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PART 1 : INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
Introduction
This report presents a "Plan of Action to Combat Violence Against Women", which is based on the work undertaken between 1994 and 1996 by a Group of Specialists, set up by the Steering Committee for Equality between Women and Men (CDEG) of the Council of Europe.

Ministers at the 3rd European Ministerial Conference on Equality Between Men and Women (October 1993), agreed that a Plan of Action to address "Strategies for the Elimination of Violence Against Women in Society" contained in the Declarations and Resolutions, should be expanded in the future, and this task formed the basis of the work of the Group.

The Group gathered information from a number of countries in relation to violence against women, and commissioned a comparative legal study. On the basis of this information, this report presents a picture of current issues and research findings and draws a number of conclusions and recommendations which are developed into the Plan of Action to Combat Violence Against Women, providing a broad framework at governmental level to address the issue.

Part 1 of this report, therefore, sets the Plan in context by summarising current information and describing briefly the findings of the research carried out by the Group of Specialists in order to identify the actions required. Part 2 then develops, from this, a coherent Plan of Action which it is anticipated can be adopted for implementation in the member states.

The Main Findings
The Group of Specialists, comprising representatives of a range of member states of the Council of Europe, undertook a process of consultation with a range of organisations (government agencies, NGOs and women's groups) in order to explore their views on a range of aspects of violence against women and to identify the way forward, and many of their views related to developments which will be considered in Part 2 of this report in the Plan of Action. It is important, however, to set the Plan in its context by first providing information relating to the nature and extent of violence against women and current concerns which affect developments. This section will, therefore, focus on current issues and the Group's findings in the following areas :

•
The nature of violence against women;

•
The scale of the problem;

•
Work undertaken;

•
Current problems and difficulties.

These issues will provide the background information and context within which the action which is perceived to be necessary can be considered.

The Nature of Violence Against Women
In order to move towards a Plan of Action, it is clearly important to share a common understanding of the issue, as it has been well-documented that the definition of violence against women has been the focus of considerable debate for many years. The Group, in the course of the research, identified a range of attempts at definition in international documents, and using examples from Asia, Africa, America and the United Nations, found variations in expressions of the nature of violence against women, the types of actions involved, the effects of these actions and the locations of the violence. 

The Group recognised difficulties in reaching such a common perception, in terms, for example, of the variety of often overlapping acts which may be included in different forms of sexual violence and the wide range of experiences of survivors of abuse, although the definitions were also found to contain a number of common points which were highlighted. Despite the differences, therefore, a number of facts relating to violence against women emerged repeatedly in the research, assisting in the process of definition, and these can be summarised as follows :

•
Most abuse of women and girls is perpetrated by men and such abuse is endemic in most societies;

•
Abuse of women and girls can take place in a range of physical locations, including homes, social events, institutions and public places;

•
A range of perpetrators are involved, and while most are men known to women, many incidents also involve acquaintances or strangers, and any definition must take account of the range of relationships which can be involved. This can include family members, partners and ex-partners, relatives, friends, acquaintances, those in authority and strangers;

•
A wide range of behaviours may be involved in the abuse, including physical, sexual and psychological violence;

•
Violence against women and girls is used to assert control and is related to the gender imbalance of power in society. It is further perpetrated through inequality of access to resources (financial and other) and its legitimisation by structural inequalities;

•
Violence against women and girls is also related to international power relations and inequality between countries;

•
Such violence can be seen to encompass behaviours such as, for example, beating and physical injury, sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, psychological violence, a range of harmful traditional / cultural practices, rape, harassment, intimidation, trafficking in women and prostitution.

•
On the basis of this common information, therefore, the nature of the issue becomes clear. Violence against women can be seen, in the above context, to include a wide range of physical, sexual, psychological, economic and structural violence.

•
The Group concluded that, within this overall framework, it is impossible to identify an exhaustive list, as gender violence can also take many individual forms, and can occur in many contexts and relationships, having a range of effects on women and creating and sustaining broader inequalities. All of the different manifestations of violence against women must be taken into account in attempts to formulate a Plan of Action, and the Group finally concluded that, whichever form the violence takes, it is clearly recognised by the international community that it is a fundamental violation of women's rights. This must form the starting point for the Plan of Action which is developed.

