when the 
woman leaves or threatens to leave the 
relationship, 43  a situation that has been 
impossible during lockdown, and increasingly 
difficult or unlikely as the economic crisis deepens. 
Reduced levels of physical violence could be hiding 
increased levels of psychologic violence (that 
tends to be less visible and less reported) as 
aggressors do not need to use physical violence to 
ensure their power.44 The higher levels of control 
from partners could be also reflected in the 
increased numbers of calls from women 
requesting to retract their complaints, indicated 
by the Chilean National tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ Office in its 
report to AIAMP.45  
 
In Brazil, where the Brazilian Forum of Public 
Security has gathered information on άfeminicideέ 
(as defined by the Brazilian legislation) in 12 
federal states, data showed a 38.9 per cent 
increase in the records of feminicide in March 
2020 compared with 2019, in April 2020 there was 
a 3.2 per cent growth, but in May 2020 there was 
a 27.9 per cent drop in the records of feminicides 
in the states analysed in relation to 2019.46 This 
could indicate that there is a change in the 
dynamics of GBVAW during the pandemic, 
showing greater levels of control from partners as 
the economic crisis deepens, and greater 

42  Interview with prosecutors of the Specialised Unit on Gender 
Violence at the National Prosecutor Office. Official data on femicide 
is gathered in Chile by the Ministry of Women and Gender Equity. 
43 UNODC (2019). 
44 AIAMP (2020). 
45 AIAMP (2020). 
46 Forum Brasileiro de Seguranca Publica (2020), Violencia Domestica 
Durante a Pandemia de COVID-19, third edition, July 2020. 

https://www.sernameg.gob.cl/?page_id=27084
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dependency of women towards their abusers, 
preventing women from leaving abusive partners.  
 
It should be noted that in humanitarian crisis 
settings and in the majority of contexts where IRC 
conducted safety audits, the worsening economic 
conditions were mentioned as a factor 
contributing to violence within the household and 
community.47 In any event, the number of gender-
related killings remained significant during the 
pandemic. 48  
 

Sexual violence 
 
A recent review by UNODC of available criminal 
justice data found that the number of rape and 
sexual assault cases reported to authorities has 
decreased during COVID-19-related restrictive 
measures, suggesting a reduction in reporting 
violence to criminal justice institutions and/or a 
possible decrease in the number of incidents 
during COVID-19. It should be noted that often 
such a decrease has been followed by an increase 
of reported sexual violence to previous levels once 
confinement measures were relaxed. 49  The 
experience of some criminal justice practitioners 
confirms that confinement or movement 
restrictions may decrease - de facto - certain forms 
of GBVAW, such as physical or sexual violence, 
committed by people who do not live with their 
victim.50 
 
It is important to note that levels of specific forms 
of GBVAW are not always captured by 
administrative data. This is true in particular for 
sexual violence in the domestic sphere and marital 
rape, crimes that even in non-emergency times 
are among the least reported to authorities.51 As 
one respondent in Uganda pointed out, this can be 
inferred from higher levels of unwanted and 
teenage pregnancies. According to this view, more 
men being at home in poverty due to 
unemployment has increased the rate of rape, 
leading to unwanted and teenage pregnancies.52 
This is consistent with the WHOΩǎ indication that 
access to vital sexual and reproductive health 
services, including for women subjected to 

 
47 IRC (2020). 
48 UNODC (2020c). 
49 UNODC (2020c). 
50 According to the {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ Office (AIAMP, 2020). 
51 Mahoney & Williams (1998).  
52 UNODC Questionnaire, Uganda, CSO. 
53 WHO (2020c). 

violence, will likely become more limited as a 
consequence of the pandemic.53  In North East 
Nigeria, although there is a lack of specific data on 
the impact to COVID-19 on GBVAW, some 
research indicates an increase of this type of 
violence in all six geopolitical regions. As a result 
of multiple obstacles, reports received do not 
reflect changing dynamics of incidence as, for 
example, the indications of increase in marital 
rape incidence.54  

 
In addition, there are further risks of gender-based 
sexual exploitation and abuse of women and girls 
who desperately look for ways to survive amidst 
the economic crisis. As the IRC states, in the 
context of humanitarian crisis settings in Africa, 
the impact of COVID-19 restrictions and 
lockdowns on the ability to meet basic needs also 
forced women and girls to undertake more risky 
activities, such as venturing outside of refugee 
camps in search of firewood to sell, and created 
additional opportunities for men to sexually 
exploit women and girls in exchange for food, 
sanitary pads and other essential items.55  As 
indicated by the Office of the Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual 
Violence in Conflict, the potential spread of 
COVID-19 in refugee and internally displaced 
people settings may exacerbate the already high 
risk of sexual violence in such situations, including 
increased intimate partner violence, potential of 
trafficking, forced prostitution and sexual 
exploitation, as quarantine and other physical 
distancing measures affect economic and 
livelihood activities and impede basic 
humanitarian service delivery. Among other cases, 
UN agencies have already expressed concern over 
increased risk of trafficking as a consequence of 
the pandemic, including in locations such as /ƻȄΩǎ 
Bazaar in Bangladesh where almost one million 
Rohingya refugees face acute vulnerability.56 

 

Psychological violence 
 
New manifestations of psychological violence or 
threats may emerge in the context of the 
pandemic and related lockdown policies. This 

54 According to one respondent to the study of Nagarajan (2020) in 
Yola, άǘƘŜ husband wants to have sex even when the wife doesn't 
want to. She is tired with all the stress and he is waiting and ōƻǊŜŘέΦ  
55 IRC (2020). 
56 Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on 
Sexual Violence in Conflict (2020), Implications of COVID-19 for the 
prevention of and response to Conflict-Related Sexual Violence.  
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includes women threatened of being thrown out 
of their homes or having their financial resources 
and medical aid withdrawn, as indicated by the 
SRVAW in her report of July 2020 . 57  Other 
stakeholders stressed that some women have 
been threatened with COVID-19 infection. 58 
Likewise, the WHO reported that perpetrators of 
abuse may use the COVID-19 restrictions to 
exercise power and control over their partners to 
further reduce access to services, help, and 
psychosocial support from both formal and 
informal networks, as well as restrict access to 
necessary items such as soap and hand sanitizer or 
exert control by spreading misinformation about 
the disease and stigmatize partners.59 

 

Online GBVAW 
 
Online GBVAW is defined as any act of GBVAW 
that is committed, assisted or aggravated in part 
or fully by the use of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs), such as 
mobile phones and smartphones, the Internet, 
social media platforms or email, against a woman 
because she is a woman, or that affects women 
disproportionately.60 Some reports indicate that 
online GBVAW seems to also have increased 
during the pandemic61 due to the rising levels of 
internet use worldwide.62 Increased time online is 
linked to increased risks of online harms, ranging 
from hate speech and harassment to sexual 
violence and threats.63  
 
In the United Kingdom, the lockdown caused a 
surge in the number of people contacting the 
Revenge Porn Helpline, the government-funded 
service for adults experiencing intimate image 
abuse, and traffic to the ƘŜƭǇƭƛƴŜΩǎ website nearly 
doubled in the week of 23 March 2020. In 
addition, more cases were opened in the following 
four weeks than in any previous four-week 
period.64 Similarly, in Australia, since early March, 
reports to eSafety65  about online harms have 
surged. In certain areas, such as image-based 
abuse, i.e. the sharing of intimate images and 

 
57 A/75/144 . 
58 UNODC, Expert group meeting, Brazil, judge.  
59 WHO (2020c).  
60 Human Rights Council (2018).  
61 UN General Assembly (2020); UN Women (2020a).  
62 Beech (2020, March 25).  
63 International Finance Corporation ς World Bank Group (2020); 
Glitch UK and End Violence Against Women Coalition (2020).  
64 Price (2020, April 24). 

videos without consent, the reporting has almost 
doubled.66  Although there is still insufficient 
information from surveys, in Malawi, some 
indicate worrying levels of online violence67, and 
in the United Kingdom, 46 per cent of respondents 
to the Glitch survey, reported experiencing online 
abuse since the beginning of the pandemic, and 29 
per cent of the respondents, who had experienced 
online abuse in the 12 months preceding the 
survey, reported it had become worse during 
COVID-19. 48 per cent of respondents reported 
suffering from gender-based abuse and 21 per 
cent of respondents reported suffering from 
abuse related to their gender identity and sexual 
orientation.68  Similarly, the EU Agency for Law 
Enforcement Training (CEPOL)Ωǎ report on the 
impact of COVID-19 on crime patterns, operations 
and training needs in the area of domestic 
violence, indicates among new crime patterns in 
relation to domestic violence, the increase in 
criminal behaviours associated with gender-based 
violence through new technologies and social 
media, as for example in Portugal and Spain.69 
 

Aggravated impact on women affected by 

multiple and intersecting forms of 

discrimination 
 
Intersectional discrimination affecting some 
groups of women impacts the ways and forms of 
gender-based violence they suffer.70 Women from 
indigenous, migrant, and rural communities and 
ethnic minorities, older women, women with 
disabilities, homeless women, refugee and asylum 
seekers, women deprived of liberty and 
victims/survivors of trafficking, among others, are 
affected to different degrees, or in different ways. 
Moreover, they face additional or heightened 
barriers in their access to justice, due to the 
impact of such multiple forms of discrimination.  
 
In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
marginalised groups of women are particularly 
vulnerable, including women who are 
disproportionately represented in precarious 

65 The Office of the eSafety Commissioner promotes online safety 
education for Australian young people, educators and parents. It also 
provides a complaints mechanism for young people who experience 
serious cyberbullying, and for Australians to report illegal or offensive 
online content. 
66 Dagg (2020). 
67 Malanga (2020). 
68 Glitch UK and End Violence Against Women Coalition (2020).  
69 CEPOL (2020).  
70 CEDAW, General Recommendation No. 35 (2017). 

https://www.cyber.gov.au/acsc/view-all-content/referral-organisations/office-esafety-commissioner
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employments, in the informal sector and in 
domestic work and other low-paid and temporary 
jobs. 71  In Bangladesh, for instance, there have 
been incidences of sex workers being subjected to 
physical violence and harassment by law 
enforcement agencies or locals while attempting 
to leave their homes to earn their livelihoods and 
feed their families.72  
 
Regarding indigenous women, in New South 
Wales, Australia, frontline aboriginal domestic and 
family violence specialists have reported an 
increase in client numbers since the beginning of 
COVID-19, and half of the survey respondents 
reported an increase in the complexity of their 
Indigenous clientsΩ needs since the outbreak of 
COVID-19.73 In Canada, the preliminary results of 
a series of nation-wide, grassroots consultations 
conducted by the Native ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ Association 
reveal a deeply concerning spike in the number of 
indigenous women who say they are facing more 
violent incidents since the pandemic began, often 
by an intimate partner.74 

 

  

 
71 A/75/144.  
72 See, for example: UN Women /  Gender in Humanitarian Action 
(GIHA) Working Group (2020).  

73 ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ Safety NSW (2020).  
74 Wright (2020, May 10).  
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2 Challenges in criminal justice 

system responses to GBVAW 
 
The measures adopted by countries to mitigate 
the COVID-19 pandemic have been varied and 
heterogeneous. Their impact on societies has 
been highly dependent on the local political and 
social contexts.  
 
criminal justice agencies have been affected by 
COVID-19 mitigation measures and have had to 
adjust their activities. This included mandatory 
closures of public offices, social distancing 
measures, capacity limitation, shift systems, etc. 
These measures have affected access to justice in 
general, and in particular ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to 
justice in cases of gender-based violence, adding 
to the gaps and shortcomings that already existed 
before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
The information reviewed for this report revealed 
that the main challenges for ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to 
justice in cases of GBVAW are concentrated in the 
areas of reporting, police responses, protection 
orders, prosecution, legal aid and judicial 
proceedings. The specific challenges and 
difficulties related to these areas are presented 
and briefly analysed in this chapter.  
 
