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Glossary of Terms1

1 The choice of terms and language is based on the definitions specified by the Essential Services 
Package Module (UN WOMEN, n.d.)

Essential Services encompass a core set of services provided by the health care, 
social service, police, and justice sectors. The services must, at a minimum, se-
cure the rights, safety and well-being of any woman or girl who experiences 
gender-based violence.

Gender-based violence is “any act of violence that is directed against a woman 
because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately”.

Violence against women (VAW) refers to “any act of gender-based violence 
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or 
suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary depri-
vation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.”

Intimate partner violence is the most common form of violence experienced by 
women globally and includes a range of sexually, psychologically, and physically 
coercive acts used against adult and adolescent women by a current or former 
intimate partner, without her consent. Physical violence involves intentionally 
using physical force, strength or a weapon to harm or injure the woman. Sexual 
violence includes abusive sexual contact, forcing a woman to engage in a sexual 
act without her consent, and attempted or completed sex acts with a woman 
who is ill, disabled, under pressure or under the influence of alcohol or other 
drugs. Psychological violence includes controlling or isolating a woman and hu-
miliating or embarrassing her. Economic violence includes denying a woman ac-
cess to and control over basic resources. 

Non-partner sexual violence refers to violence by “a relative, friend, acquain-
tance, neighbour, work colleague or stranger”. It includes being forced to per-
form any unwanted sexual act, sexual harassment and violence perpetrated 
against women and girls, frequently by an offender known to them, including in 
public spaces, at school, in the workplace and in the community. 

Victim/survivor refers to women and girls who have experienced or are expe-
riencing gender-based violence to reflect both the terminology used in the legal 
process and the agency of these women and girls in seeking essential services.

Health system refers to (i) all activities whose primary purpose is to promote, 
restore and/or maintain health; (ii) the people, institutions and resources, arran-
ged together in accordance with established policies, to improve the health of 
the population they serve.

Justice systems are the responsibility of the State and its agents. They include 
government-supported laws and institutions such as the police services, prose-
cution division, courts and prisons that have the responsibility to enforce and 
apply the laws of the State and to administer the sanctions imposed for viola-
tions of laws.

The justice continuum extends from the point a victim/survivor enters the sys-
tem until the matter is concluded. A woman’s journey will vary, depending on her 
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needs. She may pursue a variety of justice options, ranging from reporting or filing a comp-
laint, which initiates a criminal investigation and prosecution, or she may seek protection and/
or pursue civil claims, including divorce and child custody actions and/or compensation for 
personal or other damages.

The social services that respond to violence against women and girls focus specifically on 
victims/survivors of violence. They are critical to assisting women to recover from violence, 
empower them, and prevent the reoccurrence of violence. In some instances, the social ser-
vices work with sectors of society or the community to change attitudes toward violence and 
reframe how violence is perceived. Services may include, but are not limited to, providing 
psycho-social counselling, financial support, crisis information, safe accommodation, legal 
and advocacy services, housing and employment support and others, to women and girls who 
experience violence.
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Executive Summary

The present report provides Common Standards 
designed and formulated to promote greater access 
to quality police and justice services for all women 
and girls who have experienced gender-based or 
family violence. The Standards are intended to pro-
vide regional police and justice organizations with 
guidelines that can serve as a basis for their own 
approaches to addressing violence against women 
and girls (VAWG) and family violence (FV), as well 
as strengthen their ability to positively influence the 
development and implementation of procedures fo-
llowed by Caribbean States at the national level. The 
Standards are rooted in the objective of Pillar 2 of 
the Spotlight Regional Programme in the Caribbean: 
to strengthen institutional responses to both violen-
ce and against women and girls and family violence. 