The Scale of the Problem
Having identified the range and nature of the behaviours which can be seen to constitute violence against women and the many forms which this can take, the Group also gathered information which was available in relation to the scale of the problem. 

It is widely recognised internationally that it is very difficult to measure the scope and scale of violence against women, as the nature of this means that it often takes place in private and is frequently unreported and unrecorded. The Group found that this widespread lack of information relating to the incidence and prevalence of various forms of violence against women persists and that there are also a number of difficulties within and between countries in its measurement. 

These difficulties include the lack of consistency in definition of the issue, the consequent differences in categorisation of violence against women, and the issues identified above, such as the under-recording and under-reporting (as a result, for example, of shame, fear, self-blame, lack of access to service or fear of responses). There were also found to be variations between different types of violence against women in the levels of information available (with, for example, more information relating to domestic violence and child sexual abuse than to trafficking and female genital mutilation) as will become clear below.

Despite these difficulties, however, the Group was again able to identify some current information relating to the prevalence of different forms of violence against women (whilst recognising that these measures were unlikely to include all women who experienced this), and found as follows: 

Rape and sexual assault

Although there were found to be clear differences in the levels of reporting of rape between countries (as a result of, for example,  differing levels of awareness, confidence and taboos), it was found that many countries have seen an increase in the level of reported rapes in the last 10 years, with a decrease in the proportion of "guilty" verdicts. For example, some UK figures show that the number of recorded rapes has increased dramatically since the mid 1980s, with the number of men being prosecuted dropping, and with only a small proportion of prosecutions being successful.


Prevalence studies available have found that 20-25% of women experienced rape or attempted rape at some time in their lives, and UNICEF in 1997 suggests that between one in five and one in seven women will be victims of rape in their lifetime. A recent Canadian study bore out previous findings that only a small proportion of women would report such violence.

Domestic violence

Again the Group found variations in the reporting and recording of domestic violence and differences in the statistics used to measure this, but identified an overall increase in reporting of domestic violence and demand for services over the past 10 years, and particularly during the 1990s. 


Prevalence studies available are consistent in their suggestion that at least around 25% of women experience domestic violence at the hands of a partner or ex-partner, a finding borne out by more recent research in Canada and by UNICEF (1997), which suggests that a quarter to a half of all women will have suffered physical abuse at the hands of an intimate partner.

Sexual abuse of girls

As with the other forms of violence discussed above, there was also found to have been an increase in the reporting of the sexual abuse of girls (although the specific difficulties faced by children in official reporting contributed to lower numbers overall). Some research suggests that only 5% of such incidents are reported to a statutory agency.


Prevalence studies varied in the proportion of girls experiencing this, reflecting differing methodologies, but the highest figure suggested a proportion of 59%. There were found to be few prosecutions in this area, with only a tiny proportion of incidents ending in prosecution. Recent UK research draws attention to the high numbers of children experiencing abuse each year, with the estimate that 1 in 2 girls and young women will experience some form of sexual abuse before the age of 18.

Sexual harassment

The measurement of prevalence of sexual harassment is more difficult to identify, as, in many countries, this is not a criminal offence. This is also an area in which reporting is traditionally low, and figures which are available have tended to focus on workplace harassment only, ignoring issues such as, for example, flashing (which research suggests 63% of women may experience) and the use of abusive phone calls (which 2 in 3 women may have received), as well as other forms of harassment in public places. 


Prevalence studies available, however, suggest proportions varying from 45% to 81% and again, even given the under-reporting, bear out the scale of the problem. A high proportion of women restrict their activities due to concerns about their safety.

Female genital mutilation

In most countries, there was found to be little measurement of this form of violence against women, and no prevalence studies were identified. In the UK alone, however, it was suggested that as many as 10,000 girls and young women are at risk of female genital mutilation (FGM), and UNICEF suggests that FGM is common in at least 28 countries, with up to 130 million women and girls having had their genitals excised.

Trafficking and the sex industry

As with sexual harassment and FGM, it was found that trafficking in women and girls and the sex industry are less well-recognised and studied than those discussed previously. Research suggests, however, that recent years have seen increases in these forms of violence against women both within Europe (particularly in trafficking from east to west) and into Europe from elsewhere. 


There has also been a growth in the use of technology in the sex industry, with the growth of, for example, telesex, virtual sex and computer pornography. Examples were also found of differential enforcement of legislation for enforced prostitution and trafficking and a number of European countries have been highlighted as over-represented with men seeking sex with exploited women and children.