 

2.1 Reporting to criminal justice 

system agencies 
 
GBVAW crimes are among the most 
underreported crimes to the criminal justice 
system globally. UN statistics indicate that less 
than 10 per cent of women who experience 
violence and seek help actually report to the 
police.75 A survey in European countries showed 
that, on average, only 14 per cent of women 
indicated that they had contacted the police as a 
result of the most serious incident of violence 
committed by a partner, since the age of 15; and 
13 per cent in the case of violence committed by 
non-partners.76  Official data also shows that 
delays in reporting GBVAW are common. In one 
country, most women reported domestic violence 
after more than 8 years on average.77  
 

 
75 United Nations Economic and Social Affairs (2015), p. 159. 
76 FRA (2014). 
77 AIAMP (2020). 

The pandemic seems to have aggravated this 
tendency. Decreased reporting to criminal justice 
agencies has been identified by experts in most 
countries, despite the increasing reports of 
GBVAW to other agencies and services. This could 
indicate that underreporting has been aggravated 
despite the surge in the number of calls to 
emergency helplines in many cases. Decreases in 
the number of cases reported to criminal justice 
authorities may reflect additional obstacles for 
women and girls in reporting incidents of violence 
and accessing criminal justice institutions.78 
 
In Europe, CEPOL reported that the number of 
domestic violence cases increased in some 
countries, while in others there was a drop of 
criminal cases during the pandemic.79 According 
to the AIAMP report, based on official information 
provided by the ProsecutorsΩ Offices in 12 
countries in Latin-America and Southwestern 
Europe, decreased reporting to criminal justice 
authorities was evident in almost all countries, 
including for example:80  
 

¶ In one South American country, reports 
of domestic violence have shown a sharp 
decline during lockdown, contrary to the 
increase in the number of calls to 
emergency helplines. Between March 
and April, there was a 20 per cent 
decrease in complaints for crimes 
committed in the context of domestic 
violence, which deepened during the first 
half of April, with a 40 per cent drop, 
compared with the same months in 2019. 
In another South American country, 
domestic violence reports also decreased 
during the months of lockdown. 
Nevertheless, at the beginning of the 
pandemic, there was a 91 per cent 
decrease of complaints but after the 
launch of a new online reporting tool, the 
decrease was only of 32 per cent , 
compared with the same time periods in 
2019.  

¶ In Central America, in one country, in the 
months of March to July of 2020, the 
number of complaints decreased 
compared to the same months in 2019. In 
another Central American country, the 

78 UNODC (2020c). 
79 CEPOL (2020). 
80 AIAMP (2020). 
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Attorney DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ Office reported that 
complaints of gender violence decreased 
in the health contingency period between 
January and July 2020, compared to the 
same period in 2019. 

¶ In a Southwestern European country, 
during the first month and a half of the 
public health emergency, the decrease 
was dramatic, close to 50 per cent 
compared to 2019, but since May there 
has been a progressive increase in 
complaints. 

 
Similar situations have been described in other 
diverse geographical and legal contexts, including 
countries located in Southeast Europe as well as in 
Northern and Eastern Africa.81  
 
Nevertheless, there seems to be some exceptions 
to this decreasing trend, at least from the 
perspective of some criminal justice 
practitioners.82 For example, in one Southwestern 
European country, during lockdown there was a 
slight upturn in complaints and police 
interventions regarding GBVAW crimes that, in 
most cases, led to arrest, judicial disposition and 
speedy trial of the accused.83  
 

Causes for decreased reporting  
 
The criminal justice agencies and practitioners 
consulted during the present review identified 
movement restrictions, including curfews and 
even total local movement restrictions on certain 
days or times, as the main reason behind the 
decreased reporting of GBVAW cases. 84  In 
addition, closures of public and judicial offices 
have also contributed to a reduction of 
complaints.85  
 
This was aggravated by the lack of or reduction in 
public transportation as part of the measures 
decreed by the authorities, affecting mostly 
women living far from the urban centres and 
without access to private transportation.86  In 

 
81 UNODC Questionnaire: North-Africa, forensic expert; Southeast 
Europe, lawyer; East Africa, police. See also AIAMP (2020). 
82 UNODC questionnaire, North America, police; South Asia, police; 
Southwest Asia, police; Southern Africa, police; Southern Africa, 
lawyer. 
83 AIAMP (2020). 
84  For example, in some Central American and South American 
countries (AIAMP, 2020). 

addition, the closure of schools has made it more 
difficult for women to go to the police or 
prosecutors in order to file a complaint, when they 
have to look after their children and, due to 
mobility and social gatherings restrictions, cannot 
leave them with other people while they are 
away.87  
 
In various countries, the mandatory 
confinements/quarantine periods declared by the 
Government, generated in victims/survivors a fear 
of being sanctioned for traveling to the 
ǇǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ office or police headquarters. 88 
There have been cases of women who were 
sanctioned for breaking lockdown or restriction of 
movement rules when going to police stations to 
report GBVAW cases.89 
 
The fear of being infected by COVID-19 has been 
identified as another reason behind the reduced 
reporting and access to police and judicial 
authorities.90 This fear seems to be cause of a 
decrease in ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access not only to justice 
services but also to health services as it seems that 
the number of women seeking services for 
maternal and new-born health care has similarly 
reduced due to fear of infection and subsequent 
contagion to their family members. 91  Similarly, 
women may not report their abusive intimate 
partners for fear that any form of detainment will 
enhance risk of infection for him, and ς 
consequently ς for her and their children.  
 
The same concerns seem to explain the reduced 
number of women going to Sexual Assault Referral 
Centres (SARCs). In one West African country, for 
example, the numbers of those who used the 
service dropped significantly during the pandemic 
period in one region, and even when offered to be 
transported to SARCs, many survivors have felt 
unable to benefit from services due to fear of 
contracting COVID-19 at hospital, and did not have 
access to reporting neither to critical life-saving 
services including post-exposure prophylaxis, 
emergency contraception, and psychosocial 

85  UNODC Questionnaire, South America, judge; in one Central 
American country, suspension of public services also contributed to 
decrease of complaints (AIAMP, 2020). 
86 In some Central American countries (AIAMP, 2020). 
87 AIAMP (2020). 
88 For example, in one Central American country (AIAMP, 2020). 
89 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
90  UNODC Questionnaire, North-Africa, forensic expert; Central 
America (AIAMP, 2020) 
91 UNODC Questionnaire, Global, academic.  
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support.92 It should also be noted that even those 
victims/survivors who manage to go to the 
hospitals for a forensic exam, and/or to criminal 
justice agencies offices to report GBVAW cases, 
due to capacity restrictions, may not be able to be 
accompanied by a support person or family 
member and this contributes to further isolate 
them. 
 
In some countries, another cause for decreased 
reporting is related to the closing or scaling back 
of GBVAW services, such as crisis centres, 
specialised services, shelters and safe 
accommodation, affecting the optimal functioning 
of referral systems, as well as cuts in the financial 
support provided to civil society and ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
organizations that operate some of these 
services.93  Even without complete lockdown, 
movement restrictions have affected the ability of 
staff to work in such services and have increased 
costs, for instance costs of staff transportation and 
of physical distancing facilities during in-person 
appointments, which is compounded by the fear 
of potential infection, particularly given lack of 
hygiene materials in many countries. Disruption of 
staff in these services is another consequence of 
quarantine periods, in the case of contact with any 
client confirmed to have COVID-19. 94 
Furthermore, shelters have been reluctant to 
admit people due to fear of the spread of the 
disease,95 or encountered serious difficulties to 
apply health protocols.96  
 
The economic impact of the pandemic is another 
cause of decreased reporting. In one Central 
American country, for example, the report of the 
Office of the Prosecutor to AIAMP estimates that 
economic dependence on the aggressor has been 
aggravated as most women are informal sector 
workers, therefore their sources of income have 
been reduced or have disappeared, and they 
depend even more on the money that their 
partner can provide.97  
 
Part of the reduction of reporting levels may be 
the result of a decrease of opportunities to 

 
92 Nagarajan (2020). 
93 United Nations (2020); UN General Assembly (2020); WHO (2020c). 
94 Nagarajan (2020). 
95  UNODC Questionnaire, South Asia, police; Southern Africa, 
prosecutor. 
96 UNODC Questionnaire, North-Africa, forensic expert. 
97 AIAMP (2020). 
98 AIAMP (2020). 

commit certain GBVAW crimes. In one country, for 
example, the confinement and mobility 
restrictions have had a clear impact on the 
possibility for aggressors to approach 
victims/survivors with whom they do not live 
because of a restraining order. As a consequence, 
complaints for the crimes of breach of sentence /  
restraining order, that ordinarily constitute 
approximately 15 per cent of the complaints 
among GBVAW crimes, have reduced 
significatively.98 On the other hand, the decrease 
in calls regarding breaches could be related to 
victims/survivors believing they are safe from 
physical violence due to the lockdown measures 
and to minimising psychological violence. 
 