The purpose of the Common Standards is to impro-
ve the quality and consistency of police and justice 
services for victims/survivors across the Caribbean 
region and to standardize the response to violence 
against women and girls, recognizing that this takes 
on even greater significance during emergency si-
tuations. The Standards are also intended to impro-
ve partnership and coordination between law enfor-
cement agencies and the justice system, ensuring 
a more effective synergy of interventions across all 
stages of the justice continuum. 

The Standards offer clear directives for justice 
stakeholders involved in the support and assistan-
ce of victims/survivors and are designed to be used 
together with guidelines and mechanisms related to 
VAWG and FV that are already established in the Ca-
ribbean. Caribbean countries, to varying degrees, 
may already have existing protocols and standard 
operating procedures that guide police and justice 
responses in GBV-related cases. The Regional Com-
mon Standards are not intended to marginalize any 
existing policies, but rather will serve as a model 
framework from which regional and national insti-
tutions can develop or adjust their own procedural 
guidance, depending on what currently exists in 
their respective organizations and/or jurisdictions. 
Caribbean States will thus be able to rely on regio-
nally developed Model Standards to shape their own 
comprehensive and sufficiently detailed national 
procedural guidance for police and justice respon-
ses to VAWG and FV. 

The Essential Services Package (ESP) was critical in 
formulating the Common Standards. The Standards 
are framed around each of the 11 service actions 
identified in the framework, including its relevant 
core components. The Standards cover the areas 
of 1) prevention 2) initial contact 3) investigation 4) 
pre-trial processes 5) trial processes 6) perpetrator 
accountability 7) post-trial processes 8) safety and 
protection 9) support and assistance 10) communi-
cation and 11) coordination. 

It is important to note that the Common Standards 
recognize and very specifically reflect the vital role 
of coordination between police and justice interven-
tions and the other essential sectors of health and 
social services.
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1.1. Background

Violence against women and girls has detrimental, 
long-lasting consequences on the well-being, heal-
th and safety of women and girls. Moreover, it has 
far-reaching economic consequences, affects edu-
cational outcomes and impacts the productivity and 
development of societies and countries. In recogni-
tion of this harsh reality, the European Union and the 
United Nations have launched a strategic partners-
hip to eliminate all forms of violence against women 
and girls worldwide. The Spotlight Initiative (SI) 
aims to mobilize the commitment of political leaders 
and contribute to achieving the Sustainable Develo-
pment Goals (SDGs). 

The justice system, including policing interventions, 
plays a leading role in efforts to prevent and respond 
to violence against women and girls. The criminal 
justice system is intended to hold perpetrators ac-
countable for violence, while also ensuring victim 
safety and transmitting unequivocally to the whole 
of society that VAWG and FV will not be tolerated.

UNDP commissioned the development of a fra-
mework of Common Standards to promote greater 
access to quality police and justice services for all 
women and girls who have experienced gender-ba-
sed or family violence, based on the objectives of 
Pillar 2 of the Spotlight Regional Programme in the 
Caribbean that aim to strengthen institutional res-
ponses to both VAWG and FV. The Standards are 
intended to provide regional police and justice orga-
nizations with guidelines that will not only serve as a 
basis for their own approaches to addressing VAWG 
and FV but will also strengthen their ability to posi-
tively influence the development and implementa-
tion of national-level procedures in the Caribbean 
region. Although it is clear that the actual delivery 
of the Standards will be carried out predominantly 
at the national level, it is important to recognize and 
support the critical role played by regional organi-
zations in setting the standards through which inde-
pendent Member States in the Caribbean can fulfil 
their international obligation to promote meaningful 
access to justice for those who experience VAWG 
and FV. This is particularly important in relation 
to the issues of safety and accountability, both of 
which are pivotal to the effective delivery of policing 
and justice services. 
After carrying out a situation analysis to identify sys-
temic gaps in services, together with a desk review 
of relevant reports and documents, UNDP made the 
decision to develop Common Standards that would 

provide procedural guidance to both the police and 
justice sectors on optimal approaches to VAWG and 
FV. The need for such guidance was underscored by 
the findings of a number of key reports, including a 
2020 UNDP Needs Assessment Report on the justice 
systems of Caribbean countries, a regional research 
project led by UN Women and the Regional Associa-
tion of Commissioners of Police, and a report on Le-
gal Aid for Women Victims of Gender-Based Violen-
ce in the Caribbean. The combined findings of these 
reports indicated that the Caribbean region had 
significant scope for improvement in the way that 
its law enforcement and justice systems responded 
to cases of domestic violence, sexual offences and 
other forms of gender-based violence. 

