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With the overarching purpose of advancing a United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)-
led initiative supported by the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) on improving
access to justice systems for survivors of Violence against women (VAW), the Gender Development
Association undertook the research activity, Examining barriers to justice for survivors of VAW,
especially women in Vientiane and Oudomxay Provinces. From 18 February-2 March 2022 and 9-
23 March 2022, the GDA field study team collected primary data from 10 villages in Houn district,
Oudomxay Province (ODX) and 10 villages in Mad district, Vientiane Province (VTE). Using a
survivor-centred and gender-responsive approach, GDA collected data from 563 total respondents
— 531 respondents at the village level and 32 respondents from the district and provincial levels.
Data collection tools included an individual survey, key informant interviews, and focus group
discussions.

The study was divided into 6 categories: (i} understanding of VAW, (ii) knowledge of laws and
justice system, (iii) perceptions of reporting, (iv) accessing justice systems, (v) accessing social
services, and (vi) the impacts of COVID-19 on violence. This allowed the study team to engage
deeper with respondents to identify and analyze the nuances of the gaps and barriers to the justice
system, as well as the factors, perceptions, and behaviours that enable them. After all, solutions
cannot be identified without a clear understanding of the problems, and the different ways they
can manifest.

Although many aspects of the study confirmed conclusions made in previous research initiatives
and verified the evidence collected in the desk review, there were several areas which may shed
light on new aspects that require further investigation. One of the most interesting outcomes of the
study was the clear indication that ‘case free’ and ‘model village’ designations not only prevent
survivors and witnesses of violence from reporting, but also deter village authorities from reporting
cases and/or referring them to higher levels. Another major barrier to reporting identified in the
study is ‘cost’. There were also responses on access to information on laws, perceptions of the
effectiveness of justice systems, and the availability of social services, support information which
identify clear gender biases in the justice framework and the lack of integration of the rule of law
at the local level. In many areas, customary law and informal justice systems normalize violence
and weaken survivors’ right to redress. This is particularly prevalent in rural and remote ethnic
minority communities. Interestingly, results on the impacts of COVID-19 on the prevalence of VAW
were inconsistent with national reports as neither sample area identified an increase in violence
as a consequence of stress, tension, the decline in mental health status, and financial insecurity
which resulted from the pandemic.

Respondents provided valuable recommendations which reflect how aware authorities are of the
gaps and barriers that exist in the current justice framework. However, it can be concluded that
without adequate financial and human resourcing capacity; widespread mobilization; the
establishment of coordination and quality assurance mechanisms; greater emphasis on gender-
responsive and survivor-centred approaches; and the equal, active, and meaningful inclusion of
women and ethnic minorities into all aspects of the continued development of Lao PDR’s legal
sector, transformative change cannot be achieved.



INTRODUCTION

Since ratifying the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) in 1981, Lao PDR has been committed to eliminating Violence against women (VAW) and
discrimination. The Government of Lao PDR recognizes that its elimination is crucial to protecting
the rights of all persons in Lao PDR and achieving sustainable development; including that women
have improved access to justice. Although there is growing recognition that VAW against women
is a serious violation of human rights, in Lao PDR it exists as by-product of deeply embedded
patriarchal structures and discriminatory gender roles and norms. Although government agencies
and development partners have been working to facilitate social behaviour change, gender
transformative change cannot be
institutionalized without improving systems.
Simply, without a strong rule of law and
governance mechanisms to prevent VAW and
provide remedies for survivors, the elimination
of violence cannot be achieved.! Furthermore,
transformational change inherently requires
addressing the structures, perceptions,
norms, and beliefs which have established an
environment which enables and normalizes
violence against women and children.

With the overarching purpose of advancing a
United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP)-led initiative supported by the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) on
improving access to justice systems for survivors of VAW, the Gender Development Association
(GDA) undertook the research study — Examining barriers to justice for survivors of VAW, especially
women in Vientiane and Oudomxay Provinces. The objectives of the study were to:

1) Examine the level of awareness of the various forms of VAW and assess legal literacy of
the mechanisms/processes for accessing justice systems.

2) Identify the direct and indirect barriers preventing survivors of VAW from accessing justice
systems.

3) Analyze the availability and effectiveness of support services for survivors of VAW.

