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Concept Note

49th Session of the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture
Fifth Annual Public Panel and Expert Workshop 
Surviving Torture and Fighting Stigma: 

The road to recovery for victims of sexual and gender-based torture
3 – 4 April 2019, Palais des Nations, Geneva
Background:

Sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture is a priority focus for the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture. Every year, on average, the UN Torture Fund supports around 50,000 victims of torture through projects in over 80 countries. Established in 1981 by the General Assembly, the UN Torture Fund provides direct assistance (psychological, social, legal and medical services) to victims and their families, through partnerships with civil society, including grassroots organizations, rehabilitation centres, public interest law firms, hospitals and other groups. 

Of the organizations currently supported by the Fund, 134 out of the 155 provide rehabilitation and redress to torture victims that have been subjected to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). In 2018, 4,400 victims, including 600 lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual and intersex (LGTBI) persons received specialised assistance in centres supported by the UN Torture Fund worldwide. 

Knowledge-sharing contributes to a greater understanding of the most pressing gaps and issues confronting torture survivors today and to developing more effective responses, in particular in support of the most vulnerable groups. Every year, the UN Torture Fund convenes an expert workshop, in association with a public panel, allowing for practitioners from organizations it supports around the world to share good practices about the specialized assistance that they provide. The 2019 workshop will focus on the redress and rehabilitation for victims of sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture
. 

Subject for 2019 Public Event and Expert Workshop:

Sexual and gender-based violence as torture

Gender-based violence can take the form of sexual violence, other forms of physical violence or mental torment.
 Gender-based violence, endemic worldwide even in peacetime and often amplified during conflict, can be committed against any person because of their sex and socially constructed gender roles. Perpetrators can be government officials or representatives, but are also frequently non-State actors, especially in the context of armed conflict. While women, girls and LGBTI and gender-non-conforming individuals are the predominant targets, men and boys can also be victims of gender-based violence, including sexual violence stemming from socially determined roles and expectations.
 Torture and ill-treatment of LGBTI people, for example, has been extensively documented; murdered victims of hate crimes are often found mutilated, severely burnt, castrated and showing signs of sexual assault.
 
The international legal framework and State obligations

The United Nations has a four-pillar structure to fight against and eradicate torture: the Committee against Torture, the Special Rapporteur on Torture, the Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture and the Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture. These four bodies complement each other to prevent and punish acts of torture and to provide support to victims of the practice. Among these pillars, the Fund is the only mechanism dedicated to direct assistance for victims of torture on the ground. In some parts of the world, the Fund provides the only opportunity for recovery and rehabilitation for victims of torture, including victims of sexual and gender-based torture. 

Developments in international human rights situate gender-based violence within the public sphere, in which States have due diligence obligations to prevent, investigate, prosecute and compensate for acts of gender-based violence, including those committed by individuals in the private realm. In situations where gender-based violence amounts to torture, denouncing these acts as violation of jus cogens norms further elevates States’ duties to comply with their legal obligations. Recognizing that gender-based violence can amount to torture also helps to support its deterrence and prioritize State action. States are internationally responsible when their own military, police agents or other officials commit acts of gender-based torture, but also when they fail — by indifference, inaction or prosecutorial or judicial passivity — to exercise due diligence to protect people from the intentional infliction of severe pain and suffering by private actors.
  

Types of violations and impact on victims
Looking at systemic gender-based crimes of violence against women through the lens of torture and other forms of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment reflects the full impact of this pervasive cruelty on victims’ physical integrity, mental health and human dignity.

 

These crimes are a result of rampant cultural misogyny, frequently and wrongly justified or tolerated in the name of tradition, culture or religion.
 Rape, domestic violence, sexual humiliation, trafficking in human beings for the purpose of sexual exploitation, female genital mutilation, child, early and forced marriage, honour-based violence, conversion therapy, forced abortion, uninformed & forced sterilization, and withholding access to reproductive health services are some examples of gender-based crimes or harmful practices that can amount to torture or ill-treatment under the UN Convention against Torture. 