Other forms of violence

Finally, other forms of violence against women were also found to be under-researched across a range of countries, including, for example, "ritual abuse", sexual abuse by those in positions of authority (e.g. priests and therapists), organised violence by military, police and armed forces and "honour killings", with evidence suggesting that all of these forms of violence need to be included in strategies which are developed.

From all of the information examined, therefore, although violence against women was found to be characterised by an overall lack of research, the Group was able to conclude that the issue, in its many forms, is a major problem in Europe, with recorded instances only the tip of an iceberg, and as many as 1 in 2 women experiencing at least one incident of violence.

It was also recognised that some women may also face additional issues which constrain their access to support and compound their experience of violence. These groups include, for example, migrant and refugee women (who may be at risk from men in their own communities, the host community and the armed forces) and who may have a limited knowledge of language, culture and service provision, or whose residence status may be linked to their partner. Language issues were also seen to affect trafficking victims, who may, in addition, have false papers.

Disabled women and girls (who may find it difficult to be believed, may have problems in communication or may have difficulties in gaining physical access to support) may also find barriers to help, as may black and ethnic minority women (who may find a lack of translated materials and appropriate resources compounded by racism from agencies). Women in rural areas may face geographical isolation from services, and women experiencing poverty may find their access to support limited by lack of finance. Lesbians, too, may face additional discrimination and inappropriate assumptions by service providers.

Although, in common with other aspects of violence against women, all of these issues, too, are characterised by limited information, their implications must be acknowledged, as all will have a bearing on the action which is required to address the violence.

Finally, citing examples from Greece, Finland, Turkey, Ireland and the UK, the Group concluded that, across the world, physical, sexual and emotional abuse affect women in all classes and societies. The effects of this violence, the lack of support available and the role of the media and education in the continuation of the situation were all seen to be common, as were examples of cultural traditions, religion and states perpetuating and condoning the violence and failing, in many cases, to take appropriate action or to make appropriate provision for the high numbers of women in this position.

These findings demonstrate the pressing need to develop action to address the situation. Before presenting the Plan of Action, however, some of the current work which has been taking place must also be considered and the findings of the Group in relation to current obstacles to responses to violence against women presented, as these, too, will require to be taken into account  in the identification of the way forward.

Work Undertaken
In terms of current and recent work, the development of this Plan of Action should be considered in the overall context of a growing recognition over the past two decades of the issue of violence against women. Current work is being undertaken by a range of organisations and agencies, including the Council of Europe, other international bodies, individual national governments and local organisations, and although it is impossible to list all of the initiatives separately, it is important to highlight the range of developments taking place and to identify some examples of good practice.

At an intergovernmental level, the issue has gained prominence in recent years and the Council of Europe has undertaken a range of pieces of work, producing, for example, a series of recommendations and resolutions during the 1980s and 1990s on issues such as violence in the family, sexual exploitation, pornography, prostitution, trafficking, sexual violence and forced prostitution. Many of the recommendations made have related to promoting the rights of those experiencing violence to assistance and legal remedies, as well as stressing issues such as the right to respect and the need for protection and education.

The United Nations has also undertaken work in relation to violence against women, with the 1985 Nairobi World Conference on Women leading to the establishment of an "Expert Group on Violence in the Family", and gender violence being recognised as a violation of women's human rights at the United Nations Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993. In addition, in 1994, a Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women was appointed, to document and analyse the issue worldwide. Some regions have also now introduced international conventions on violence against women and the United Nations 4th World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 adopted a Global Platform for Action and called on governments to take steps to prevent, eliminate and respond to violence against women. 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) has, as of 1997, been ratified by 160 countries worldwide, recognising the need for social and legal reform.

Developments have also taken place in individual countries, including, for example, the development of local and national projects providing support to abused women (often through specialist NGOs), the development of refuge accommodation and support, the development of helplines and crisis contacts, and the development of other forms of specialist assistance to women experiencing violence. A growing number of organisations have also undertaken awareness-raising and campaigning work which have served to raise the profile of the issue (e.g. the Zero Tolerance public awareness campaign, adapted from a Canadian model and adopted widely in the UK).