4) Comparatively analyze the impacts of ethnicity on the types and prevalence of violence in
Vientiane and Oudomxay Provinces

1UPDP LaosCallForPr oposal s: Grant for Gender Equality and

for Research Study on Justice and Gender-Based Violence, October 2021
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METHODOLOGY

From 18 February-2 March 2022 and 9-23 March 2022, the GDA field study team collected primary
data from 10 villages in Houn district, Oudomxay Province (ODX) and 10 villages in Mad district,
Vientiane Province (VTE). Using a survivor-centred and gender-responsive approach, GDA
collected data from 563 total respondents — 531 respondents at the village level and 32
respondents from the district and provincial levels. This exceeded the original research plan which
aimed to achieve 436 total respondents (400 at the village level and 36 from district and Provincial
levels). The field research undertook a mixed methodological approach to ensure the collection of
both quantitative and qualitative data. As such, data collection tools were comprised of: an
Individual Survey to gauge knowledge and understanding of VAW and its various forms, rights
literacy, legal literacy, access to support services, and impacts of COVID-19 on the prevalence of
violence in the household and community; Focus Group Discussions (FGD) for facilitating a broader
conversation among villagers and dive deeper into the perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs that may
motivate certain thoughts and behaviours; Key Informant Interviews (Kll) with Village Authorities —
Head of Village (HOV)/Village Chief, Village Mediation Unit(VMU)/Village Mediation Committee
(VMC), Village Lao Women’s Union (VLWU), and village police - and district and Provincial
Authorities — district Justice Office (DJO), police, court officials, and public prosecutor; and an
Individual Story (semi-structured interview) for survivors of VAW to share their experience in
regards to accessing justice systems.

Sample sites comprised of 20 villages total that were selected based on existing MoUs (in order to
mitigate delays for acquiring authorization), and because they were included as sample sites from
previous baseline studies. [To protect the safety and confidentiality of respondents, the list of
sample villages included in the study is not disclosed in this report. If this information is required,
please contact the Gender Development Association at info@gdalaocs.com]. Sample sites from

Examining Barriers to Justice for Survivors of Violence Against Women 7


mailto:info@gdalaos.com

previous studies conducted by GDA were used to compare baseline data, engage deeper with
respondents with whom the field team had already established a rapport based on safety and trust,
and to inform the results analysis. Furthermore, an intersectional lens was strongly applied to the
analysis in order to identify patterns or trends between and among ethnic groups and understand
the nuances of how intersecting identities impact both survivors and perpetrators of violence. In
order to distinguish patterns or characteristics related to VAW and how survivors access justice
systems, GDA prioritized respondents identifying as Hmong and Khmu. Although the field team
was not able to collect data from respondents identifying as Hmong, the full sample of respondents
predominantly included Lao, Khmu, Lue, and mixed ethnicities. The breakdown of respondent
ethnic identifies is outlined in Table 3. Some respondents were selected based on their past
participation in GDA’s recent Gender Rights Project. The selection of respondents was supported
by the local LWU. After the primary data was compiled and synthesized, GDA organized a Results
Verification Workshop with all key stakeholders to confirm the initial conclusions of the study and
gather any additional input.

Lastly, the study (including design of the data collection tools and primary data analysis), was
largely informed by a semi-comprehensive (non-exhaustive) desk review of legal instruments and
secondary data by the consultant. The conclusion of the desk review revealed four key
gaps/barriers in the current justice system: gender-mainstreaming in the legal sector, service
delivery, enforcement and accountability mechanisms, and availability of disaggregated data.

REVIEW OF THE STUDY

&

Below is a brief overview of the achievements and challenges experienced throughout the primary
data collection phase of the project, informed by feedback from the field study team:

Achievements & Best Practices

Houn district

A The district team was instrumental in coordinating the village organizations in each sample
site, and increased participation in interviews with the community.

Examining Barriers to Justice for Survivors of Violence Against Women 8



The district team provided language support as they were fluent in the local ethnic
languages. They communicated effectively with respondents and engaged in dialogue with
them.

The district team provided essential logistical support as they were familiar with the local
conditions and prepared the necessary equipment, food, and supplies for travelling to 5
sample sites situated in mountainous areas. Data collection in these areas required the field
team to stay overnight and organize additional evening activities with the villagers.

The creation of a WhatsApp Group facilitated direct communication and coordination for all
team members.

Organizing the study in conjunction with other project activities meant participants were
engaged and willing to stay until the whole interview process was complete. This was a
factor which enabled the successful achievement of the target sample size.

The district team eagerly learned how to use the Kobo Toolbox data collection contributed
to the field study and enumerators.

The district team ensured flexibility in coordinating field visits with each sample site, so
information was gathered at the convenience of the community.

The district was familiar with the local conditions and provided essential logistical support
by preparing food and supplies before traveling to the sample sites. Many data collection
activities were organized in the evening as some villagers were harvesting their plantation
during the day.

Creating a WhatsApp Group proved critical for keep the progress of the study on track.
Organizing the study in conjunction with other project activities meant participants were
engaged and willing to stay until the whole interview process was complete. This was a
factor which enabled the successful achievement of the target sample size.

The field study plan was rescheduled part way through the due to poor weather conditions.
Coordinating interview dates with village authorities across multiple sample sites proved
challenging as several areas rescheduled because of traditional events and celebrations.
The field team had difficulty securing a rental vehicle that fit the budget and was safe
enough to drive through poor road conditions and mountainous areas.