 

2.2 Police  
 

Shifting law enforcement priorities  
 
Many countries around the world have relied on 
police, municipal security actors and even the 
military to enforce stay at home orders and other 
COVID-19 public health measures. Police is 
increasingly responding to other crimes or public 
unrest, particularly those resulting from the 
economic and social consequences of the 
pandemic.99 
 
According to the agencies and practitioners 
consulted during the present review, this shift in 
priorities for the police has had an impact on the 
prioritization of GBVAW prevention or 
interventions in many countries.100 For example, 
experts reported that:  
 

¶ In different countries, the police are 
responsible to ensure compliance with 
the confinement and the curfew, or have 
been deployed to attend roadblocks. 101 
They were obliged to apprehend those 
who do not comply, making them less 

99 Rogers (2020) underlines that άǘƘŜ risk is that the more elite and 
wealthy communities will see their position threatened by social 
unrest, civil disturbances and the attempts of desperate people to 
take refuge in more successful states and sectors of socƛŜǘȅέΦ   
100 100 UNODC /  IDLO (2020); AIAMP (2020); UNODC Questionnaire, 
Southeast Europe, CSO; North America, police; South Asia, 
policymaker; North-Africa, forensic expert 2; Southeast Europe, 
lawyer; East Africa, police. 
101 AIAMP (2020); UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, lawyer. 
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available to focus on GBVAW cases102 or 
protection measures.103 

¶ In other cases, scheduled training for 
professionals could not take place.104 

 
In different contexts, a Ψpunitive approachΩ to the 
public health crisis has been adopted. This 
includes not only legislation allowing to impose 
severe fines or other punishments for lockdown or 
curfew violations, but also a spike in excessive use 
of force by the police, especially through the initial 
phases of lockdown or restriction measures, even 
leading to deaths in some countries. According to 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Michelle Bachelet άΧthere have been numerous 
reports from different regions that police and 
other security forces have been using excessive, 
and at times lethal, force to make people abide by 
lockdowns and curfews. Such violations have often 
been committed against people belonging to the 
poorest and most vulnerable segments of the 
populationΧέ.105  
 
These police excesses, far from reassuring women 
victims/survivors of GBVAW to feel safe 
contacting the police, have the opposite effect, 
and may even jeopardize progress made in 
community-police relationship, in addition to with 
undermining pandemic response efforts. 
Moreover, reports of the arrest and detention of 
people for not wearing masks in several countries 
in different regions of the world106 raise a number 
of concerns relating to the disproportionate 
impact on poor and marginalised women, to the 
issue of necessity and proportionality, as well as to 
the increased risk of infection, given that places of 
deprivation of liberty constitute high-risk 
environments for those who live and work there, 
as they are closed spaces and usually densely 
populated.107 
 
 

 
102  UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, lawyer; UNODC 
Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, lawyer; Nagarajan (2020). 
103 AIAMP (2020). 
104 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, police. 
105 See: OHCHR (2020a) COVID-19: Exceptional measures should not 
be cover for human rights abuses and violations ς Bachelet; Vivek 
(2020); Ombuor & Bearak (2020, April 16).  
106 See, for example, media reports from diverse countries: Clarke 
(2020, October 12); Kindzeka (2020, May 14); Bouloutza & Mandrou 
(2020, September 23); Achuca (2020, April 15); The Star (2020, 
September 27); Obaji Jr. (2020, September 9); Nasrallah (2020, 

Lack of measures to protect the health of 

police officers 
 
The implementation of COVID-19 health 
mitigation and protection measures has proved to 
be challenging in relation to police interventions in 
GBVAW situations. The police, as well as other 
essential service providers that respond to 
GBVAW, are faced with social distancing 
recommendations and the need to use personal 
protective equipment (PPE) in many situations.  
 
However, in many cases, the police institutions 
were not able to provide frontline officers with 
sufficient PPE or appropriate forms of PPE.108 
Contagion and death among police officers have 
been a reality in many countries. 109  As a 
consequence, police will understandably be more 
cautious when responding to reports of IPV and 
having to enter homes out of concern of 
contracting COVID-19. In order to protect 
themselves by minimizing interpersonal contact, 
officers may even circumvent protocols, including 
mandatory risk assessments, or not respond at all.  
 
In most countries and regions, existing Standard 
Operation Procedures (SOPs) that regulate police 
responses to GBVAW have not been adjusted to 
the context of the pandemic, creating uncertainty 
about the role of the police in the context of 
movement restriction and physical distancing 
measures.110 In GBVAW cases, effective policing 
responses require officers to build trust with 
victims/survivors, usually through detailed in-
person interviews. This is made much harder by 
the safety protocols required in the context of the 
pandemic and the physical distance they put 
between police and their communities.111 
 

  

October 9); Narai (2020, September 21); Bariyo (2020, September 
29); Beer (2020, July 2).  
107 See UNODC (2020b) Position Paper on COVID-19 Preparedness 
and Responses in Prisons. 
108 UNODC Questionnaire, Global, academic; North-Africa, forensic 
expert 2; East Africa, police. 
109 UNODC Focus group, South Asia, researcher; Central America 
(AIAMP, 2020). 
110 UNODC /  IDLO (2020).  
111 UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25828&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25828&LangID=E
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Reduction of personnel / specialised 

personnel 
 
Reduction of police personnel, including 
specialised personnel (where it exists) has been a 
common problem affecting police services.112 This 
has been, in part, a direct consequence of the 
implementation of social distancing measures in 
police stations and offices, with the application of 
shift systems or remote work.  
 
The issue has been aggravated in the case of the 
police due to their increased exposure and 
interaction with the public and, as a consequence, 
of cases of COVID-19 contagion among the 
personnel. In some countries, police stations were 
closed, due to officials testing positive.113 In one 
country, those who were not infected worked on 
standby duties from home. Obviously, some 
delays were caused due to the prevalence of 
COVID-19.114 Moreover, in some cases, death due 
to COVID-19 has contributed to reduction of 
personnel available for GBVAW cases.115  
 
The specialization of police personnel was also 
impacted. Due to the imposition of stay-at-home 
orders, curfews and other restrictions, planned in-
person training for justice institutions, including 
the police, were placed on hold in some countries, 
impacting negatively on the specialisation of 
personnel on GBVAW issues.116  

 
 

2.3 Protection orders 
 
Protection orders can impose a range of restraints 
on the person subject to the order. The most 
frequent protection orders require, for example, a 
perpetrator to vacate the residence of the 
victim/survivor or to stay away from the shared 
home (barring orders), from specific places (e.g., 
the ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ workplace or her ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ school) 

 
112 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, CSO; North America, 
ǾƛŎǘƛƳΩǎ unit; North-Africa, forensic expert 2; East Africa, police; 
Southern Africa, lawyer; Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
113 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, Judge. 
114 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, police. 
115 AIAMP (2020). 
116 UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 
117 Human Rights Council (2018), para. 61. 
118  In one South-American country, the number of protection 
measures decreed by family courts decreased during the months of 
March, April and May 2020, compared to the same months of the 
previous year (13.5%, 56.6% and 54.8% decrease, respectively) 
(AIAMP, 2020). 

or to refrain from contacting the victim/survivor 
or person at risk. Some jurisdictions permit 
additional orders to require, for example, a 
perpetrator to pay rent for the family home or 
child support, or to surrender weapons in his 
possession.117 
 

Issuance or extension of protection orders 
 
Several countries have registered a decrease in 
protection orders granted, including protection 
orders granted by family courts.118 This is related 
to diverse factors, including ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ lack of 
opportunities to apply for protection orders,119 
the general decrease in GBVAW cases reported 
and a lack of action by criminal justice authorities 
responsible for their request or issuance.  
 
In some countries, as some courts ceased their 
functioning, applications for protection orders 
were impossible,120 or the courts on duty only 
issued protection measures when the risk to the 
life or integrity of the victim/survivor was 
imminent.121 In other countries, experts observed 
a decrease in the requests of protection orders 
made by women,122 or by prosecutors, as well as 
delays in court decisions on protection order 
applications.123 In one European country, despite 
their reduction in absolute terms, protection 
orders granted increased in relative terms, 
considering that the total number of GBVAW 
complaints filed was reduced during the first 
trimester of 2020.124  
 
In many countries, protection orders have not 
been automatically extended or women have not 
had the access required to renew existing ones 
during lockdown or movement restriction periods. 
125 In one country, for instance, there was no 
automatic extension of the protection orders in 
the early times of the lockdown implementation, 
and only later some protection orders were 
extended.126 

119 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, lawyer; West Africa, 
CSO; West Africa, academia; North-Africa, forensic expert (2). 
120 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, CSO. 
121  UNODC Questionnaire, Central America, International 
organisation. 
122 South America, UNODC Questionnaire, judge 1. 
123 AIAMP (2020). 
124 AIAMP (2020). 
125  UNODC Questionnaire, North America, CSO; North America, 
lawyer; East-Africa, CSO; Southeast Europe, lawyer; Central America, 
International organisation; South America (AIAMP, 2020). 
126 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
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Enforcement of protection orders 
 
The implementation of protection orders, ranging 
from serving the order to the abuser to 
responding to complaints of violation, has been 
difficult during the lockdown periods. In various 
countries they have not been properly enforced or 
even not enforced at all, 127  often due to 
reductions in police personnel. 
 
According to the ProsecutorΩs Office in one South 
American country, the main problem was 
monitoring compliance with the measures 
granted, given the lack or reduction of economic 
and human resources available to the police. 128 In 
a Central American country, the police was 
responsible to monitor compliance but, due to the 
health emergency, the number of personnel and 
the resources that could be dedicated to these 
investigations had decreased, making it difficult 
for the police to respond to all cƻǳǊǘǎΩ requests.129 
In another country, due to shifted priorities 
towards enforcement of health measures, the 
police personnel available to enforce protection 
measures had been reduced.130  
 
The implementation of protection orders has also 
been hampered by deficiencies in the inter-
institutional coordination for their request and 
monitoring, 131  as well as a lack of remote 
monitoring processes of protection measures.132 

 

Inadequacy of protection measures 
 
The COVID-19 mitigation measures in place in 
most countries have changed not only the 
dynamics of GBVAW but also have made 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ protection measures and 
interventions inadequate in many cases.133  In 
particular, the eviction of the aggressors from the 
family home (barring orders) has simply not been 
carried out in some cases,134 with the motivation 
that, under lockdown or movement restriction 

 
127  UNODC Questionnaire, North America, CSO; North America, 
lawyer; East Africa, CSO; Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
128 AIAMP (2020). 
129 AIAMP (2020). 
130 AIAMP (2020). 
131 In one Central American country (AIAMP, 2020). 
132 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
133  UNODC questionnaire, North America, police; South Asia, 
policymaker; North-Africa, forensic expert 2; Southern Africa, police; 
Southwest Asia, police; Western Europe, police; Southeast Asia, 

measures, the aggressor did not have alternative 
places to go to.  
 
Access to shelters and safe accommodations for 
women has experienced significant limitations 
due to the pandemic. These include their closure 
to new users, denying access to many women and 
their children, or requesting a negative COVID-19 
test from the woman and their children prior to 
admission, delaying their admission.135  
 

 

2.4 Investigation and prosecution 
 
Investigation agencies and prosecution services 
have experienced difficulties due to the 
implementation of COVID-19 mitigation 
measures. Most of them are quite similar to those 
outlined in connection with police, although there 
are some additional specific challenges.  
 

Withdrawal of complaints  
 
In some countries, an increasing number of 
withdrawals was observed in cases of GBVAW, 
especially domestic violence, with increasing calls 
from women requesting to retract their 
complaints.136 This tendency could be related to 
similar causes as those leading to a reduction in 
the reporting of cases: pressure on the 
victim/survivor by family members or to the 
increasing economic constraints women are 
experiencing because of job losses and the 
economic crisis due to the pandemic.  
 