In terms of legislative provision and policy developments, many countries have also embedded the issue of violence against women in their legislation and there are a number of instances of good practice in legislative and policy work which can be identified. Such work includes, for example, policy memoranda in the Netherlands in 1982 and 1990, the development of research programmes in Norway, the recent recognition of rape in marriage in Belgium, Finland, Slovenia, England and Wales and Germany, the introduction of sexual coercion as a crime in Portugal and the revision of Spanish law in 1996. In addition, in Germany and Portugal, women reporting rape should be interviewed only by women officers, and the German Victims Act allows civil suits for damages.

Most Scandinavian countries now provide access to Legal Aid for women experiencing violence and many countries have introduced specific training for police officers, with some forces having specialist women officers, and a number of Domestic Violence Units established in the UK and Finland. There have also been changes to the rules of evidence in rape cases (e.g. in Denmark, Germany, Sweden and the UK) and free legal representation is made available in Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway. Psychological violence has been recognised in law in Greece, Cyprus and Ireland, and prosecutions for domestic violence in Norway and Finland can now continue even where a complaint is withdrawn.

In relation to other forms of violence, the Group also found that Slovenia and the UK have undertaken police training in relation to child sexual abuse and now operate through specialist teams in many areas. In some countries, there is now an offence of sexual harassment (e.g. France and Spain) and new laws in relation to trafficking and sex tourism have been introduced in Germany and Sweden.

All of these initiatives represent important steps in the recognition and development of legal and policy responses to violence against women. It is also clear, however, from current research, that there remains much to be done in moving towards the elimination of violence against women. Countries remain at different stages both in their recognition of the issues and their focus in addressing such violence, as well as in the nature and quality of their services to women and their levels of awareness or understanding. 

There are clearly wide variations in the nature and enforceability of legislation, and more specific current problems include, for example, issues such as the impact of differing definitions, humiliating legal practices (for example in cross-examination of women), differences in willingness to allow mitigation, variations in sentencing, limitations in protection of women and differential access to support. The majority of European countries have no specific laws relating to child sexual abuse, and few countries have laws relating to sexual harassment. 

Although, therefore, legislation has been enacted in a number of countries around the world, much gender violence remains unrecognised and goes unpunished, demonstrating the clear need for initiatives such as this Plan of Action to encourage and guide developments to address this.

The Plan of Action presented in Section 2 attempts to recognise that countries are at varying stages in their development and to provide a common framework. The recommendations which are made must therefore be considered within the overall context of these more general international developments and the measures suggested must play a key part in those initiatives which are undertaken to continue to pursue this issue in the future.

The Plan must also, however, take into account a range of current problems and difficulties in providing a coherent and appropriate response to violence against women, which will be considered below.

Current Problems and Difficulties
The Group found a number of current problems which affect and constrain the provision of responses to women experiencing violence, with these difficulties relating both to the levels of understanding of the issue amongst communities and to broader structural issues.

In terms, firstly, of levels of understanding, it was found that there remains, for some organisations and individuals, a taboo relating to violence against women which constrains the ability of individual women to seek help and affects the responses of those providing services. Inappropriate attitudes to violence against women and common myths and stereotypes persist, and function, for example, to blame victims, excuse, trivialise and justify the violence. There were also found to be differential levels of recognition of different forms of violence against women, with differences in the perceived "legitimacy" of issues, and some forms of behaviour taken less seriously than others. There was also found to be a more limited understanding of some of the less commonly recognised forms of violence. Changes to all of these attitudes were found to have been generally slow and variable.

New forms of violence, as suggested earlier, were also found to be emerging as a result of changes such as globalisation, changes in technology and conflict, but, in terms of responses to violence against women, there remain many shortfalls in provision. Countries have been generally slow to recognise the financial and social costs of gender violence (in terms, for example, of investigation costs, health, housing and education), with, as seen, variations in the law and in sanctions available. There is often little recognition of the needs and rights of those experiencing violence, little appropriate support from many organisations and a lack of resources and provision for those specialist groups making a key contribution to relevant service provision.

These issues suggest that appropriate responses to violence against women will involve action on a range of levels. They must involve fundamentally challenging the nature of existing relationships in the home and workplace. They must also involve challenging existing customs and traditions and addressing inequality throughout society. Finally, they must involve challenging existing approaches within countries to crime, law and justice.