The availability of well-designed guidelines based 
on best practices should assist significantly to stren-
gthen the Caribbean region’s collective response to 
these forms of violence. The Standards can provi-
de tools to improve gender responsiveness, create 
communication channels for the efficient flow of 
information and data, provide emergency support 
guidance and promote the implementation of sus-
tainable mechanisms to facilitate effective access to 
justice for victims/survivors of VAWG and FV. 
Procedural guidance of the kind offered by the Com-
mon Standards should improve systemic responses 
to VAWG and FV, as well as strengthen the confi-
dence of victims/survivors that VAWG and FV are 
taken seriously and that the police forces and justice 
systems across the Caribbean region are committed 
to responding to their safety, personal dignity and 
general well-being in a sensitive, effective way. 

1.2. Setting the Context: The Impetus for 
Developing the Common Standards

Under international law, States are required to take 
measures to protect women and girls from violence, 
to prosecute acts of violence, and to prevent further 
acts of violence. This is referred to as the “due di-
ligence obligation”. Under this principle, States are 
required to exercise due diligence to prevent, in-
vestigate and, in accordance with national legis-
lation, punish acts of violence against women and 
girls whether those actions are perpetrated by the 
State or by private persons. An effective criminal 
justice response prioritizes victim safety and offen-
der accountability. It includes the opportunity to ac-
cess redress for violence in a timely manner, avoid 
re-victimization, and ensure the enforcement of le-
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gal remedies, including appropriate punishment for 
perpetrators (UNODC, 2014).

UNDP conducted a Situation Analysis combined with 
a Desk Review that set the stage for the development 
of the Common Standards. The Situation Analysis 
identified and confirmed broad systemic challenges 
in the administration of justice in Caribbean coun-
tries, including a backlog of cases, the lack of availa-
ble data and the paucity of legal aid. However, com-
bined with and often intersecting these more general 
challenges are more specific issues that compromise 
the effectiveness of the justice system in relation to 
domestic violence, child abuse, sexual offences, and 
other manifestations of VAWG and FV. The list of 
challenges concerning policing and justice respon-
ses is significant and includes the following: 

•	 insensitive engagement with victims/survivors

•	 protracted delay in investigations and court 
proceedings 

•	 incomplete investigations

•	 weak statement writing 

•	 lack of witness preparation 

•	 insufficient measures taken to protect vulnera-
ble witnesses

•	 lack of information provided to victims/survi-
vors 

The above-noted deficiencies undermine the effec-
tiveness of the justice system and weaken its ability 
to hold perpetrators of violence accountable for their 
acts while also maintaining the safety and security of 
victims/survivors. The Common Standards were de-
veloped to mitigate these challenges and create the 
conditions necessary for a consistent application of 
approaches and procedures that will better serve the 
needs of those who have experienced VAWG and FV. 

Another important impetus for the development of 
these guidelines was the magnitude of VAWG and FV 
in the Caribbean region and its serious implications 
for families and entire societies. Gender-based vio-
lence, in particular violence against women, and the 
sexual abuse of both girls and boys is one of the most 
common forms of insecurity facing citizens in the 
Caribbean. Domestic violence is also a major obsta-
cle to ensuring the security and integrity of women in 
the Caribbean region. National Prevalence Surveys 
on gender-based violence confirm that nearly one 
out of two ever-partnered women aged 15-64 have 
experienced one or more of the four types of intimate 
partner violence (IPV) in their lifetime -- physical, se-

xual, psychological and/or economic violence. More 
specifically, on average, nearly one out of three or 
32% of ever-partnered women aged 15‑64 have ex-
perienced physical and/or sexual IPV in their lifetime 
and 7% experienced physical and/or sexual IPV in the 
12 months prior to the survey (UN WOMEN, 2020). 