Due to the sensitive nature of the study, village authorities were not always cooperative
throughout the interview process. Additionally, even though there were respondents in the
community that had experienced VAW and abuse, it was difficult to encourage participation
in many instances, mostly because cases were unresolved or the lack of access to justice



systems left survivors feeling disenfranchised and hopeless. Many participants preferred
not to participate than risk re-traumatization.

Sample sites were difficult to access during poor weather conditions. As such, the field
team opted for a daily schedule instead of a weekly schedule, so implementation plans
could be confirmed based on the most current weather conditions. This was an added
complexity in the general research plan.

Village coordination was very informal and poor communication resulted in the inability of
village authorities to secure the target number of participants.

As the field study plan coincided with the harvest season, many villagers were not able to
commit their time to participating for the entire duration of the interview period.

As villagers had limited knowledge of concepts around VAW, many of the questions proved
difficult to answer. Enumerators reworded questions and provided prompts as needed,
however this resulted in very lengthy interview periods.

The field team had difficulty securing a rental vehicle that fit the budget and was safe
enough to drive through poor road conditions and mountainous areas.

Due to the sensitive nature of the research topic, many sample sites were quite secretive
and only provided limited information, despite the field study team being informed of the
actual number of cases.

district Police Officers that agreed to participate in the study, refused to answer the
individual survey without reasoning. As such, they were removed as target respondents for
the key informant interviews.



DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

1) Overview of the full study sample:

MAD DISTRICT, VTE GRAND

Data HOUN DISTRICT, ODX
Collection

Tool Female Male Total Female Male Non- Total TOTAL
Binary
- Villagers 49 47 96 54 37 1 92 188
Individual
IR Village 0 | o 0 20 0 20 42
Authorities
Village:
HoV,
VLWU,
Village 1" 43 54 14 26 0 40 94
Police,
VMC/VMU.
Key L
Informant District: 5
e sectors of
the VAW 4 6 10 2 1 0] 3 13
Committee
Province: 5
sectors of
the VAW 6 4 10 6 3 0] 9 19
Committee
Focus
Group Villagers 67 57 124 46 33 0 79 203
Discussion
Individual Survivor of 5 0 2 > 0 0 5 4

Story VAW

GRAND TOTAL 139 179 318 124 120 1 245 563

Table 1: Overview of respondent groups by data collection tool and sample area
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2) Demographic data disaggregated by ethnicity, age, marital status, job and education.
Note, of the total respondents, 6 females and 1 male identified as having a disability.

Age (Years)

5% 5%
0%
N2 10-14

va

= 19-35

= 36-55
= > 56

Ethnicity
1%
= Khmu
= Lao
= Other

Education

0%
30/(;\3%2% Bachelor

= Lower Diploma

= Upper Secondary
= Lower Secondary
= Primary

= None

Table 2: Total respondents,
disaggregated by age

Table 3: Total respondents,
disaggregated by ethnicity

Table 4: Total respondents, disaggregated by
education

Job

2% 10
5% 4 1%

S

20/ I——

= Paid Work

= Full-Time Work
= Seasonal Work
= Merchant

= Plantation

= Livestock

= Unemployed

= Other

Marital Status

2%
~0%
‘ = Single
= Married
= Divorced
Widowed

Table 5: Total respondents, disaggregated by job

Table 6: Total respondents, disaggregated by marital status
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RESULTS OF THE STUDY

UNDERSTANDING OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Individual Surveys

59% of all respondents are ‘undecided’ on their level of understanding of VAW (see table
7).
In ODX, 30% of females and 27% of males report experiencing VAW in their community;

41% of females and 55% of males report experiencing VAW in their household.

40% of males in ODX and 35% of females report witnessing VAW in their household.
82% of males in ODX, 67% of females in ODX, 44% of females in VTE, 35% of males in VTE
and 100% of non-binary respondents in VTE report witnessing VAW in the community.

In ODX, 55% of females report ‘verbal abuse’ is the most prevalent form of violence in the
community, whereas 87% of males report ‘domestic violence’; 39% of females also report
‘domestic violence’ (see table 8).

In VTE, 56% of males report ‘domestic violence’ and ‘intimate partner violence’ as the most
prevalent form of violence in the community, with 43% of women also reporting ‘domestic
violence’ (see table 8).

‘Drugs’ and ‘alcohol’ were reported as the most common factor enabling VAW in both
sample areas across all respondent groups. ‘Cultural norms’ and ‘unemployment’ were
among the least.

69% of all respondents identified ‘women & adolescent girls’ as the group most at risk of
experiencing VAW. ‘Elderly persons’ followed by ‘adolescent men and boys’ were
identified as second and third highest risk. ‘LGBT persons’ and ‘Persons with Disabilities’
were identified as being the least at risk.