Disability status, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and some contextual factors, such as humanitarian crises, including conflict and post-conflict situations, can increase a population’s vulnerability to violence and torture.
 Members of a persecuted political, ethnic or religious minority are frequently subject to discrimination, and thus are frequently targeted as victims of torture as they have less protection in many societies.
 Examining intersectional discrimination and the consequences thereof is essential to ensuring effective, tailored support for clients who experience multiple and simultaneous forms of human rights abuse, stigma, and persecution. 
In armed conflict, sexual violence and torture are frequently perpetuated by all parties, and can even be intentionally employed as a strategy to inflict terror upon the population at large or destroy, in whole or in part, an entire group of people.
 Government officials or militias may take advantage of people’s vulnerability during ground operations, house raids, and at check-points and detention centres to rape, conduct humiliating searches or other forms of sexual gender-based violence.
 

In addition to the severe physical trauma inflicted on victims of gender-based violence, mental pain and suffering can often be exacerbated by social stigma.
 Victims seeking justice and redress for violations often risk re-victimization, harassment and retribution. 

The right to redress and rehabilitation 

States should respond to the immediate needs of victims of gender-based violence, including by providing access to physical and mental health care, and comprehensive reparations for victims, including monetary compensation, rehabilitation, satisfaction and guarantees of non-repetition.
 Such measures should also be accompanied by diverse measures and reforms designed to combat inequality and legal, structural and socioeconomic conditions that perpetuate gender-based discrimination and contribute towards the intersectional vulnerabilities of victims.
The role of the UN Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture
More often than not, however, there is no system for redress for victims of sexual torture, particularly in armed conflict and in circumstances sanctioned by Governments. For nearly forty years, the UN Torture Fund has identified and supported civil society initiatives providing such critical aid to victims of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) as torture. In 2018, the Fund supported the provision of: urgent medical care and psychological assistance to Rohingya victims of SGBV in Cox’s Bazaar, Bangladesh; psychological and social support to women victims of SGBV during armed conflict in Guatemala; and legal assistance to LGBTI victims of SGBV during the armed conflict in Colombia, to cite only a few examples. 
Important lessons and good practices can be drawn from this collective experience, in particular regarding obstacles victims of SGBV amounting to torture might face during the rehabilitation process and the importance of victims’ empowerment to obtain redress. Experience shows that the assistance required for victims of gender-based violence is complex and should be based on a comprehensive, victim-centred approach.
General objective:

· This Public Event and Expert Workshop seek to improve redress and rehabilitation services to survivors of sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture, and the support of the UN Torture Fund, by providing a platform for exchange amongst survivors, experts and practitioners working in different contexts and regions, and to promote regional and international cooperation to eradicate this practice. 
Specific objectives: 

Public Panel (Inaugural Event): 
· Raise awareness about the need for specialized redress and rehabilitation for survivors of sexual and gender-based violence, amounting to torture, in particular highlighting that: 

· Sexual and gender-based violence can amount to torture, entailing specific State responsibilities to provide redress and rehabilitation; 

· Sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture is not limited to rape, and includes other types of violations such as forced sterilization, female genital mutilation, amongst others; 

· Breaking the stigma surrounding sexual and gender-based violence is key to the recovery of survivors; 
· People subjected to sexual and gender-based violence, if provided with redress and rehabilitation, have the potential of flourishing and becoming advocates for change.
Expert Workshop (Closed Working Sessions): 

· Workshop Session 1 (Identification of victims): Share practices for the identification of victims of sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture and experience overcoming barriers to the provision of redress and rehabilitative services; 
· Workshop Session 2 (Types of assistance for redress and rehabilitation): Exchange experiences and lessons learned about the inclusion of a gender-responsive and victim-centred approaches to the design and implementation of services for victims of sexual and gender-based violence amounting to torture;
· Workshop Session 3 (Targeted assistance for groups experiencing intersectional discrimination): Elaborate on the influence of factors such as gender, identity and sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, disability and socioeconomic status in the specific needs of victims concerning redress and rehabilitation, and the impact of intersectional discrimination on access to services.
Modalities and outcome:

The event will take place over two days (3 – 4 April 2019) during the 49th session of the UN Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture Board of Trustees (1 – 5 April 2019) in Geneva, Switzerland.  
It will be inaugurated by a public panel discussion, on 3 April 2019 from 11:00 and to 12:30 pm (Palais des Nations, Room VII). The public panel will be open to all Permanent Missions, civil society actors, rehabilitation practitioners and the media. 