Child protection assessments conducted by the 
OECS Secretariat across nine Caribbean Countries 
confirmed that children in the Caribbean are vulne-
rable to sexual abuse and exploitation, with a very 
significant proportion of this violence occurring wi-
thin the family context. Data on corporal punishment 
underscores the violence and insecurity that children 
experience in their own households (OECS, n.d.).

The police and justice sectors are pivotal to ensu-
ring that victims/survivors of gender-based violence 
have confidence in the systems that are intended to 
offer them protection. Law enforcement officers are 
widely regarded as the gatekeepers of the justice 
system because they are front-line service providers 
who initiate early contact with victims/survivors and 
can significantly influence how justice responses are 
perceived. How victims/survivors are treated in the 
initial stages of their contact with the system can sig-
nificantly determine whether they will be prepared 
to take a case to its logical conclusion. The Common 
Standards have been developed with the aim of pro-
viding significant assistance to the police and justice 
sectors, so as to improve the quality and effective-
ness of policing and justice interventions, and in so 
doing, facilitate greater access to justice. 

1.3. Purpose of the Common  
Standards

The purpose of the Common Standards is to improve 
the quality and consistency of police and justice ser-
vices across the Caribbean region for victims/survi-
vors and to standardize the institutional response to 
violence against women and girls, recognizing that 
this takes on even greater significance during emer-
gency situations. The guidelines are also intended 
to improve partnership and coordination between 
law enforcement and justice agencies, ensuring that 
there is better synergy of interventions across all sta-
ges of the justice continuum. The Standards will also 
help to shape data collection, reporting, transmis-
sion, and analysis. 

The Standards are designed with the intention of 
providing regional police and justice organizations 
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with guidelines that will not only serve as a solid base 
for their own handling of VAWG and FV cases whe-
re applicable, but more importantly, will strengthen 
the capacity of these regional organizations to offer 
critical guidance to policing and justice services at 
the national level in each of the Caribbean Member 
States. A systematic dissemination of the Guidelines 
throughout the Caribbean region, combined with 
a well-designed training agenda, will pave the way 
for effective interventions in cases involving either 
violence against women and girls or family violence. 

The Standards offer clear directives for any justice 
stakeholders involved in the support and assistan-
ce of victims/survivors and are designed to be used 
together with already established guidelines and 
mechanisms related to VAWG and FV available in 
the Caribbean region. Caribbean countries, to var-
ying degrees, may already have existing protocols 
and standard operating procedures that guide po-
lice and justice responses in GBV-related cases. 
The regional Common Standards are not intended 
to marginalize any existing policies, but rather will 
serve as a model framework on which regional and 
national institutions can develop or adjust their own 
procedural guidance, depending on what currently 
exists in their respective organizations and/or juris-
dictions. Where procedural guidance is lacking, the 
Common Standards can fill the gap while also provi-
ding a template or blueprint for the development of 
more detailed Standard Operating Procedures that 
build on the directives offered in this document and 
reflect the specificities of the national policing and 
justice landscape of the country. The expectation is 
that Caribbean States will be able to rely on regio-
nally developed Common Standards to shape their 
own comprehensive and sufficiently detailed national 
procedural guidance for police and justice responses 
to VAWG and FV. 