The Plan of Action takes account of these issues, with the main focus of the Plan on the following broad principles :

1.
That all women and girls who experience violence should have immediate access to safety and protection, and that the violence should be treated as a serious crime and a fundamental violation of human rights;

2.
That there must be fundamental changes to attitudes to violence against women, to develop community intolerance of this, and to hold perpetrators responsible for their behaviour, as well as demanding that they cease to be violent;

3.
That women and girls must be empowered, through the incorporation of gender equality into all policies and programmes, as well as through traditional equality policies, to challenge and change the existing structure of discrimination.

In order to address these principles, the Plan of Action detailed in the following section is therefore proposed.

PART 2 : PLAN OF ACTION TO COMBAT VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
Introduction to the Plan of Action
This Plan of Action proposes a range of measures which are considered necessary in order to tackle violence against women, as described in the previous section of the report. Any attempts to address this issue will clearly require coherent action by a range of participants, including intergovernmental bodies, national governments, local governments and local providers of services and other NGOs. 

This Plan focuses specifically on those actions which require to be taken by governments, and which can be seen to be common guiding principles across all countries. The Plan recognises that countries may be at varying stages in the development of their responses. For this reason, detailed developments in relation to individual aspects of violence against women (such as rape, domestic violence or child sexual abuse) are not provided, as it is anticipated that the overall principles identified can be used to guide such specific developments in individual countries as work is undertaken. The focus of this Plan is therefore on establishing the basic assumptions and framework for the work which is required.

Action by governments to tackle violence against women is required on four levels. Firstly, there is a need to address structural issues which perpetuate the current position, with a need to focus on the development of legislation and policy. Secondly, action is required to promote education, to ensure the development, through awareness-raising, of increased understanding and to ensure and sustain the promotion of gender equality in the future. Thirdly, action is required to ensure that those women who experience violence have access to the appropriate forms of support and assistance which they require, and finally, action is required in the development of research, both to monitor and assess those developments which take place and review progress.

This Plan will, therefore, propose actions in each of these areas in turn, all of which require to be implemented to begin to address the issue. The Plan should be considered to be the start, or continuation of a process which will serve to reduce, and ultimately to eliminate, violence against women.

Legislative Change and Policy Issues
It is within the laws and policies of national governments that the framework for the response to violence against women is provided, as well as providing a means of protection, redress, sanction and justice. The importance of this aspect of government provision in relation to violence against women is clear.

Governments should, therefore, consider the following :

•
The adoption of a clear overall definition of violence against women, reflecting the range of behaviours involved and including recognition of physical, sexual and psychological violence in a range of settings, by a range of perpetrators, which can underpin the subsequent development of policy and legislation;

•
The development and adoption of clear definitions of individual forms of violence against women, based on existing knowledge in areas such as rape, domestic violence, child sexual abuse, sexual harassment, prostitution, trafficking in women and female genital mutilation. These definitions should take account of the complexities of the issues and the principles outlined earlier in this report;

•
The recognition of all forms of violence against women as a human rights issue and the clear expression of a national political commitment to this position;

•
The ratification or implementation of human rights norms and instruments which relate to violence against women and the implementation of CEDAW, as well as the ratification of international conventions on trafficking in persons and slavery;

•
The identification of political responsibility for action to combat violence against women;

•
The development of a national body or group of advisors with responsibility for work to combat violence against women, with representation from a range of senior professionals with expertise in this area, to advise on policy and developments;

•
The implementation of this Plan of Action, with the development of a national strategy to translate the recommendations into national developments;

•
The recognition, in national legislation, of the criminality of violence against women, supported through the strong and consistent enforcement of appropriate sanctions reflecting the severity of the crime. Such sanctions should focus on male perpetrators and not on women experiencing violence and should avoid exemptions and mitigation;

•
The introduction of new and specific legislation where this does not exist to deal with violence against women in all its forms, with the development of legislation and good practice to address specific issues relating to the needs of women experiencing different forms of violence, as well as the strengthening and enforcement of existing legislation. Developments should include not only rape, domestic violence and child sexual abuse, but also less well-recognised issues such as sexual harassment, prostitution, trafficking in women and female genital mutilation;

•
The review of the legal framework to ensure that adequate measures are available to women and that they have access to redress and protection, including examination of constraints in access to the law (such as access to Legal Aid and representation, and specific constraints facing women with disabilities, women who speak minority languages, rural women, lesbians, refugee and migrant women), and the removal of current anomalies in legislation or aspects of the law which are not consistent with the focus on violence against women as a crime;