Level of Understanding of VAW Most Prevalent Forms of Violence
in the Community
60
80
40 40
0 2kl l
0 I I I L. IIl., - [T I———
20 K & ¢ PP F S
" III o&z Q?’{\ 00o Q‘Q\\{a\ °)e+ QQ} o \\\é\
0 —— — Hl=m_ - Wl o & ¢ &
Excellent Good Somewhat Not atall Undecided N
# Female (ODX) uMale (ODX) B Female (ODX) B Male (ODX) B Female (VTE)
HFemale (VTE) H Male (VTE) .
B Non-Binary (VTE) ® Male (VTE) B Non-Binary (VTE)
Table 7: Level of understanding of VAW, across all sample areas Table 8: Most prevalent forms of violence in the

community, across all sample areas
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Based on previous baseline studies conducted by GDA, VAW is most commonly understood as
some form of physical or verbal altercation. It is often identified as occurring between husband and
wife, and sometimes it extends to children. Understanding of VAW decreases in rural, remote, and
in many ethnic communities, as violence against women is normalized (by both women and men)
as a common cultural practice instead of a harmful patriarchal norm rooted in power imbalance
and toxic masculinity.

The results of the focus group discussions not only confirm the assumptions made in the desk
review, in addition to conclusions of past research initiatives, but also reveal the effectiveness of
gender training. When respondents were asked to identify the different forms of violence, the
majority of participants indicated sexual abuse or rape, verbal abuse, and emotional abuse.
Interestingly, destruction of property and gossip were also noted as common forms of violence.
While almost all respondents named women and children as the primary victims of VAW, several
also named elderly people and persons with disabilities. The primary causes of violence were listed
as (in order of most to least common): alcohol, drugs, infidelity (‘taking another wife’), socio-
economic strife (unemployment, poverty, and financial hardship), misunderstanding, low levels of
education/understanding of gender, mental illness (‘anxiety’), food insecurity, and not attending
village meetings.

Comparing the results of the female respondent groups to the male group, male respondents had
a significantly deeper understanding of VAW than females. Male respondents were able to identify
4 forms of VAW (physical, mental, economic, and sexual), and even went so far as to note VAW
(and domestic violence, specifically) is enabled by a power imbalance between husband and wife.
All male respondents in Houn district reported that violence exists in their community — most
commonly as domestic violence against women and children — however they also reported that
VAW against men and boys is quite prevalent. Several respondents stated that wives frequently
hit their husbands, and mothers have been seen hitting their sons and daughters. Factors enabling
this type of violence were listed as: jealousy (‘wife is jealous that husband talks to other women’),
laziness (‘not helping with chores’), drunkenness, spending too much time with friends, and
adultery. Male respondents in this group also noted that the impact of violence falls mostly on
neighbours and community members, as they feel stressed about the situations around them.

Respondents with the most comprehensive understanding of VAW were from the male focus
groups in Mad district. This is primarily because the majority of respondents were past participants
of GDA’s Gender Rights Project (as reported by respondents). Aimost all respondents could easily
define VAW on a more technical level than other groups. Many respondents stated that violence
is not prevalent in their community beyond small disputes within families, which are generally over
land and do not escalate beyond arguments. However, one respondent noted that women are
often harassed in restaurants, which they felt constituted a form of violence. When asked about
the frequency of violence in their community, female respondents in ODX reported physical abuse



resulting from alcohol happens on average once/month and domestic violence occurs at least 2
times/month. According to male respondents in ODX, the frequency of domestic violence (both
physical and verbal) is between 3-6 times/month at minimum. Neither respondent group in VTE
were willing to comment on cases of violence. It was not determined if it was due to the sensitivity
of the topic or if they simply did not know.

Village authorities in Houn district defined VAW similarly to villagers in the focus group discussions.
The most prevalent forms of violence in the community are physical, economic and mental; no
respondents noted sexual violence was common. In Mad district, all village authorities interviewed
defined VAW as ‘arguing’, ‘insulting’, or ‘fighting’. The low understanding of VAW was reflected in
responses to the most prevalent forms of violence in the community, which were reported as ‘theft’,
‘drug addiction’, ‘land disputes’, and ‘arguments between husband and wife’.

In Houn district, authorities managed an average of 1-4 cases of violence in the last 3 years, which
were mostly resolved by the Village Chief or VMU. Sometimes the Village Police or VLWU were
involved in overseeing the mediation, however the VLWU is the least likely to be responsible for
resolving conflicts. This is reflective of the minimal role women lay in the justice system. Typically,
the only role reserved for women is as an LWU representative, holding very little agency, decision-
making power, and influencing capacity.