It should be noted that the Common Standards have 
been designed and formulated to supplement any 
regional Standards that have already been develo-
ped, including the well- established Model Guideli-
nes for Sex Offences (CCJ, 2017) and Gender Equa-
lity Protocols for Judicial Officers developed under 
the Judicial  Reform and Institutional Strengthe-
ning (JURIST) Project (CCJ, n.d). The Model Guide-
lines for Sex Offences has recently been revised and 
thus provides an up-to-date set of protocols for jus-

tice responses to rape and other sexual offences2. In 
addition, although the education sector is not spe-
cifically addressed in these Standards, that sector 
is critical to providing effective responses for child 
victims. In that regard, as part of the Spotlight Initia-
tive Regional Programme in the Caribbean, UNICEF 
is currently undertaking an initiative to identify de-
tailed procedures to be followed by the education 
sector in responding to cases of child abuse. 

To develop their own national Standard Operating 
Procedures, all Caribbean States should have these 
resources available, together with the helpful gui-
dance available in the Regional Common Standards. 
Implementation should be preceded by widespread 
dissemination of the Common Standards, followed 
by intra- and intersectoral training of service pro-
viders and the creation of supportive service envi-
ronments, including making at least a minimum of 
resources available. As previously stated, the Com-
mon Standards do not operate within a vacuum, but 
instead should be integrated with a comprehensive 
package of other relevant strategies aimed at impro-
ving systemic responses to VAWG and FV. 

1.4. Methodology

The Common Standards are the product of a num-
ber of preparatory steps taken to ensure that the 
proposed guidelines are both evidence-based and 
consistent with international standards. In the initial 
stages of the development of the Standards, a desk 

2 https://juristproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/
Sensitisation-Model-Guidelines-for-Sexual-Offences-Cases.pdf

The expectation is that 
Caribbean States will be 
able to rely on regionally 
developed Common 
Standards to shape their 
own comprehensive and 
sufficiently detailed national 
procedural guidance for police 
and justice responses  
to VAWG and FV.

https://juristproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Sensitisation-Model-Guidelines-for-Sexual-Offences-Cases.pdf
https://juristproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Sensitisation-Model-Guidelines-for-Sexual-Offences-Cases.pdf
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review was conducted that focused particularly on 
international frameworks and existing regional and 
national standard operating procedures. In addition 
to the Essential Services Package which, given its 
significance, will be addressed here below in grea-
ter detail, the Standards drew on two notable fra-
meworks: the Inter-Agency Minimum Standards for 
Gender-Based Violence in Emergencies Program-
ming and the Handbook on Gender-Responsive Poli-
ce Services for Women and Girls Subject to Violence.

A Situation Analysis was another essential step for 
defining a set of standards that would be sufficiently 
grounded in the realities of providing police and jus-
tice services to victims/survivors of VAWG and FV. 
This assessment was particularly useful in identif-
ying gaps, underlining issues that warranted greater 
attention and directing efforts to formulate guideli-
nes that would address areas of particular concern. 
Consultations with key stakeholders at the regional 
and national levels were also instrumental in provi-
ding needed context for the Common Standards. 

The Essential Services Package (ESP) was critical 
to the formulation of the present Common Stan-
dards. It is a guidance tool developed by the Uni-
ted Nations Joint Global Programme on Essential 
Services for Women and Girls Subject to Violence, 
a partnership by UN Women, UNFPA, WHO, UNDP 
and UNODC. This resource has been used extensi-
vely. It provides an appropriate framework for fra-
ming guidelines that govern the in-service actions 
of law enforcement personnel and justice profes-
sionals from the initial stages of their preliminary 
contact with the individuals concerned through the 
investigation, pre-trial and trial procedures, up to 
and including sentencing. The Essential Services 
and Actions Framework identifies the core elements 
for each service action and identifies key issues that 
should be included in the development of standards 
to govern operating procedures. The following Ta-
ble of Essential Actions for police and justice sectors 
succinctly captures those core elements within each 
of the 11 service actions.