Reduction of personnel / specialised 

personnel 
 

According to several ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ prosecutors, the 
main obstacle in investigations of GBVAW 
complaints is the reduction of the personnel 
assigned to process the cases,137 due to health-
related issues, including quarantine, sickness 
absences and even death by COVID-19, as well as 

consultant policing; East Africa, police; Southern Africa, lawyer; East 
Africa, CSO; Southeast Europe, lawyer; West Africa, CSO; West Africa, 
academia. 
134 AIAMP (2020); UNODC Focus group, Eastern Europe, CSO. 
135 UNODC Focus group, Eastern Europe, CSO; South Asia, researcher. 
136 AIAMP, 2020; UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa prosecutor. 
137 AIAMP, 2020; UNODC Questionnaire, South America, prosecutor; 
Southern Africa, prosecutor; Southeast Asia, prosecutor; Southern 
Africa, prosecutor 2; North America, lawyer; Southeast Europe, 
lawyer. 
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adjustments of their work due to the health 
measures in place. Personnel reduction, in 
addition to an increase of GBVAW reporting in 
some places, has increased the workload of the 
remaining prosecutors, and their backlog of 
cases.138  
 
In a Southern African country, the prosecution of 
GBVAW cases was hindered by a reduction of staff 
among the police, prosecutors and judges, due to 
working in shifts or quarantines imposed on sick 
staff. Shortages of investigators slowed down 
investigations - and consequently prosecutions - in 
addition to the shortage of prosecutors and 
judges/judicial officers.139 In a Central American 
country, all public institutions started working in a 
shift system, which affected the investigation of 
cases. The WomenΩs ProsecutorΩs Office partially 
suspended its activities and those who continued 
working did so in shifts.140  

 
The adjustments made in order to comply with 
COVID-19 mitigation measures, have made 
prosecutors unable to expedite the investigation 
and prosecution of criminal cases. According to 
the AIAMP report, the reduction of personnel in 
the facilities or headquarters and the 
implementation of teleworking or remote work 
have been prioritized for staff at risk of infection 
or showing symptoms of COVID-19 as well as to 
those with children under their exclusive care or 
those in charge of caring for people with 
disabilities and the elderly. 141  Considering that 
women are, in most cases, the primary caretakers 
of children and dependent people in the family, 
these measures predominantly affected women 
prosecutors and personnel, who tend to be those 
dealing with GBVAW cases. This likely contributed 
to an increased reduction of specialised personnel 
to deal with these cases.  

 

Shifting priorities 
 

As observed in relation to the police, during the 
implementation of COVID-19 mitigation 

 
138 Amnistía Internacional (2020).  
139 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, prosecutor. 
140 AIAMP (2020). 
141 AIAMP (2020). 
142  UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Asia, prosecutor; Southeast 
Europe, lawyer; Southeast Asia, prosecutor. 
143 AIAMP (2020). 
144 AIAMP (2020); UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, judge; 
South America, prosecutor; Southeast Asia, prosecutor; Southeast 
Asia, prosecutor.  

measures, prosecutors have focused on other 
priorities, including the enforcement of health 
measures, investigation and prosecution of cases 
of public unrest or other crimes.142 According to 
prosecutors from one country, most of the police 
personnel and logistical resources were assigned 
to activities related to the COVID-19 pandemic.143 
 

Delayed investigations and procedures 
 
As hearings and judicial deadlines were suspended 
in many countries, the prosecution of all cases was 
affected, except for those cases that required 
urgent measures, such as cases involving alleged 
perpetrators in pretrial detention.  
 
In several countries, the reduction of personnel 
and the movement restrictions led to delayed or 
incomplete investigations.144  In one Central 
American country, mandatory health measures, 
including confinement, work at home and 
reduction of personnel to carry out work in 
person, negatively interfered in the conduct of 
investigation procedures. 145  In one South 
American country, judicial police officers were not 
able to move within the territory and this resulted 
in investigations not being conducted within 
reasonable time limits or in a comprehensive 
manner.146 In European countries, according to 
CEPOL, the lockdown altered investigations in 44 
per cent of responding institutions: officials had 
less capacities and it was more difficult to get into 
contact with suspects, complainants and 
witnesses. Investigations slowed down, leaving 
offenders unpunished for longer than usual.147  
 
This situation was aggravated by communication 
difficulties, 148  as well as difficulties in field 
investigation and interviews/ interrogations.149 In 
some countries, the tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ Offices 
remained closed to the public from the beginning 
of the pandemic (March 2020), allowing only 
phone calls or online contacts.150 According to one 
prosecutor, this prevented building up a closer 
relationship with victims/survivors that usually is 

145 AIAMP (2020). 
146 UNODC Questionnaire, South America, prosecutor. 
147 CEPOL (2020). 
148 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Asia, prosecutor. 
149 UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Asia, prosecutor. 
150  South America, tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ Office, Special Unit on Gender 
Violence, personal communication. 
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instrumental in understanding the case and the 
ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ situation and in obtaining evidence to be 
brought to the judge.151 
 

Forensic reports 
 
An additional problem in investigations was 
related to difficulties in undertaking expert 
forensic examinations and preparing reports, due 
to the suspension or partial suspension of expert 
services, especially during lockdown periods.152 In 
some countries, all investigative acts, including 
forensic examinations and external reports, were 
suspended for several months during the period of 
lockdown. In some cases, face-to-face forensic 
examinations were suspended, with reports being 
made based on the documentation that the 
victim/survivor was able to provide. In other 
cases, forensic services were not serving all the 
locations or were lacking personnel, who had been 
deployed to deal with COVID-19 patients.153 In 
other countries, difficulties included lack of 
essential supplies for DNA tests, or difficulties in 
psychosocial evaluations by collaborating 
entities.154 
 
In other cases where forensic services were 
available, it was reported that examinations were 
not performed due to a lack of complaints. In one 
North African country, for example, the clinical 
forensic consultation had almost no intimate-
partner violence victims/survivors examined for 
over three months, due to the lack of 
complaints. 155  The possible reasons for that 
situation are outlined in the above section on 
άreportingΩ. 
 
 

2.5 Judiciary 
 

Suspension of court activity  
 

 
151 UNODC Questionnaire, South America, prosecutor. 
152 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, prosecutor; Southeast 
Europe, lawyer; South America, lawyer; Southern Africa, judge; North 
Africa, forensic expert 2; Southwestern European, South American 
and Central American countries (AIAMP, 2020). 
153 AIAMP (2020). 
154 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, judge; South America, 
lawyer. 
155 UNODC Questionnaire, North Africa, forensic expert 2. 
156 UN General Assembly (2020); UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 
157 UNODC Questionnaire, South America, judge; Southeast Europe, 
lawyer; North America, CSO; North Africa, forensic expert 2. 
158 UNODC Focus group, South Asia, CSO; Tarzi (2020, June 16).  

In almost all countries around the world, courts 
have been either closed or operating at reduced 
hours.156  As a result, there have been limited 
hearings and considerable delays in the 
prosecution of cases. Total closures have been 
implemented in several countries,157 for various 
durations. In some countries, all courts remained 
closed for almost 4 months, with no exceptions 
made for GBVAW cases. 158  In other countries, 
mobile courts, which grant protection measures to 
victims/survivors of GBVAW, ceased their work.159  
 
In some cases, the total closure of courts and the 
uncertainty regarding their return to normal 
activity have led many women to seek alternative 
forms of customary and informal justice. 
Arbitrations and customary/traditional justice 
seem to have been increasingly used in some 
regions since the onset of the pandemic.160 These 
systems, however, are often skewed against 
women and girls, as they tend to favour male-
dominated structures and patriarchal values and 
lead to discriminatory and harmful outcomes for 
women and girls. 161  Great concern has been 
expressed in that respect by lawyers, legal 
associations and activists as well as relevant 
United Nations agencies.162 
 
While some courts were operating at reduced 
capacity, in many countries, GBVAW or domestic 
violence cases were not prioritized.163 Even when 
general lockdown measures were lifted, in many 
countries, court closures and quarantine 
measures applied every time someone tested 
positive for COVID-19. 164  As some countries 
experienced subsequent waves of COVID-19, new 
suspensions of trials and hearings became 
likely.165 
 
In many countries the suspension of court 
hearings, appearances and trials resulted in 
delayed court proceedings. 166  Criminal justice 
practitioners highlighted the serious impact on 

159  UNODC Questionnaire, Central America, International 
organisation. 
160 UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 
161 IDLO (2020).  
162 Tarzi (2020, June 16); UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 
163 A/75/144. 
164 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, judge.  
165 For example, an important number of US Courts have suspended 
jury trials as COVID-19 cases surge in November 2020. US Courts 
(2020).  
166 UNODC Questionnaire, South America, judge; South America, 
judge; South America, prosecutor; Southeast Europe, lawyer; North 
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many GBV victims/survivors, with an increase in 
their feeling of vulnerability and their perception 
of a lack of interest in their cases from justice 
institutions, when their trials - often already 
adjourned and delayed - did not take place at their 
scheduled time.167 In one country, trials of people 
already before the courts stalled and people 
arrested were unable to be arraigned. This 
situation infringed both on victims/survivorsΩ 
rights to justice and on alleged perpetratorsΩ due 
process rights.168  
 

Unavailability of parties or key personnel 

intervening in cases 
 
Movement restrictions and lack or reduction of 
public transportation have severely obstructed 
victims/survivors, witnesses and defendantsΩ 
physical access to courtrooms,169 in particular in 
rural areas or when, due to the economic 
consequences of the pandemic, they have had to 
move their place of residence. The fear of being 
infected by COVID-19 also contributed to this 
situation.170  
 
The unavailability of those working on court cases, 
including court staff, prosecutors, legal 
representatives or forensic experts, was also 
identified as a key challenge.171 In a number of 
countries, the judiciary was affected by reduced 
number of judges and personnel,172 including due 
to rotation of court staff and court officials.  

 

Increased backlog 
 
All these difficulties have increased the backlog in 
criminal cases, including GBVAW cases, according 
to many practitioners. 173  This aggravated pre-
existing backlogs in GBVAW cases. In one country, 
after the closure of courts or adjournments of 
hearings or trials, automated procedures 
applicable to rescheduling were not followed.174 

 
America, CSO; North America, lawyer; South Asia, academia; 
Southern Africa, judge; North Africa, forensic expert 2. Central Asia 
(UNWomen, 2020c). 
167 Southwestern Europe, criminal lawyer, personal communication; 
UNODC Questionnaire, South Asia, academia. 
168 Nagarajan (2020). 
169 UNODC /  IDLO (2020); UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Asia, 
prosecutor; Southern Africa, judge. 
170  UNODC Questionnaire, North Africa, forensic expert; Central 
America (AIAMP, 2020). 
171 UNODC /  IDLO, 2020; UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, 
judge. 
172  UNODC Questionnaire, North America, CSO; South America, 
judge; North Africa, forensic expert 2. 

In the 12 countries covered by the AIAMP report, 
Public ProsecutorΩs Offices continued to operate, 
while many of the judicial bodies ceased to 
function or remained functional only for urgent 
cases during a certain period, causing serious 
delays in criminal proceedings.175 
 
Additional causes for delays in court proceedings 
included the following: 

¶ Quarantine or testing positive to COVID 
19, including prison administrations not 
being able to bring accused/pre-trial 
detainees to court due to prison 
quarantine or positive testing of the 
accused; 

¶ Legal representatives not being able to 
consult with pre-trial detainees as no 
visits to prison were allowed;  

¶ Social workers or probation officers not 
being able to draft pre-sentence reports. 