When asked about the process for documenting cases, all respondents noted that reports of
violence are documented in some form or another, however, there is very little consistency. As
such, sometimes reports are written in great detail, and sometimes a verbal account is all that
exists. When probed further, authorities revealed that since there are no clear guidelines on
documentation, and investigative processes look different in each local context. Also, it is common
for both the Village Chief and the VMU to be responsible for reporting, so the outcome of the report
is dependent on which focal point was tasked at the time.

In Mad district, an average of 3-6 incidents of violence were reported in the last 3 years; however
one respondent expressed that if land disputes are included, then cases are upwards of 2-3
incidents per month. Almost all respondents in both sample areas report never receiving reports
of violence against men or boys. A few respondents noted they managed 1-2 cases where violence
was involved, however when questioned further, it was revealed that gender was not a factor. Only
one respondent in Houn district noted responding to 3 cases of violence against LGBT persons in
the last 3 years.

The majority of respondents in both sample areas also stated “[they’ve] never responded to a case
of VAWG”, with the exception of one respondent in Mad district that handled one report: VAW in a
divorce case; and one respondent in Houn district that received 2-3 reports of VAW in a family
dispute. Several others in Houn district expressed that although they never managed a case of



VAWG, they were asked for advice by villagers on several occasions. All respondents in Houn
district and 75% of respondents in Mad district report receiving some type of training on VAW.

Unlike village authorities, district and provincial authorities in both sample areas had a rather
thorough understanding of VAW, and definitions provided by the Prosecutor and DJO were quite
detailed. In VTE, most authorities only had experience managing cases of VAW in the context of
human trafficking. However, all respondents noted the correlation between poverty and alcohol or
drug abuse with incidents of domestic and intimate partner violence. Authorities in ODX also noted
early marriage, traditional norms, gender inequality, customs, and gambling as key enabling
factors. Most respondents noted all cases of violence are documented, with one stating that victims
are monitored after receiving assistance. However, most respondents in VTE shared that they had
never actually handled a case of VAW that was referred to them by the village. In ODX, authorities
stated the frequency of cases of violence average 2-30 in the last 3 years, with 3-10 involving
sexual violence, and up to 30 cases involving violence against LGBT persons. Almost all
respondents in both sample areas received training on VAW, with several participating in specific
training on human trafficking.



Knowledge of Laws & Justice System

Individual Surveys

56% of all respondents were ‘undecided’ on their

level of understanding of the laws on VAW; 0% of Good Access to Information
respondents reported ‘excellent’, 23% reported about Laws and Justice
Processes

‘somewhat’.
In VTE, 43% of females responded ‘yes’ when 50
asked if they had good access to information on 40
laws and justice processes; however, 41% | 30
responded ‘/ don’t know’; 70% of males responded | 20
il e 1
In ODX, 45% of males responded ‘no’ when asked 0 I II I
if they had good access to information on laws and I don't know
justice processes, however 39% responded ‘yes’, u Female (ODX) m Male (ODX)
41% of females responded, ‘/ don’t know’ and 35% = Female (VTE) = Male (VTE)
reported ‘yes’. ® Non-Binary (VTE)
66% of all respondents responded ‘yes’ when _ _

. Table 9: Good access to information about laws
asked if the VA and VMU had knowledge on the and justice processes, across all sample areas
laws on VAW.

68% of all respondents identified ‘Village/district Authorities’ as their primary source of
information on laws and justice processes.

69% of all respondents identified the ‘Village Chief’ as the person responsible for ensuring
their knowledge of laws on VAW, followed by 25% identifying ‘district Authorities (MOJ)".
76% of all respondents feel safe and protected against VAW by the current laws -
including 86% of female respondents.

64% of all respondents received or know someone who received formal training on VAW
laws and legal process.

Person Responsible for Ensuring Knowledge of Law

70
60
50
40
30

2
" lII. I||| III Ill IIlI S | ——

Head of Village LWU Rep. VM District Police Other | don't know
Household Chief Authorities

o O

MoJ
EFemale (ODX) ®Male (ODX) mFemale (VTI(:') zMaIe (VTE) mNon-Binary (VTE)

Table 10: Person responsible for ensuring knowledge of laws, across all sample areas
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Similar to the results on the understanding of VAW, knowledge and
awareness of the laws on VAW and justice processes is
considerably low, and more so among rural and remote ethnic
minority communities. Based on evidence from the desk review,
there are clear differences in the level of understanding between
women and men, as women are often less educated, have less
access to sources of information, and participate less in village
meetings and activities. However, responses from women’s and
men’s groups in both sample sites indicated otherwise.