•
The development of legislation to ensure the punishment of any representatives of State organisations perpetrating acts of violence against women in the course of their duties;

•
The development of a court and criminal justice system which is responsive to the needs of women, ensuring the protection of women and children in the legal process and the recognition of their needs through, for example, the development of specialist courts, prosecutors or specific practices such as the use of innovative and anonymous evidence-giving, the avoidance of irrelevant and humiliating questioning, access to women interviewers, access to support from women's NGOs, increased victim support and advocacy, access to information and support, compensation and clear appeals procedures;

•
The development of widely available and accessible civil measures to cover all women experiencing violence, relating to issues such as protection, safety and  housing, thus increasing their ability to leave violent men and promoting women's citizenship;

•
The development of clear guidelines for legal and law enforcement agencies, combined with judicial standards of practice, information and training to those in the justice system in relation to responding to women experiencing violence;

•
The legal regulation of the use of different media in the promotion of violence against women and the requirement of the development of professional guidelines and codes of conduct in relation to the representation of violence. This should include strategies to eliminate gratuitous violence, sexist and racist portrayals and sensationalism;

•
The examination and development, where required, of social security and housing legislation which allows women to establish a safe and secure independent life and prevents women being trapped in violence and abuse;

•
The examination and development of workplace legislation and the responsibility of employers to eliminate violence against women in this setting;

•
The development of broad equalities legislation to end all forms of discrimination and to ensure access to positions of influence for women, to begin to redress current inequalities and gender imbalances and to tackle the structural inequalities which help to maintain the current situation;

•
The promotion, in all policy developments, of a consistent focus on equality, including the need to ensure that all government policies, in all areas of operation, are consistent with the overall approach to violence against women, and that initiatives which are contrary to the approach adopted do not receive sanction or support.

Education and Awareness-Raising
Education also has a key role in the response to violence against women, both in addressing public awareness of the issue in the shorter term and in challenging the assumptions and attitudes which support and maintain structural inequalities in the longer term. Individual educators in all settings and at all levels clearly have a role to play in addressing violence against women, and governments have an overall role in the establishment of the national education framework and in public education.

Governments should therefore consider the following :

•
The assumption of leadership in the adoption of a national priority of combating violence against women, promoting women's safety and equality, and the development of a clear public statement that no level of violence is acceptable;

•
The development of public education and awareness-raising to promote this policy at a national level, using a range of media and addressing a range of forms of violence against women;

•
The recognition and support of public events, particularly those which focus on remembrance and change, and participation in and support of multi-national and pan-European initiatives and events;

•
The development of clear information for both those involved in responding to violence against women and members of the public, aimed at dispelling the myths and promoting facts, as well as challenging taboos and encouraging an appropriate response to women seeking help;

•
The provision of support to local initiatives with a similar focus on promoting recognition of violence against women, raising awareness, challenging stereotypes and focusing responsibility on the perpetrator;

•
The development of information and awareness of the types of support available nationally and locally to women experiencing violence, their legal rights and other services, the means of gaining access to support and the expectations of service providers;

•
The dissemination of information using a range of media in a variety of formats accessible to women with disabilities and women speaking minority languages;

•
The development of information and guidelines to all service providers involved in meeting the needs of women experiencing violence, outlining their roles, potential involvement in the process and expected practice, as well as the continued dissemination of good practice information emerging nationally and internationally;

•
The development of national training for a range of staff to support these guidelines, including, for example, judges, prosecutors, court staff, police, probation staff, prison staff, social workers, psychiatrists, psychologists, doctors, nurses, midwives, accident and emergency staff, education staff, counsellors, interpreters, housing staff, social security staff, refugee workers, immigration officials, clergy, government officials and policy makers. Training should cover definitions of violence against women, the forms and scope of this, the impact on women and girls, the costs of violence, the needs of those involved and appropriate responses;

•
The provision of education programmes for violent men, only where these are in addition to, rather than as an alternative to, other sanctions;

•
The development of education and training opportunities for women and the promotion of legislation to open economic opportunities for women and increase their choice, status and access to property and resources;

•
The promotion, through the education system, of all aspects of equality, including both increasing women and girls' access to training and skills, challenging aggressive masculinity, promoting non-violent conflict resolution, raising awareness of human rights issues, eliminating prejudices and other practices based on stereotyped assumptions and promoting an end to discrimination and inequality.