 
 

2.6 Legal Aid 
 
Disruption of legal aid services, both for 
victims/survivors and perpetrators, contributed to 
adjournments and delays in legal proceedings. In 
many countries, legal aid offices were closed, 
including those dedicated to providing legal 
services in GBVAW cases.176 Those that remained 
open experienced reduced availability of 
personnel, including specialised personnel, and 
the challenges of providing legal aid services 
remotely. 177  Detainees awaiting trial were 
prevented from consulting their legal 
representatives as no visits to prison were allowed 
in many countries.178 
 
The need for legal aid on family related issues 
became more urgent during the lockdown and 
movement restriction measures. Relevant cases, 
often connected with GBVAW, included shared 

173 UNODC Questionnaire, West Africa, CSO; South America, judge; 
Southeast Europe, lawyer; North America, CSO and lawyer; South 
Asia, academia; South America, judge; Southern Africa, judge; South 
America, prosecutor; Southern Africa, prosecutor; North American 
and Central American countries (AIAMP, 2020); UNODC /  IDLO 
(2020).  
174  UNODC Questionnaire, Central America, International 
organisation. 
175 AIAMP (2020). 
176 UNODC Questionnaire, North Africa, forensic expert 2. 
177 UNODC Questionnaire, Oceania, International organisation. 
178 For example, in countries in South Asia (UNODC Focus group, legal 
aid lawyer) and Southern Africa (UNODC Questionnaire, judge). 
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custody of children, weekly visits and requests to 
establish communication with children through 
video calls. In one country, these matters 
accounted for part of the increase in calls and 
inquiries to helplines through WhatsApp.179 Given 
that victims/survivors of GBVAW often do not 
disclose such violence in the context of family law 
cases, the lack of face-to-face meetings with 
family legal aid providers may prevent lawyers 
from identifying GBVAW and acting accordingly. 
 
 

2.7 Corrections 
 
Although prison standards vary among and within 
countries,180 prisons and detention facilities were 
considered as zones of high concern for 
authorities given their frequent overcrowding and 
the poor health conditions of prisoners.  
 
Some emergency measures have allowed the 
release of inmates in certain cases, in order to 
decrease overcrowding and spreading of COVID-
19. However, in many countries those 
decongestion measures have excluded GBVAW 
perpetrators.181  Where the release of GBVAW 
perpetrators has been allowed, it is unclear 
whether victims/survivors were informed and 
able to obtain protective measures prior to the 
release, or if perpetrators were requested to find 
an alternative place to stay or were monitored to 
ensure they did not contact the victims/survivors.  
 
Furthermore, it should be noted that within 
prisons or detention facilities, the restrictions 
imposed to prevent the spreading of COVID-19 
have had a significant impact on GBVAW cases, 
including: 

¶ Detainees or defendants being prevented 
from attending court hearings or trials in 
case of quarantine measures; 182  

¶ Detainees or defendants being prevented 
from consulting with their legal 
representatives, due to restrictions to 
visits in prison; 183  

 
179 AIAMP (2020). 
180 For example, in one North African country, the pandemic was 
handled much easily in prisons in the capital city than in it was for 
those in areas far from it (UNODC Questionnaire, North Africa, 
forensic expert 2). 
181 In at least 10 countries, sexual and/or domestic violence offences 
were among the exclusion criteria concerning measures to reduce 
the prison population in the context of COVID-19, according to a 

¶ Sentencing processes being disrupted as 
social workers or probation officers are 
not able to do pre-sentence reports. 

 
Concerning offenders benefiting from non-
custodial measures, it was noted that parole 
officers and other relevant officials may be 
required to prioritize social distancing and 
communicate via voice or video call, which may 
limit their ability to fully assess the likelihood of 
recidivism, thus putting women at increased risk 
of gender-based violence.184  
 
 

2.8 Coordination 
 
In a number of countries, there was insufficient 
coordination among criminal justice agencies, as 
well as between them and essential service 
providers, including government and non-
government led services. These difficulties, often 
pre-existent, have had an aggravated impact 
during the pandemic. 185  Specific problems 
included a lack of information in relation to 
services /  agencies that were open and 
functioning during the lockdown period, changes 
in their forms of functioning, channels to 
efficiently reach services and authorities, as well 
as difficulties in referrals. 

  

global review by UNODC (forthcoming). See section 3.6 of this 
document. 
182  For example, in one Southern African country (UNODC 
Questionnaire, judge). 
183 For example, in countries in South Asia (UNODC Focus group, legal 
aid lawyer) and Southern Africa (UNODC Questionnaire, judge). 
184 UNODC Questionnaire, Global, academia. 
185 AIAMP (2020); UNODC /  IDLO (2020); Amnistía Internacional 
(2020). 
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3 Measures adopted to counter 

the challenges 
 
Even under the extraordinary circumstances of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, States are bound to 
respect their obligations under international law, 
including international human rights treaties from 
which no derogation is allowed. Non-derogable 
rights include the right of access to court, due 
process guarantees and the right of 
victims/survivors to obtain an effective remedy.186 
 
In accordance with their international obligations, 
States in all regions have adopted diverse 
measures aimed at ensuring ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to 
justice in cases of GBVAW. This chapter analyses 
the main trends identified among the measures 
reviewed in this assessment. It should be 
underlined that the information available in most 
cases is limited to a description of the measures 
and does not include an analysis of the results 
achieved in practice. 
 

COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker 
 
The COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker 
(GGRT), developed by UNDP and UN Women, 
monitors policy measures enacted by governments 
worldwide to tackle the COVID-19 crisis, and 
highlights gender-sensitive responses. The GGRT is 
based on publicly available information, including 
official government documents, media coverage and 
existing policy repositories that track governmentsΩ 
responses to COVID-19. Data on measures was also 
provided by UNDP and UN Women country offices.a 
 
The measures registered fall into four main policy 
categories: 1) social protection; 2) labour markets; 3) 
fiscal and economic policies; and 4) measures to 
address violence against women and girls. The GGRT 
has registered 2,517 measures adopted worldwide 
until the 21st of September 2020, 704 of them on 
gender-based violence against women (i.e. 27,96 per 
cent of all measures), adopted in 135 out of 206 
countries and territories.  

 
The measures on GBVAW are classified in five areas: 
i) strengthening of services; ii) awareness-raising 
campaigns; iii) integration of VAWG in COVID-19 
response plans; iv) collection and use of data, and v) 
other measures. 

 

 
186 HRC (2020). 

 
Figure 3. Number of VAW measures, by type (Source: 
COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker ς Global Fact 
Sheet. Version 1. Sept. 28, 2020) 

 
Globally, most of GBVAW measures registered in the 
GGRT (63,49 per cent) were adopted in the area of 
ά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ of ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ (447 measures), and 
17,89 per cent of VAW measures were ά!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ-
raising ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎέ (126 measures). 7,8 per cent 
were measures integrating VAWG in COVID-19 
response plans (55 measures), 5,82 per cent 
measures on collection and data use (41 measures), 
and 4,97 per cent were other measures (35 
measures). 
 
The area of ά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ of ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ includes the 
following types of measures: 

Figure 4. Number of measures to strengthen services, by 
measure sub-type (Source: COVID-19 Global Gender 
Response Tracker ς Global Fact Sheet. Version 1. Sept. 28, 
2020) 

 
- Hotlines and reporting mechanisms (122 

measures in 82 countries) 
- Police and justice responses to address 

impunity (96 measures in 65 countries) 
- Continued functioning and expansion of 

shelters (82 measures in 63 countries) 
- Coordinated accessible services (75 

measures) 
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- Continued provision of psychosocial 
support (48 measures)  

- Continuity of health sector responses to 
VAW (21 measures) 

- Others not specified (3 measures). 

 

Most of the measures on gender-based violence 
registered in the GGRT (32 per cent) have been 
implemented in Europe, North America, Australia 
and New Zealand.b However, in some cases the 
GGRT counts as άƻƴŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜέ what in fact amounts 
to multiple measures. For example, in Colombia, 22 
measures adopted by the Office of the Prosecutor in 
relation to GBVAW cases are counted as one single 
measure. In other cases, the άƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎέ registered 
are only political declarations or suggestions, i.e. 
have not been necessarily formally adopted or 
translated into actual practice. For example, official 
letters sent between different authorities asking for 
the consideration of certain issues or situations are 
sometimes reported as measures.  
 
Around 20 per cent of measures in the area of 
ά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ of ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ relate to police and 
justice responses, with some regional variations.c 
Although the GGRT classifies these measures as 
άƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ responses to address ƛƳǇǳƴƛǘȅέΣ it does not 
provide any evaluation as to the effectiveness of 
these measures.  

________ 
a See COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker Methodological 
note, available from https://data.undp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/COVID-
19_Global_Gender_Response_Tracker_Methodological_Note_2
0092020.pdf. 
b UNDP /  UN Women (2020b).  
c UNDP /  UN Women (2020a; 2020c; 2020d; 2020e; 2020f). 

 
 
 

3.1 Measures adopted in the area of 

reporting and police responses 
 
 

3.1.1 Reporting 
 
Several measures have been adopted in order to 
increase and facilitate reporting of GBVAW cases. 
They include: 

 

Awareness raising campaigns 
 
Several awareness raising campaigns, informing 
the public about the channels for reporting (see 
examples in Table 1, in Annex), were organized, 

 
187 CEDAW, General Recommendation No. 35 (2017). 

including media campaigns, celebritiesΩ 
involvement and online information. Many of 
these campaigns were displayed not only in virtual 
environments but also in places often visited by 
women, even with movement restrictions in 
place, such as pharmacies and supermarkets, 
thereby expanding social responsibility in this area 
and promoting wider social involvement in the 
eradication of GBVAW, in line with international 
recommendations.187  
 

These campaigns have been adapted to the 
pandemic context and to places where the 
presence of women was expected. For example, in 
Georgia, information on State-provided services 
for survivors of violence against women and 
domestic violence has been displayed in 
quarantine hotels for citizens returning to the 
country.  
 
Source: A/75/144 

 

Exceptions to the lockdown or other 
restrictions 

 
The health measures imposed, including 
lockdown, curfews or movement restrictions, 
typically did not expressly exclude survivors of 
GBVAW from such limitations. There was no 
clarity regarding the status of survivors in terms of 
movement restrictions, especially at the beginning 
of lockdown periods. In some countries, taking 
action to seek protection or report GBVAW crimes 
were not among the exceptions to the lockdown 
or other COVID-19 mitigation measures. As 
mentioned earlier, in some cases the lack of clarity 
on this issue led to women being sanctioned when 
they were trying to report GBVAW crimes.  
 