Based on the focus group discussions from both sample areas,

respondents are aware that laws exist to protect women from

violence, however only a few female respondents in Houn district

reported having ‘basic knowledge’, and all female respondents in Mad district reported having ‘no
knowledge at all’. Only one female respondent from Houn district was familiar with the judicial
process because she had first-hand experience from participating in a mediation. The reason for
the mediation was not disclosed. All other female respondents reported having ‘little to no access
to legal information’. Many of the women’s groups in Mad district noted their minimal knowledge
was ‘due to a lack of legal awareness training’, although one respondent stated that “even if
training was available in the village, it would have likely been only for our husbands”. After this
statement was made, all respondents indicated a strong interest and desire for training, and
dissemination of the Law on the Protection of Women.

There were stark differences in the level of confidence female respondents had in the level of
knowledge of the village authorities. In one sample area, female respondents considered
authorities to have low- to mid-level knowledge of the laws and justice process, whereas female
respondents of the adjacent sample area were confident in their village authorities because they
knew they had all participated in legal training. However, it should also be noted that despite the
many respondents expressing their satisfaction, several others expressed that while authorities
had undergone training on justice processes, their understanding of the law remained quite low,
and many cases remain unresolved as a consequence.

In both sample areas, the HOV or Village Chief was identified as the primary person responsible
for ensuring community understanding of the laws and justice system. Subsequent focal points
included VMU, Village Security, Village Police and VLWU. Notably, only one respondent group
identified ‘police’ as holding responsibility for ensuring knowledge of the law. This may be because
police are viewed only as ‘enforcers’. In Houn district, women primarily received information
through village loudspeakers, Facebook, and village activities (training). In Mad district, all female
groups indicated ‘participating in training’ as their primary source of information, followed by
television, Facebook, loudspeaker, and internet searches. All female respondents from both



sample areas expressed that their knowledge would be improved through widespread
dissemination of laws, specific training through a dedicated project, and ‘visual performances’.

Similarly, male respondents in Houn district were aware that laws related to violence could not
identify any. In Mad district, only a few male respondents said that they had ‘mid-level knowledge’
while all others noted they had ‘no knowledge at all'. Many respondents explained the reason for
not having more knowledge is because ‘it’'s the responsibility of the VMU’. However, the same
respondents also noted that while the VMU know the rules of village, ‘no one really knows the laws
of the country’. This is reflected in both sample areas by the ratio of resolved to unresolved cases,
however both groups noted that bribery was also a factor in the outcome of cases.

In Houn district, access to information on VAW laws is quite varied: although information is
published by the district 2-4 times/year and disseminated by loudspeaker, television, and radio, it
is very technical and not easy to understand. Others noted that although they had some access to
information on the laws, they had no idea how the judicial system worked or how to access it. For
many sample sites in mountainous areas, the lack of access to internet and phones was an
important aspect to consider in how communities remain informed, as well as the reliance this
placed on authorities as key sources of information. Concerns were also expressed about the
particular challenges faced by elderly people in accessing information in general.

In Mad district, legal information is published 2-4 times/year and disseminated mostly through
village authorities. Throughout the discussions, respondents expressed that the availability and
access to information is not reflective of their level of understanding. When information is shared
by district and village authorities, it is typically presented ‘lecture-style’ which people find too
theoretical and generally uninteresting. This is an important factor to consider in the approach
stakeholders take to improving legal knowledge and understanding.

All respondents consider the HOV, Village Committee, and VMU as the persons responsible for
ensuring community members have access to legal information. Groups in both sample areas
noted that understanding of the laws and justice system could be improved by diversifying the
ways information is presented (e.g.: posters, voice recordings, pamphlets for households, training
workshops and drama performances). Again, respondents had a strong preference for visual
presentations and group discussions so they could engage and share with one another. Notably,
past participants of GDA’s Gender Rights Project found the training methodology like having
partners who have been trained through the tools, methods and details of the project contribute
to guiding the target group in conjunction with the relative district offices team to help explain the
perspective of the ethnic language. most effective in that all participants learned a lot simply
because of how the information was delivered.



Village authorities in both sample areas considered themselves quite
familiar with laws related to had experience applying the ‘Law on
Protecting Women and Children’, ‘Criminal Law’, ‘Family Law’, and ‘Law
on Gender Equality’ in responding to cases of VAW. Notably, one
respondent shared that “since customary law is applied in the village,
[we] don’t use any formal rules or laws”. In VTE, at least one person
responsible for managing cases of violence had participated in training
related to the law; when this wasn’t the Village Chief, it was a member
of the VMU or village police. In ODX, at least one member of the village
authorities participated in training on VAW laws, enforcement, and/or
supporting survivors; however, further discussion revealed that when
the trained person of authority was not a member of the VMU (as they lead on all reports of
violence), an instruction book was applied instead.