Figure 1: Essential Actions for Police and Justice Sectors

SERVICE ACTION CORE COMPONENT

Prevention •	 Support efforts to raise awareness and promote the unacceptability of 
men’s and boys’ violence against women and girls 

Initial Contact •	 Availability 

•	 Accessibility 

•	 Responsiveness

Investigation •	 Cases of violence against women are given high investigation priority

•	 Relevant information and evidence are collected from the victim/survi-
vor and witnesses

•	 A thorough investigation is conducted

Pre-trial Processes •	 Primary responsibility for initiating prosecution

•	 Prioritization of cases

•	 Readiness for trial

Trial or Hearing Process •	 Safe, friendly court room environment

•	 Opportunity for full participation 

•	 Justice outcomes commensurate with the gravity of the crime and fo-
cused on the safety of the victim/survivor

•	 Available, accessible options for reparations
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SERVICE ACTION CORE COMPONENT

Perpetrator Accounta-
bility and Reparations

•	 Justice outcomes commensurate with the gravity of the crime and fo-
cused on the safety of the victim/survivor

•	 Participation of victims/survivors at sentencing hearings, in applicable 
jurisdictions

•	 Available, accessible options for reparations

•	 Reparations that cover consequences and harm suffered by the victim/
survivor

•	 Enforcement of sanctions and remedies

•	 Redress when essential justice services are denied, undermined, un-
reasonably delayed, or lacking due to negligence

Post-trial Processes •	 Interventions that prevent recidivism focus on victim/survivor safety

Safety and Protection •	 Access to immediate, urgent, and long-term protection measures

•	 Enforcement of protection measures

•	 Risk assessment

•	 Coordinated protection measures

•	 Coordinated protection and support services

Support and Assistance Practical, accurate, accessible and comprehensive information

Legal services

Victim and witness support services

Referrals to health and social service providers

Communication Ongoing communication with the victim/survivor

Communication by justice agencies with other agencies

Coordination among Coordination among justice sector agencies

Source: Self-created, based on the essential actions identified in the United Nations Essential Services Package for 
Women and Girls Subject to Violence.

Although the Common Standards focus on the po-
lice and justice sectors, the key coordination issues 
with health and social services, the other essential 
services, are specifically addressed in the methodo-
logy. A deliberate effort has been made to flag the 
most important points that should be considered in 
the provision of seamless services to victims/sur-
vivors, including referrals by the police and justice 
sectors to other service providers. This level of close 
coordination takes on increased significance within 
the context of pandemics, national disasters, and 
other emergency situations. 

Like the ESP Package, the Common Standards are 
structured and presented in matrix format. This for-

mat was selected to facilitate accessibility to infor-
mation and user friendliness. The layout was desig-
ned to present the Common Standards in a succinct 
and easily accessible way. 

Finally, the Essential Services Tool was pivotal to the 
development of the Standards because it expressly 
sets out the key considerations that should under-
pin service delivery by law enforcement and justice 
officials. These considerations form the basis of the 
Common Standards and their implementation.
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Special Considerations for the Police and Justice Sectors3

•	 The dynamics of inequalities between women and men create gender-specific vulnerabilities 
such as economic and legal dependency, which impact women’s use of justice services, create 
obstacles to accessing justice and may even result in certain justice remedies negatively affec-
ting women (for example, imposing fines in cases of intimate partner violence).

•	 Justice and policing services should not compromise the rights of women and girls. They should 
be non-coercive and grounded in a gender-transformative approach

•	 A women-centred approach to justice and policing service delivery puts the needs and realities 
of women and girls at the core of any justice service rather than the goals of the justice institu-
tions themselves. This means prioritizing women’s safety, empowerment, and recovery, treating 
every woman with respect, supporting them and keeping them informed throughout the justice 
process.

•	 Holding perpetrators accountable requires justice and policing services to support and facili-
tate the victims’ and survivors’ participation in the justice process, promoting their agency and 
exerting their power while ensuring that the burden of seeking justice is not placed on them but 
on the State.