This will be followed by an expert workshop in a closed format, on 3 April afternoon and all-day 4 April (Palais des Nations, Room XXVIII).  The workshop will be structured in three closed working sessions of three hours each, in line with the objectives specified above: 1) identification of victims; 2) Types of assistance for redress and rehabilitation and 3) Targeted assistance to groups experiencing intersectional discrimination.   

Interpretation will be provided in English, French and Spanish during the two days. All participants will be invited to submit a written presentation to the Secretariat of the Fund prior to the event.
A photo exhibit, titled “El derecho de Voz(s)” (The Right to Voice), will be hosted in association with the public panel and expert workshop. The exhibit, organized in partnership with Fundacion Círculos de Estudios, will be on display in Palais des Nations from 27 March to 5 April 2019 at the corner between buildings A and C. The exhibit seeks to advocate for the restoration of rights of more than 4,000 people who were victims of sexual violence during the internal armed conflict in Colombia. 
The 16 photographs exhibited, show the road towards recovery, hope and fight against stereotypes of sexual and gender-based torture survivors. With the UN Torture Fund’s support, Fundación Círculos de Estudio has provided psychosocial support to at least 1,482 victims of sexual violence, including by documenting 644 cases and formally filing 630 complaints and declarations.
A report will be published with the main conclusions and recommendations on best practices to support rehabilitation and redress for all victims of sexual and gender-based torture.  The findings of the workshop will also be reflected in the Secretary-General’s report on the activities of the Fund to the 74th General Assembly of the United Nations. 






     *****
� Previous expert workshops were about: Lessons learned on redress and rehabilitation of victims of torture (2015); Redress and rehabilitation of children and adolescent victims of torture and the intergenerational transmission of trauma (2016); Torture Victims in the Context of Migration: Identification, Redress and Rehabilitation (2017); Seeking Justice for Torture: a Victim-Centred Approach (2018).


� Committee against Torture in its General Comment No. 2 (2007) on the implementation of article 2 of the Convention.


� Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 5 January 2016, A/HRC/31/57


� Violence against lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender people, United Nations Free and Equal, available at: https://www.unfe.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Violence-English.pdf


� Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 5 January 2016, A/HRC/31/57


� OHCHR joint statement, “Gender-based crimes through the lens of torture,” 8 March 2016. �HYPERLINK "https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=17152&"�https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=17152&� 


� The UN Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment has called on States to repeal all laws that support the discriminatory and patriarchal oppression of women, as well as laws that criminalize persons on the basis of their actual or perceived sexual orientation or gender identity or expression. 


� Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 5 January 2016, A/HRC/31/57


� Facts and Figures: Ending Violence Against Women, UN Women, last updated November 2018, available at: http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures


� Report of the Secretary-General on Conflict Related Sexual Violence, United Nation, 15 April 2017, s2017/249, available at: http://www.un.org/en/events/elimination-of-sexual-violence-in-conflict/pdf/1494280398.pdf


� Sexual Violence and Armed Conflict: United Nations Response, Division for the Advancement of Women,


Department of Economic and Social Affairs, April 1998, available at: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/public/cover.pdf


� United Nations Human Rights Council, “I lost my dignity”: Sexual and gender-based violence in the Syrian Arab Republic, 8 March 2018, A/HRC/37/CRP.3


� Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 5 January 2016, A/HRC/31/57


� Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, 5 January 2016, A/HRC/31/57
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