Furthermore, all sample sites in ODX lacked any specific policies for procedures for responding to
cases of VAW. Based on the evidence compiled in the desk review, it is fair to assume that
approaches are likely focused on ‘restoring family and community harmony’, which deprioritizes
the rights of survivors. Additionally, approaches are unlikely to be gender sensitive or survivor -
centred. This is where responses between sample areas differed quite significantly: authorities in
ODX relied on traditional practices such as a BaSi Ceremony as a key method for resolution, while
authorities from all sample sites in VTE undertook an approach which included community
mobilization to ensure the safety of the victim, establishing a support group for the family and
facilitating a mediation between all parties involved. Based on the ethnic backgrounds of
community in both sample areas, it can be concluded that ethnicity is a factor in determining the
approach used to ‘resolve’ cases.

Responses from district and provincial authorities were quite similar in that there was clear
awareness of which laws apply to cases of VAW. However, there are no clear policies or
procedures for managing cases or responding to survivors (several noted that there should be).
Where authorities are unsure of appropriate actions to resolve cases, they most commonly resort
to providing counselling to the victim.



PERCEPTIONS OF REPORTING

Individual Survey

Primary factor preventing reporting
cases of GBV

Case Free or
Model
Village Title
25%

Norms,
Beliefs,
and
Attitudes
21%

Table 11: Primary factors preventing reporting of cases of
VAW

Focus Group Discussion

A When asked if someone experiencing VAW

had an obligation to report, 47% of all
respondents said ‘sometimes, it depends’,
24% said ‘yes, always’.

When asked if someone witnessing VAW
had an obligation to report, 48% of all
respondents said ‘sometimes, it depends’;
18% said ‘yes, always’.

83% of all respondents identified the ‘Village
Chief as the person to report to about
incidents of VAW.

Considering the sensitive nature of the topic and the stigma of reporting ‘family matters’ to
authorities, focus group discussions in both sample areas revealed the contrary. Not only was it
agreed that all incidents of violence should be reported, but respondents were also adamant that
it was a matter of obligation. Male respondents in Mad district were especially vocal about one’s
right to report when ‘their safety is compromised’. Furthermore, the duty to report extends not only
to victims but also to witnesses: all respondent groups agreed witnesses must report violence since
“everyone has the authority to keep the community safe”. Notably, one respondent group from a
sample site in ODX stated that withesses of violence should not report “because they will be cursed
by other villagers”. This could indicate a link to different perceptions of reporting in certain cultural
practices, as the respondents in the sample site identified as an ethnic minority group.

Examining Barriers to Justice for Survivors of Violence Against Women 21



Similarly, all respondents stated
village authorities have the right and
duty to report cases of violence to the
district. However, responses across
gender and geographic samples
were conflicted as to whether
reporting should only be done if
cases are serious or unresolved.
According to several respondents,
cases of robbery and drug abuse are
much more likely to be reported to
the district than cases of violence,
even if the village authorities were
able to resolve it locally.

As expected, reasons why cases of violence go unreported include: fear of reprisal (being hurt
again), shame, embarrassment, not know the process, social stigma (gossip, criticism, victim-
blaming), and because they are not confident a resolution will be reached. Notably, male
respondents in Mad district stated that the reasons for not reporting are the same for both women
experiencing violence from men, and men experiencing violence from women. Interestingly, it was
revealed by male respondent groups in ODX that men are more likely to report cases of violence;
specifically, out of 5 reports (this is a quote), only 2 would be likely to come from women.

While some female and male respondents in Houn district noted ‘case free’ or ‘model village’ titles
had no impact on their likelihood to report violence, others responded it would prevent them from
reporting for ‘fear of being cursed by the Village Chief’, with some male respondents revealing it
was the reason they themselves did not report. Although many respondents indicated that there
was no impact, the field study team verified that the number of reported cases of VAW decreased
after the sample sites in question received their ‘model village’ designation. Mostly, respondents
feared being blamed by others for discrediting the village and embarrassing the Village Authorities.
Female respondents in Mad district stated the designation is a major deterrent to reporting
because reports of violence will ‘damage the image, reputation, and development of the village’.
In Mad district, only a few female respondents noted the designation had no impact on reporting,
and all but one male respondent group reported the title had no effect on whether cases were
reported, since they are solved at the village-level, and it has no impact on the title being removed.
Interestingly, one group expressed that although their village may hold a ‘case free’ title, that it
does not mean their village is safe. Note, all sample sites hold ‘case free’ or ‘model village’ titles.
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Village Authorities in both sample areas undertake the same process for responding to cases of
VAW: incidents are reported verbally to the Village Chief, village police, and/or VLWU; the case is
documented and provided to the VMC; the VMC or designated person (sometimes Village Chief
or elder) will provide counselling, mediation, or conflict resolution. In the event a resolution cannot
be reached, cases will be referred to the district. All respondents were familiar with the
documentation required to initiate formal legal processes, which include: village mediation
documents, application form/request form, report, referral case document, approval document
from village authority, and a contract of agreement between parties.