3 Special considerations as provided in Module 3 of the Essential Services Package on Justice and Policing. 
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2.1. Establishing a Governance and Coordi-
nation Mechanism

Given the regional scope of the Common Standards 
and the involvement of a number of regional and na-
tional entities, it is important to establish a mecha-
nism that will oversee the range of actions required 
to secure their effective implementation. The crea-
tion of a simple structure that would facilitate con-
sistent and efficient working relationships between 
the various organizations, whether at the regional or 
national level, is of critical importance.

Although the Common Standards are to be applied 
regionally, they are ultimately going to be implemen-
ted at the national level by police and justice insti-
tutions within each Caribbean Member State. This 
underlines the need for an effective governance and 
coordination framework and necessarily involves 
establishing channels of communication between 
regional and national agencies that will support the 
meaningful roll out of the Common Standards. The 
Model Standards for the region must filter downward 
from the regional entities that have oversight to the 
police stations, prosecutorial divisions and court 
offices in each of the Caribbean countries. This will 
require a commitment to partnership, open commu-
nication, and established coordination protocols. 

It is with the above objectives in mind that the following 
governance and coordination mechanism is proposed.

As the administrative Secretariat for Caribbean 
Member States, CARICOM is well positioned to 
assume overall administrative oversight of the 
implementation of the Common Standards. Both 
the Legal Affairs Committee, which comprises the 
Attorneys-General from across CARICOM, as well 
as the Council for National Security and Law Enfor-
cement, provide a suitable context for fulfilling this 
role. CARICOM need not be involved in the ongoing 
exchange of information and coordination efforts 
but will ultimately be responsible for ensuring that 
the regional organizations that have been assigned 
direct supervisory involvement are fulfilling their 
mandates and reporting to CARICOM as required. 

The Caribbean Court of Justice will assume pri-
mary responsibility for oversight of the justice 
components of the Common Standards. This Court 
is strategically placed to perform this role not only 
because of its superior ranking in the region’s court 
system and very experienced judges, but also be-
cause it has already been integrally involved in re-
gional initiatives to establish model approaches for 
adjudicating cases involving gender-based violence. 
The Court’s recent association with the JURIST Pro-
ject and the development of the Model Guidelines 
for Sexual Offence Cases in the Caribbean bears 
witness to its experience in steering the justice sys-
tem’s responses to VAWG in a positive direction. 
Leadership of the justice-related Standards can be 

Figure 2: Governance and Coordination Mechanism for the Oversight of the Common Standards

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.
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supported by other critical regional organi-
zations including the OECS Supreme Court, 
which has responsibility for the administra-
tion of justice in nine Caribbean States, and 
the Caribbean Association of Judicial Offi-
cers (CAJO), which is the region’s organiza-
tion of Chief Justices. Judges, magistrates, 
and other jurists are also well positioned to 
ensure that the Common Standards meet 
their expected objectives. 

The Association of Caribbean Commis-
sioners of Police (ACCP) will be the lead 
regional organization as pertains to the 
policing components of the Common 
Standards. This professional organization is 
ideally positioned to be responsible for the 
law enforcement aspects of the proposed 
Standards, as demonstrated by the organi-
zation’s Mission Statement: to “promote and 
facilitate collaboration and cooperation in 
the development and implementation of poli-
cing strategies, systems and procedures; The 
professional and technical skills development 
of police officers and proactive measures to 
prevent crime and improve police-community 
relations.” 

Because victims/survivors of VAWG and FV 
are most affected by the policing and justi-
ce responses that take place at the national 
level in their own countries, it is critically im-
portant that the regional policing and justice 
organizations work closely with their natio-
nal counterparts to first create awareness of 
the Model Standards and then take all me-
asures necessary to support their effective 
implementation. The ultimate effectiveness 
of the governance and coordination mecha-
nism is dependent on the proactive posi-
tions of national-level agencies. By ensuring 
there is full buy-in on the part of all relevant 
stakeholders, as well as full compliance with 
the stipulated terms of the guidelines, the 
Standards will have a meaningful effect. 
As outlined in the flow chart, national-level 
stakeholders comprise police departments 
(including specialized units), police prose-
cution divisions, Offices of the Directors of 
Public Prosecution, Court administrations 
and local judicial officers (both magistrates 
and judges). 