As a consequence, many countries have later 
introduced express exceptions to lockdown and 
movement restriction measures for women 
reporting GBVAW (see Table 2, in Annex).  
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Additional channels and mechanisms for 
reporting 

 
Digital solutions and technical advances were 
widely used in relation to GBVAW responses 
during the pandemic. For example, NGOs in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Italy, Turkey, Ukraine and 
Uzbekistan used messenger applications such as 
Telegram, WhatsApp and Viber to provide their 
services.188  Likewise, in order to facilitate 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to the reporting authorities 
(police and/or other institutions), additional 
channels were created or their use promoted (see 
Table 3, in Annex). These channels include remote 
reporting through phone calls, email, mobile 
phone applications or online forms and platforms. 
In some countries, new applications for mobile 
devices were created to help reporting violent 
incidences to the police safely and discretely, as 
well as, in some cases, providing geolocations and 
storing evidence. In other cases, existing 
applications (such as WhatsApp) were used.  
 

In Montenegro, the ά.Ŝ {ŀŦŜέ mobile app was 
launched to protect victims/survivors of violence. 
The app uses a άƻƴŜ ǘŀǇέ system for users to 
request help from the National SOS Helpline, 
sending an alarm via text message to responders, 
along with a precise geo-location. Professional 
staff educated and trained to support 
victims/survivors will then immediately reach out 
to assess what type of support is needed given the 
situation. The app contains features to allow users 
to contact organizations or people that they trust. 
It also offers educational and informative content, 
including information on survivors of ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ 
rights and entitlements. 
 
Source: Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 

 
In addition to these ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ-ōŀǎŜŘΩ 
mechanisms and channels, other mechanisms and 
services to facilitate reporting were adopted in 
some countries, including provision of 
transportation so that the victims/survivors can 
report and/or carry out proceedings regarding the 
investigation; as well as the extension of opening 
hours and establishment of additional duty 
shifts.189  

 
188  Preliminary information from the WHO European Region 
commissioned COVID19 rapid assessment ς strengthening public 
health response to violence against women and children, facilitated 
by Marie Claire Van Hout, international consultant at the UNODC 

 

One of the most interesting initiatives among 
ΨƻŦŦƭƛƴŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΩ is the involvement of public 
services and private companies to facilitate 
reporting of GBVAW. Due to the movement 
restrictions, pharmacies, groceries shops, postal 
workers, delivery drivers, food delivery companies 
and other services have become places for 
survivors to report cases of GBVAW, without 
having to go to police stations or to call helplines 
from home, facilitating reporting of such cases and 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩs access to support services. These 
initiatives represent a very positive step towards 
ensuring that GBVAW is considered not only as an 
individual problem, but as a social problem, in 
which all sectors of society should be involved, 
including companies pursuant to their social 
responsibility.  
 
In Brazil, such measures were implemented 
through a formal agreement between the 
judiciary and pharmacists. The agreement 
specifically indicated that pharmacists would not 
be requested to take part in any further legal 
proceeding as a consequence of such reports. This 
development seems to signal that, in order to 
facilitate involvement of such actors, it is required 
that their contribution is not hampered with 
additional legal requirements. In Brazil, the 
success of this agreement has made the judiciary 
seek similar agreements with the transportation 
sector. 
 

Source: UNODC Expert group meeting, Brazil, judge. 

 

 

Data collection and analysis  
 
A limited number of examples show efforts in data 
collection and analysis of GBVAW cases and 
reports during the pandemic. In Fiji, domestic 
violence helpline data was analysed to look at 
trends in reporting during the pandemic. 190 In 
Israel, amid a spate of high-profile ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
killings committed in the country during the 
pandemic and increasing concern expressed by 
police and social services, a committee was 
established to examine incidents of women who 

Expert group meeting (hereinafter, referred to as Van Hout, UNODC 
Expert group meeting). 
189 AIAMP (2020). 
190 GGRT. 
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had been killed.191 This measure was adopted in 
the context of the pandemic, but its application 
will be permanent. It is also an example of the 
promising practice of domestic homicide and 
domestic/family violence death reviews. Such 
practice is used by a number of countries to 
improve criminal justice responses to GBVAW 
with a view to preventing gender-related killing.192 
It illustrates the implementation of one of the 
CEDAW Committee recommendations on 
GBVAW.193 
 

3.1.2 Protection orders 
 
In relation to protection orders, a variety of 
measures were adopted. 
 

Automatic or simplified  extension of 
protection orders  
 
Many countries, at a certain point of lockdown, 
decided to automatically extend existing 
protection measures in favour of 
victims/survivors. In other countries, where 
automatic extensions were not granted, written 
applications or online forms to request the 
renewal of protection measures were provided 
(see Table 4, Annex).  
 
The automatic extension of protection orders was 
a victim/survivor-centred measure that 
contributed to ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ protection and safety, 
considering the difficulties of individually 
requesting an extension (often online or through 
legal representatives) while lockdown or 
movement restrictions were in place, as well as 
the increased tension and stress associated to this.  
 

Remote channels for protection order 
applications 
 
In many countries, remote channels were 
established to request protection measures (see 
Table 5, in Annex). These included alert systems 
created by technological applications for mobile 
telephony allowing direct communication with 
public security or police institutions, including 
online platforms, WhatsApp or email. In other 

 
191 Winer (2020, May 20).  
192 See Dawson (2017). 
193 CEDAW, General Recommendation No. 35 (2017). Para. 49. 
194 AIAMP (2020). 

cases, digital signatures were required to request 
protection measures.194  
 
In some cases, such as in Austria, persons in 
quarantine were allowed to file an application to 
obtain an interim injunction for protection against 
violence through the police. For this purpose, a 
form was created to be handed out to the 
victim/survivor along with an information sheet 
after the police issued an expulsion and 
prohibition to return order. The documents were 
translated into six languages in total. After the 
application to obtain an interim injunction was 
handed over to the police, the expulsion and 
prohibition to return order was automatically 
extended by two weeks. The police was obliged to 
submit the application including documentation 
(for example, the report of the incident) 
immediately to the court, if possible via the 
electronic legal communications system.195  
 

Protection orders adequate to the context 
 
Barring or restraining orders are not the only 
protective measures for victims/survivors of 
GBVAW. In many jurisdictions, protection 
measures that can be ordered by courts include 
the provision of shelter or safe accommodation 
for the victims/survivors and their dependents. A 
number of countries have ensured the expansion 
and maintenance of shelters, which faced an 
increased demand. There are interesting 
examples of collaboration with private actors and 
expansion of social involvement in response to 
GBVAW. In Ireland, NGO-led shelters expanded 
their capacity by collaborating with Airbnb; in 
France, a sports stadium was used; and in Italy, 
collaborations emerged between Booking.com 
and a former convent. In the Republic of Moldova, 
in order to overcome government-imposed 
quarantine measures that meant shelters were 
unable to accept new residents, the NGO Promo-
lex rented an apartment. 196  In cases where 
shelters were full, the provision of shelter was 
replaced by the provision of hotel accommodation 
for victims/survivors.197  
 
It is important to underline that some countries 
have ensured further funding to assist GBVAW 

195 GGRT and Government of Austria (2020).  
196 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
197 UN General Assembly (2020). 
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services to adapt to the new COVID-19 regulations 
and anticipated rises in demand.198 This is relevant 
to all services but particularly important in the 
case of shelters. In Tunisia, for example, a new 
shelter (compatible with distance/isolation 
measures) was established considering the health 
risks of receiving more women than normally.199 
 

In different countries, measures were adopted in 
order to make protection orders more adequate 
to the context of lockdown (see Table 6, in Annex). 
These have included a wider use of barring orders. 
For example, in Italy, instead of the survivor 
having to leave the house she shares with an 
abuser (usually with her/their children), 
prosecutors have ruled that in situations of 
domestic violence the perpetrator must be the 
one to leave. Similar measures have been adopted 
in Austria and in the Czech Republic, France, and 
Montenegro. 200  These measures reduce the 
impact on the whole family group, as women and 
children may remain at their home, and only the 
perpetrator is removed from it. In Mexico City, 
these measures have now become the general 
rule in cases of GBVAW, after legal reforms.201 

 
Although these types of measures were available 
before the COVID-19 lockdown and movement 
restriction measures, it seems that this context 
allowed a more systematic approach to the 
effective application of barring orders. In some 
cases barring orders seem to have been 
considered the most adequate option, considering 
that shelters or safe accommodation services 
were scaled down or were not able to accept more 
women. 
 
Other relevant measures, considering the 
economic impact of the pandemic, are the 
provision of direct economic support to women 
survivors of GBVAW. For example, in Albania, in 
March 2020 it was announced that 482 survivors 
of domestic violence, who had a protection order 
issued, would benefit from a double payment of 
three months of economic assistance. In Malta, 
the Private Rent Housing Benefit Scheme, which 
provides a housing benefit to tenants on rent paid 
for the applicants and their families, was extended 

 
198 For example, the Italian government earmarked EUR 2 million for 
housing abused women and children; in Sweden, EUR 9 million was 
granted to civil society organisations working on domestic violence 
and in Kosovo, state funding for shelters was increased by EUR 
900,000 (Source: Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting). 

to cover those experiencing domestic violence. In 
Ireland, women and children known to be trapped 
in abusive homes were provided rent 
supplements.202 
 
Other countries implemented electronic 
monitoring of perpetrators ordered to keep a 
certain distance from the victim/survivor. 
Furthermore, in Kyrgyzstan, a bill was passed 
increasing the period of police detention for 
perpetrators of domestic violence from three 
hours to 48 hours, which was initiated as a direct 
result of the number of domestic violence cases 
increasing during COVID-19.203 
 

3.1.3 Policing 
 

Preventive interventions  
 
One of the most interesting examples of 
preventive interventions by the police was the 
proactive approach to contact women (see Table 
7, in Annex) who had previously reported GBVAW, 
in order to monitor their situation during 
lockdown or movement restriction periods. The 
timeframe of previous reports ranged from 
several months to two years. In some cases, this 
included a visit to their homes in cases considered 
high risk. In other cases, variations in GBVAW risk 
assessments were communicated to the judicial 
authorities, as in the case of Spain.  
 

In Ireland, ΨhǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ CŀƻƛǎŜŀƳƘΩ commenced as 
part of community engagement response to 
COVID-19, launched by the national police (An 
Garda Síochána) on the 1st April 2020 with the aim 
of preventing loss of life and to ensure that 
victims/survivors of domestic abuse were 
supported and protected. In Phase I of the 
operation, Garda Victim Liaison Offices, Divisional 
Protective Service Units and other appropriate 
resources were used to reach out and make 
contact with victims/survivors of domestic abuse 
reported between 1st January 2020 and 25th May 
2020 with a view to ascertaining any existing 
issues of concern, to offer support and 
reassurance and to ensure that any issues 
identified were dealt with swiftly and decisively. A 

199 Blaise (2020, May 4). 
200 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
201 Reporte Indigo (2020, November 24). 
202 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
203 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
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total of 8,229 contacts or attempts at contact with 
victims/survivors of domestic abuse were 
recorded, and a number of victims/survivors used 
the opportunity presented by the proactive 
contact to request further assistance from An 
Garda Síochána and local resources were 
dispatched accordingly. According to the police, 
the feedback from victims/survivors was 
overwhelmingly positive. 
 
Source: An Garda Síochana, LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ National Police and 
Security Service (2020, June 9). 