When asked if ‘case free’ or ‘model village’ titles impacted the likelihood for reporting, the strong
majority of village authorities identified it was a primary factor preventing survivors and witnesses
from reporting cases of violence. This is largely due to

embarrassment, fear of victim-blaming/shaming, or

protecting the village reputation. When asked if the title

prevented them as an authority from reporting cases to

higher levels, the strong majority also responded ‘yes’.

Several noted that if faced with the decision, they would

choose not to report for fear of being blamed by the district,

fined by police, appearing weak, or facing the

embarrassment of having the title removed. However, it

should be noted that several respondents affirmed the title

had no effect on their willingness to report or refer cases.

At the district and provincial levels, several respondents

acknowledged that ‘case free’ or ‘model village’ titles were

a barrier to victim reporting, and that it could impact the

willingness of village authorities to report or refer cases. All respondents were well-versed in the
documentation required for accepting cases, which includes: proposal letter signed by all parties,
referral letter from Head of Village, formal report, village registers, a petition form, and evidence.
Other barriers to survivors and/or witness reporting were identified as: lack of understanding of
costs (there is a clearly defined rate but some villages/districts will confuse or inflate rates for
personal gain), lack of understanding of the law, embarrassment of the victim, traditional
beliefs/social perspective (women reporting cases about their husbands is inappropriate),
patriarchal norms, fear (of reprisal), shyness, victim blaming/shaming, lack of confidence in the
system to support them, money, reliance on husband, lack of knowledge of reporting process, lack
of understanding of rights, and village authority not wanting to accept cases.



42% of all respondents were

‘undecided’ on their level of trust Effectiveness of Current Laws at Ensuring

. . Justice for Survivors of VAW
in the current justice system;

where 33% of male respondents
reported ‘excellent’ and 30% | 30
reported ‘good’, only 6% and | 20
28% of females responded the | 1o

40

same, respectively. 0 - _

40% of all respondents were Excellent Good  Somewhat Notatall Undecided
‘undecided’ on the effectiveness Female (ODX) ®Male (ODX) Female (VTE)

of current laws at protecting Male (VTE) Non-Binary (VTE)

survivors of VAW, where 19% of

males responded ‘excellent’ and Table 12: Effectiveness ofcurre/;tf/‘c}/z/svat ensuring justice for survivors

30% responded ‘good’, only 10%

and 18% of females responded the same, respectively.

39% of all respondents were ‘undecided’ on the effectiveness of current laws at ensuring
justice for survivors of VAW, where 21% of males responded ‘excellent’ and 30%
responded ‘good’, only 10% and 25% of females responded the same, respectively.

76% of all respondents feel that the current justice system framework is effective at
supporting survivors of VAW.

77% of all respondents feel that perpetrators of VAW are punished fairly.

For all respondent groups, justice equality, fairness, punishment for crime, honest, unity, helping
each other, solidarity, doing the right thing, integrity, admitting guilt, mutual understanding,
empathy, respect, neutrality, adherence to the rules and principles, and judgement. Consistent with
the conclusions of the desk review, none of the respondents across all sample areas were familiar
with the steps for accessing the justice system beyond making an initial report to the Village Chief.
Even so, almost all respondents indicated that they would attempt to resolve issues of violence at
the family-level first by seeking advice from their parents or relatives before considering a formal
report.

Cases of VAW are resolved very similarly in both sample areas: Once the case is reported to the
Village Chief, a warning will be issued to the perpetrator and their family, the perpetrator ‘will be
educated’, the parties will participate in mediation, and information will be disseminated throughout
the community. In many cases announcements over the loudspeaker will be made addressing
VAW, especially in cases of domestic violence. One respondent noted that if VAW occurs in the



community, all the men in the village should be required to participate in a training on gender
equality and preventing violence against women. The male respondent group in VTE reported that
typically, VAW in the community is resolved by fining the perpetrator, with repeat offenders paying
double or even triple the fine.

This indicates that the consequence for VAW is not meant to be restorative for survivors or a
deterrent to future violence, but simply prioritizes restoring balance to the family or community.
This is just one example of how informal justice systems weaken survivor’s right to redress. As
evidenced in the desk review, VAW in the customary and semi-formal systems are not considered
criminal behaviour. So instead of promoting a culture of prevention, violence is normalized as a
‘misdemeanor’ by only requiring perpetrators to pay fines to the family.

When asked about how violence is handled in the community, a large number of respondents
stated ‘in accordance with the village rules’. This indicates that while there is general awareness
that the district and province will handle cases in the event they are not resolved at the village, that
village rules and procedures are primary. This is supported by responses when asked about
feelings and perceptions on the effectiveness of justice processes; almost all female respondents

VAW
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