Provision of Support to Women Experiencing Violence
Alongside the provision of an appropriate legal framework and education structure, it is also essential to ensure that those women and girls who experience violence have access, on an individual basis, to the appropriate support and services which will meet the variety of their needs and which will ensure their protection and safety.

Governments should therefore consider the following :

•
The examination of service provision on a national level, in terms of the availability of services, the nature and responsiveness of these services and any existing barriers which may inhibit the provision of services to, or receipt of services by, women experiencing violence;

•
The development, in conjunction with local service providers, of initiatives to address those gaps in services which are identified and to ensure that support is available in all areas. Any inequalities in access between types of area (e.g. urban / rural) or between groups of women should be addressed in the identification of needs;

•
The identification of designated resources to undertake the work necessary to implement the Plan of Action and national plan and to ensure that services are equipped to meet the additional needs emerging from the raised profile of the issue;

•
The development of guidelines for all services in addressing violence against women, supported by comprehensive training for those involved, as specified in relation to education and awareness-raising;

•
The requirement for all service providers to address violence against women and to develop service-specific plans to address the nature of their responses. This should include, for example, police services, legal services, health, social work, social security, housing, education, other central and local government officials and staff of relevant NGOs;

•
The recognition of the expertise of specific services focusing on the needs and rights of women and the development of work in partnership with such organisations in relation to work to combat violence against women;

•
The provision of financial and other support to specialist organisations to allow new developments such as helplines and 24 hour services, and to expand the network of support available from such organisations, ensuring that key services are not dependent on fund raising and charitable donations, but receive stable and ongoing funding;

•
The provision of support to enable the development of additional victim and witness support schemes, as well as those services tackling under-recognised forms of violence;

•
The development of sufficient, well-funded refuge provision, with the establishment of a national minimum number of refuge places, provided in accordance with good practice;

•
The support and development of new services as new needs are identified.

Research and Monitoring
Finally, it is essential that the work undertaken in each of the preceding areas is reviewed regularly and progress monitored. Only through the continued promotion of new research and monitoring can changes to the current situation and any new developments and initiatives be assessed.

Governments should therefore consider the following :

•
The development of mechanisms for consultation with women who have experienced violence and with women's organisations, and the use of the views gathered through this means to inform future planning and policy development;

•
The establishment of a requirement for services to produce statistical information to assess the extent of violence against women and the level of requests for support;

•
The development of a national framework to ensure consistency in the gathering of statistics, ensuring that these are also consistent with European information;

•
The collation of national statistical data (gathered by all organisations having contact with women experiencing violence, as discussed above) relating to the number of requests for support, the help sought and the outcomes;

•
The publication and dissemination of national data relating to service use, to inform the development of practice;

•
The monitoring and review, through the national group of specialists recommended earlier, and through the appropriate political routes, of the implementation of the Plan of Action and national plan, including regular reporting on progress made and the sharing of information in relation to good practice;

•
The development of new research in particular areas of unmet need, including work with specific groups of women who may have particular service requirements and may have been marginalised in previous work;

•
The provision of support to local research which is consistent with work developing nationally;

•
The evaluation of new initiatives and programmes which are undertaken to combat violence against women;

•
The dissemination of research information nationally and internationally;

•
The continuing identification of emergent needs through the research process and the monitoring of developments in the nature of violence against women and measures to address this, as well as the development of regular review of the legislation in the light of such changes.

Conclusions
All of the above developments require to be undertaken in combination to address the issues relating to violence against women which emerged within this report. The work of the Group of Specialists has demonstrated that violence against women is a serious obstacle to the achievement of women's equality, and is an outcome of existing inequalities within and across societies.

There is clearly a need to see the issue in its overall social context, and for communities to take collective responsibility for addressing and condemning all forms of violence against women. All countries and individuals must become intolerant of violence against women and must recognise it as a crime. The measures suggested within this Plan of Action provide the starting point for the short and longer term action which is required to begin this process.

This report has highlighted the clear need for effective measures to be adopted by governments to address the causes and the consequences of violence against women. The acceptance and implementation of this Plan of Action must be an essential first step for all countries in their commitment to, and development of, such measures.
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