 

Other measures 
 
Other measures adopted at the police level 
include issuing specific instructions and guidelines 
to police services regarding the reporting of 
GBVAW cases, in particular domestic violence 
incidents, and the obligations and responsibilities 
of the police (see Table 8, in Annex). In some other 
cases, specific trainings or refresher-training have 
been offered to the police in relation to GBVAW.  

 

An interesting example from Argentina consists in 
the adoption of a detailed reporting guide and 
form for reporting GBVAW cases. It instructs 
police personnel to receive the complaint at the 
ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ home when they cannot go to 
specialized agencies or when the complainant 
does not wish to travel. It contains basic elements 
of conduct, care and safety that must be provided 
by the police personnel. Reporting forms can be 
sent to the corresponding court on duty by diverse 
channels, including email.204 

 

3.2 Measures adopted in the area of 

investigation and prosecution 
 
This section outlines measures adopted to 
guarantee continuity in the investigation and 
prosecution of crimes of GBVAW in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

 
204 Procuraduría General de la Nación, Argentina (2020). 
205 AIAMP (2020). 
206 For the purposes of this document, e- justice is the inclusion or the 
use of knowledge and information technologies in the administration 

Prioriti zation of investigation and 
prosecution of GBVAW cases  
 
In several countries, instructions and guidance 
documents were issued to prosecutors in order to 
ensure that GBVAW investigations and 
prosecutions were given priority (see Table 9 in 
Annex). This included guidance on urgent 
measures suggested to prosecutors for cases of 
GBVAW during COVID-19 lockdowns and 
movement restrictions and criteria for first steps 
in cases of intimate partner violence. Good 
practices to address cases committed in this 
context include, for example, the strengthening of 
protocols and criteria for risk identification and 
assessment, as well as criteria for holding 
detention hearings in domestic violence cases, 
and protection measures that need to be 
requested in cases where detention hearings 
cannot be held.205 
 

E-justice mechanisms 
 
In a number of countries, e-justice206 mechanisms 
have been introduced in investigation and 
prosecutorial activities (see Table 10 in Annex). 
These include, in the case of GBVAW, a variety of 
measures, including: recording of telephone or 
video call statements for victims/survivors of 
domestic violence; measures to take photographs 
that can be used as evidence in case of complaints 
made in police units; virtual working meetings 
with police personnel in order to define priority 
lines of investigation, identify problems and 
solutions.  

 

Forensic examinations 
 
The most common measures adopted in relation 
to expert forensic examinations in the context of 
lockdown and movement restrictions involve the 
use of information and communications 
technologies (ICTs) (see Table 11 in Annex). They 
include remote expert assessments and reports, 
especially in relation to psychological, psychiatric 
and social work expertise. In this area, the use of 
the Gesell chamber has been encouraged in some 
countries,207 a tool that also has the potential of 

of justice. E-justice supposes the use of a plurality of technological 
instruments and channels to delivering justice (Bueno, 2010). 
207 AIAMP (2020). In other contexts, where cases could proceed, 
social distancing and protective measures to be implemented also 
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reducing secondary victimization, i.e. suffering 
caused to the victim/survivor as a consequence of 
the inadequate response of institutions and 
individuals.208 
 

Training 
 
Some countries have implemented virtual training 
for prosecutors and prosecution personnel to deal 
with GBVAW cases and have implemented digital 
platforms for the development of work meetings 
and training programs (see Table 12 in Annex). The 
increased use of virtual platforms by criminal 
justice practitioners was used as an opportunity to 
increase the number and periodicity of trainings. 
For example, in South Africa, in August 2020 the 
judiciary started organizing open webinars held 
every two weeks for stakeholders and the public 
on different aspects of GBVAW.209  
 
 

3.3 Measures adopted by the judiciary 
 
In some countries, no judicial measures were 
adopted210 or the courts simply remained closed 
with no exceptions. In several jurisdictions, 
however, specific measures have been 
implemented by judicial bodies specifically in 
relation to GBVAW cases. In some cases, the 
judiciary took a leading role in relation to overall 
responses to GBVAW amidst the COVID-19 crisis. 
 

In India, due to the rise in domestic violence cases 
since the implementation of lockdown, the High 
Court of Jammu and Kashmir passed an order to 
ensure that all domestic abuse cases would be 
treated as urgent by the courts. It suggested 
various measures, including increased tele-
counselling or online counselling of women and 
girls; designated informal safe spaces for women 
where they could report domestic violence, such 
as grocery shops; and the immediate designation 
of safe spaces and shelter homes in empty hostels, 
academic institutions and other sites for 
victims/survivors of domestic violence, alongside 
an increased campaign to spread awareness of 
these issues. The Court also ordered that the 

 
created problems, for example, with sexual offences when dealing 
with child witnesses using intermediaries, as the camera range did 
not allow for them to be 1.5m apart in the testifying room and all 
measures to ensure safety had to be implemented (UNODC 
Questionnaire, South Africa, judge). 

relevant authorities should inform the Court of the 
steps taken in order to implement these 
measures. 
 
Source: High Court of Jammu and Kashmir, Court on Its Own 
Motion v/s Union Territories of Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh 
through Secretaries, Social Welfare Department. Order dated 
16.04.2020. 

  

 
In some cases, protocols, guides or guidelines of 
action for judges in order to protect 
victims/survivors of crimes of GBVAW were 
issued, adapting them to the current context. With 
a view to avoid new episodes of violence, uniform 
criteria were established in Spain to regulate 
parental visitation regimes that were carried out 
at άƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎέ (places used to avoid contact 
between parents, for custody related purposes), 
as they were closed due to health restrictions. 
These criteria outlined the option of agreed upon 
alternative solutions, sometimes including the 
intervention of third parties to deliver and /  or 
collect children.211 
 

Prioriti zation of GBVAW  cases 
 
In a number of countries, GBVAW cases were 
expressly considered as urgent matters by the 
courts, even where courts remained closed for 
most cases (see Table 13 in Annex). Additionally, 
duty shifts were implemented to give attention to 
urgent cases or cases involving detained 
individuals.212  
 
In Albania, Austria, France, Ireland, Kyrgyzstan, 
Montenegro and the Netherlands, measures were 
taken to prioritize and/or fast track the legal 
processes. In Croatia, allowances were made for 
cases where victims/survivors missed court 
deadlines due to COVID-19. In Montenegro, 
perpetrators of GBVAW were immediately taken 
to the misdemeanour court after committing an 
offence. In Serbia, the High Court Council declared 
that despite the courts closing, domestic violence 
cases would continue to be processed. In Belgium, 
a new tool was introduced to ensure that evidence 
was recorded and not lost in the situation of 

208 See: UN General Assembly (2010) Resolution 65/228, annex, para 
15(c). 
209 UNODC Focus group meeting, judge. 
210 AIAMP (2020). 
211 AIAMP (2020). 
212 AIAMP (2020). 
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postponed hearings. 213  In Spain, after the 
implementation of COVID-19 measures, the 
judiciary implemented an Emergency Plan with 
special attention to vulnerable groups, including 
victims/survivors of GBVAW.214 
 

E-justice mechanisms 
 
The use of e-justice mechanisms by the judiciary 
may include electronic judicial platforms 
(equivalent to web pages through which to carry 
out any procedural acts); identification and 
authentication systems for the parties and 
information involved (electronic signatures, 
electronic seal or secure verification codes); 
electronic notifications; electronic judicial files; 
videoconferencing for hearings and trials; digital 
case management, etc.  
 
The introduction of ICTs mechanisms in criminal 
justice procedures can improve the quality and 
efficiency of justice services, as well as their 
openness, transparency and accessibility. E-justice 
mechanisms have the potential to facilitate 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to justice not only during 
lockdown or movement restrictions, but also in 
ordinary times, by addressing obstacles they 
usually face, such as corruption, high costs, delays, 

backlog of cases, 215 as well as cultural and physical 
barriers to travelling outside their villages or 
communities.216 The use of ICTs has created an 
opportunity to increase effectiveness in the justice 
sector, beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

In Bangladesh, one of the biggest challenges in 
accessing justice lies in the long distance of district 
courts from ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ homes and ensuing costs 
associated with travelling back and forth for court 
sessions. In the case of female litigants, this is 
aggravated by the fact that conservative families 
often require male relatives to accompany women 
to the cities where the district courts are based. As 
a consequence, the operation of virtual courts by 
the judiciary, sanctioned by passing the Use of 
Information and Communications Technology in 
Court Ordinance 2020, in May 2020, has been 
considered of immense potential in eliminating 
the distance factor. 
 

 
213 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
214 AIAMP (2020). 
215 Huda (2020, May 21); Addadzi-Koom & Adjei Bediako (2019). 
216 UNODC /  IDLO (2020); Huda (2020, May 21). 

Source: Huda (2020, May 21). 

 

 
In several countries, the judiciary introduced or 
increased the use of e-justice mechanisms in their 
activities as a consequence of the restrictions 
derived from the pandemic, including in GBVAW 
cases (see Table 14 in Annex). These include 
virtual court hearings and trials (hearings and trials 
by videoconference technologies), electronic 
notifications, etc.  

 

Backlog reduction measures 
 
In many countries, special measures to address 
judicial backlog in cases of GBVAW have been 
adopted (see Table 15 in Annex). This includes, for 
example, the appointment of temporary judges to 
support and purge cases in order to decongest 
work in El Salvador217  or the increase of the 
number of judges to begin hearing misdemeanour 
family violence cases in some counties in USA.218 
In South Africa, weekly case management 
meetings among all stakeholders were held at 
courts, in order to prioritize cases and improve 
efficiency.219 
 

3.4 Measures adopted in the area of 

legal aid 
 
Most of the measures adopted in the area of legal 
aid are related to facilitating ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to 
legal aid services, and in some cases, an increase 
in funding (see Table 16 in Annex). Many of these 
measures are technology-based. For example, in 
Ukraine, legal aid NGOs have used the Ψ¸ƻǳǊ 
wƛƎƘǘǎΩ App to provide legal advice, while the 
Cypriot NGO άOne Women At A Timeέ conducted 
Zoom-based webinars to provide legal advice to 
survivors of intimate partner violence on άIƻǿ to 
Ψ{Ƙǳǘ hǳǘΩ your COVID-19 abuser ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅέ.220 
 

Another interesting example of wider social 
involvement is found in relation to legal aid in 
India. The Delhi State Legal Services Authority 
(DSLSA) announced specific measures such as 
collaboration with Mother Dairy booths (Milk 
Booths), pharmacists and chemists for providing 

217 AIAMP (2020). 
218 Carnett (2020 November, 20).  
219 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, judge 
220 Van Hout, UNODC Expert group meeting. 
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information to survivors of violence and launched 
an app to deliver legal aid to these individuals. 
DSLSA has established close contacts also with 
ANGANWADI (rural child care centre) and ASHA 
(accredited social health activist) workers who 
might come across domestic violence cases in 
their areas. 
 
Source: COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker 

 

3.5 Measures adopted in the area of 

corrections  
  
Few measures were identified in relation to 
corrections (see Table 17 in Annex). Although 
measures aimed at reducing the prison population 
in response to the threat of COVID-19 are 
currently being implemented in several countries 
worldwide, certain categories of prisoners have 
been excluded from such initiatives, including 
those convicted for sexual offences, domestic 
violence and other violent crimes. 221  Some 
countries that allowed the release of such 
offenders, such as Ecuador, adopted protection 
measures for victims/survivors.222  
 

3.6 Coordination measures 
 
Some of the measures adopted in different 
jurisdictions were aimed at reinforcing 
coordination among criminal justice agencies or 
between such agencies and other services (see 
Table 18 in Annex). Some criminal justice agencies 
indicated that, due to the pandemic, 
communication procedures between agencies 
that were usually carried out through written 
documents became impossible. Interestingly, the 
use of virtual channels (by email and, in cases of 
extreme urgency, via cell phone or WhatsApp) not 
only allowed such communication to continue, but 
seems to have improved it. Criminal justice 
professionals reported that the use of email and 
other personalised channels allowed greater 

 
221 UNODC (2020b). The exclusion criteria vary among countries, as 
well as the definitions of crimes, but in many cases there are explicit 
exclusion of some GBVAW crimes. For example, in Bangladesh (rape, 
murder after rape, acid violence), Burkina Faso (female genital 
mutilation), Côte ŘΩLǾƻƛǊŜ (serious crimes), Colombia (sexual abuse), 
RD Congo (rape); Cyprus (family violence, sex offences), Gabon (rape 
and offences against minors); Iran (serious crimes), Ireland (domestic 
abuse), Italy (those who share a home with the victim of the crime), 
Kenya (serious offences); Mexico (serious offences), Namibia (rape, 
drug facilitated assault), Nepal (rape), Portugal (domestic violence), 
Senegal (rape, sexual offences against minors), Somalia (serious 

coordination between entities for the 
communication of protection measures and 
requests for information.223  
 
Prosecutors in various countries adopted or 
adjusted coordination mechanisms with other 
entities, especially public security and police 
agencies, as well as local authorities, to follow up 
on protection measures. In other cases, 
coordination efforts included civil society 
organisations and GBVAW specialised services. 
Specific forms of coordination were also 
established with public or private health teams 
visiting homes for COVID-19 related emergencies 
to detect and gather information about possible 
situations of domestic violence. 224  
 
Furthermore, coordination has allowed judicial 
procedures to continue despite the limitations 
imposed by pandemic-related restrictions. For 
example, in Australia, survivor protection and 
support facilities were granted extended powers 
of representation for survivors of violence, for the 
duration of COVID-19.225 In Colombia, the work of 
άŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ roundtablesέ among diverse 
institutions has solved practical problems related 
to unavailability of key participants in the judicial 
procedures, such as άŦamily defendersέ whose 
participation is required in the investigation of 
sexual violence against children and 
adolescents.226  
 
Coordination and collaboration between criminal 
justice agencies and CSOs are equally important. 
Examples include cases in which these 
organisations stepped in and complemented 
services provided by the state agencies. In the 
Solomon Islands, the Pacific Regional Rights 
Resource Team provided phone credits for 
authorized judges, court clerks and magistrates to 
issue and review protection orders. The credit 
enabled them to return calls from survivors and 
get information to issue orders.227 

  

crimes), South Africa (sexual offences, gender-based violence), 
Turkey (sexual abuse), United Kingdom ς England and Wales (violent 
or sexual offences), UK ς Northern Ireland (sex offences, domestic 
violence), UK ς Scotland (sex offences) and Zimbabwe (rape or any 
sexual offence). 
222 AIAMP (2020). 
223 Colombia (AIAMP, 2020). 
224 AIAMP (2020). 
225 Australia, GGRT.  
226 AIAMP (2020). 
227 Wood & Majumdar (2020). 



 

36 

4 Limitations and obstacles in 

implementing measures to 

address the impact of 

COVID-19 
 
The above outlined measures, adopted by diverse 
jurisdictions to counter the challenges created by 
COVID-19 lockdown and restrictions in cases of 
GBVAW, have been in place for less than a year. In 
most cases, no information was available in 
relation to their implementation or impact.  
 
Considering the information reviewed for this 
assessment, as well as pre-existing difficulties in 
criminal justice responses to GBVAW, it is possible 
to identify limitations, weaknesses and obstacles 
in the implementation of measures adopted to 
improve ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to justice in cases of 
GBAW in the context of the pandemic.  
 
This analysis does not focus on pre-existing 
obstacles to ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to justice in GBVAW 
cases (e.g. lack of adequate legislation to address 
GBVAW or criminal justice officialsΩ biases), 228 
although they are referred to when examining 
these problems.  
 
 

4.1 Overall lack of priori ti zation of 

GBVAW responses in the context 

of the pandemic 
 
In several jurisdictions, GBVAW cases were 
prioritized by criminal justice agencies, including 
the judiciary and prosecution. However, decisions 
to prioritize cases were often adopted ad hoc by 
the respective institutions and not pursuant to a 
general rule prioritizing GBVAW cases during 
lockdown and movement restrictions. In fact, 
most of campaigns and national calls to adhere to 
movement restrictions did not make explicit 
reference to GBVAW cases.  
 
Explicit exceptions were introduced in several 
cases only afterwards, for example by allowing 
reporting of GBVAW without being fined. In many 
cases, GBVAW essential services, including 

 
228  UNODC Questionnaire, Southeast Asia, Consultant; North 
America, lawyer; Southern Africa, prosecutor; South Asia, 
policymaker. 
229 UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 

protection measures for victims/survivors such as 
safe accommodation, have been scaled down or 
closed. In numerous countries, courts remained 
totally closed for months, with no exceptions for 
cases of GBVAW. At the same time, statutes of 
limitations on offenses, particularly sexual 
violence offenses, continued to run and expire. 
 
The lack of a general exception to applicable 
COVID-19 mitigation measures aggravated the 
pre-existing lack of prioritization of GBVAW cases 
in courts and other criminal justice agencies.229 
Some reports indicate that the pandemic was 
actively used as a new justification for inaction by 
criminal justice agencies, in contexts where a lack 
of progress in cases related to GBVAW had been a 
longstanding problem.230 Lack of prioritization is 
often due to a lack of sensitization amongst 
stakeholders and lack of standardised and clear 
procedural rules in these cases. In that context, 
ad-hoc standards tend to be adopted, for 
example, by judges in hearing these cases.231  
 
Overall, the fact that GBVAW responses were not 
identified as relevant and urgent contributed to 
perpetuating the idea, still pervasive among 
criminal justice professionals in many countries, 
that these crimes are not serious and that 
protecting the integrity of women and children 
and removing the aggressor from the home 
environment are not priorities.232 
 

 

4.2 Lack of coordination 
 
Even where GBVAW cases were prioritized by 
criminal justice agencies, a lack of coordinated 
measures affected the criminal justice process. For 
example, the closure of courts for GBVAW cases 
minimized the impact of any prioritization by 
police or prosecutors.  
 
 

4.3 Lack of clarity in measures and 

their scope 
 
The lack of a general rule to prioritize GBVAW 
responses at all levels also resulted in a lack of 

230 Amnistía Internacional (2020). 
231 UNODC Questionnaire, South Asia, academia. 
232 UNODC Questionnaire, South America, judge; North America, 
lawyer. 
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clarity about the type and modality of services that 
remained operational, as well as the degree and 
speed of responses.233 In some cases, there was 
public confusion about whether lockdown and 
curfew orders applied to victims/survivors 
wanting to report a crime, whether local police 
stations remained open and how social distancing 
measures would apply in these cases.234 
 
Even more seriously, there was limited 
understanding of what constitutes GBVAW among 
those in charge of enforcing these measures or a 
lack of a common understanding of what crimes 
should be considered among GBVAW. 235  This 
aggravated the coordination deficiencies among 
agencies and entities, mentioned above.  
 
A lack of understanding of GBVAW also led to 
many measures being adopted with a limited 
scope. In fact, most of the measures reviewed in 
this assessment concern IPV and domestic 
violence,236 sexual violence,237 and in some cases 
homicide /  femicide. 238  Very few measures 
explicitly address online violence, which seems to 
have increased during the pandemic as some 
evidence shows.239  
 
Lack of clarity has also affected the social 
understanding of the measures implemented 
during the pandemic by criminal justice agencies. 
For example, in certain cases criminal cases were 
moved online but it remained unclear for the 
public how many, if any, cases of GBVAW were 
included among them.240  
 
Additionally, some stakeholders considered there 
had been a lack of timely information concerning 
legislation, as well as a lack of consideration of the 
needs of police and other criminal justice 
professionals in the design of these measures.241  

 
 
 
 
 

 
233 UNODC Questionnaire, North America, lawyer. 
234 UNODC /  IDLO (2020). 
235 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, prosecutor. 
236  UNODC Questionnaire, South America, judge; West Africa, 
academic; North Africa, forensic expert 2; South America, prosecutor; 
North America, ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ unit; Southeast Europe, lawyer. 
237  UNODC Questionnaire, South America, prosecutor; North 
America, ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩ unit; North Africa, forensic expert 2. 

4.4 Inadequate measures  
 
Some of the measures reviewed in this 
assessment, although considered by criminal 
justice agencies as positive steps towards ensuring 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ access to justice in GBV cases, contain 
elements that may make them inappropriate or 
counterproductive for ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ rights.  
 
The withdrawal of their complaints by 
victims/survivors was identified as a concern by 
criminal justice agencies in some countries.242 As a 
response, some countries decided to decline all 
requests to withdraw domestic violence 
complaints or empowered the police to act as 
complainant when the victim/survivor was 
unwilling to open a criminal case.243 While there is 
a legitimate public interest and duty to investigate 
and prosecute GBVAW cases, there is a risk that 
these measures may expose victims/survivors to 
further violence, in particular if they are not being 
provided with adequate protection measures and 
social support. A victim/survivor-centred and 
gender-responsive approach should encourage 
and respect ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ voices, agency and 
autonomy. 
 
In another country, considering the large number 
of hearings and trials that would need to take 
place at the end of the judicial recess due to 
confinement, the tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƻǊΩǎ Office decided to 
actively engage in plea bargaining in GBVAW 
cases, allowing victims/survivors to give their 
consent online or by telephone. 244  These 
measures may respect the will of the 
victim/survivor and be intended to reduce 
secondary victimization by avoiding the 
victim/survivorΩǎ confrontation with the aggressor 
at the trial. However, they may send a signal of de-
prioritization of GBVAW cases or even assume 
that secondary victimization in trials is inevitable, 
whereas it is the responsibility of criminal justice 
agencies to eliminate such victimization through 
adequate gender-responsive procedures.  

238 UNODC Questionnaire, North Africa, forensic expert 2; North 
America, CSO. 
239 UN Women (2020a).  
240 Nagarajan (2020). 
241 UNODC Questionnaire, Global, consultant. 
242 AIAMP (2020). 
243 UNODC Questionnaire, Southern Africa, prosecutor; Van Hout, 
UNODC Expert group meeting. 
244 AIAMP (2020). 


















































