2.2. General Overview of the Respec-
tive Roles of Regional and National 
Organizations

Upon approval and endorsement of the 
Common Standards, the relevant agencies 
should necessarily convene to chart their 
own way forward with implementation be-
cause it is critical that the regional organi-
zations together with their national coun-
terparts take ownership of the Standards 
and the processes required for their roll out 
across the Caribbean region. The following 
brief overview of their respective roles and 
responsibilities is simply intended to offer 
some guidance, with the expectation that 
the organizations involved will flesh out the 
details of their own engagement. 

2.2.1. Role of Regional Organizations

This is a regional initiative and so it is unders-
tood that regional organizations will take 
the lead in ensuring that the recommended 
Guidelines are successfully operationalized 
across the Caribbean. This role includes, but 
is not limited to the following: (figure 3)

2.2.2. Role of National Organizations 

Although oversight of the Common Stan-
dards is regional, they are designed with 
a view to strengthening police and justice 
interventions across the Caribbean, recog-
nizing that front-line service delivery is pro-
vided through the police contingents, pro-
secutorial divisions, courts and other justice 
agencies at the national level. The roles and 
responsibilities of national-level agencies in-
clude, but are not limited to the following: 
(figure 4)
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Figure 3: Responsibilities of Regional-Level Organizations

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.
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Regional Standards for 
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Common Standards to other 
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periodically to ensure 
ongoing relevance and 
sustainability.

Liaising with national 
organizations on an 
ongoing basis to facilitate 
feedback on the perceived 
effectiveness of the 
Standards.

Monitoring the Common 
Standards to ensure 
compliance and level of 
effectiveness. 

Figure 4: Responsibilities of National-Level Organizations

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.
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2.3. Commitment Statement

The Common Standards provide a framework for accountability and are intended 
to hold the police and justice sectors responsible for adhering to best practices 
and complying with established standards that meet international guidelines. 

It is understood that the Standards will be adhered to by regional law enfor-
cement and justice organizations and will serve as guidelines for the compre-
hensive development of country-specific Standard Operating Procedures at the 
national level. 

The Parties acknowledge the need for strengthening prevention and treatment 
mechanisms for VAWG and recognize the critical role that their agencies play 
as part of the solution for advancing the interests of the victims/survivors of this 
form of violence. 

Organizations party to the Common Standards are committed to taking all ne-
cessary measures to reduce VAWG and FV, including but not limited to taking 
action to prevent VAWG and FV, influencing positive changes in the sociocultu-
ral norms that underpin VAWG, building the capacity of service providers and 
fulfilling their respective responsibilities as stipulated herein.

The Parties recognize the importance of sharing information and co-operating 
with each other where needed to carry out their assigned mandates with respect 
to the Common Standards, and for purposes generally relating to the prevention 
and elimination of VAWG and FV. It is understood that other regional organiza-
tions will lend their support to carry out the widespread implementation of the mi-
nimum standards. In addition, the Parties agree to work in collaboration with any 
other organizations that join in the effort to regionalize the proposed guidelines.
 
Given the critical role of front-line police and justice service providers in each of 
the Caribbean States, the Parties agree to play a leadership role in ensuring the 
successful roll out of the Common Standards at the national level. In so doing, 
the Parties will be guided by the governance and coordination mechanism, toge-
ther with the assigned roles and responsibilities stipulated herein. 

By appending their signatures to these Common Standards, the representatives 
of the agencies agree to adopt them and henceforth to promote their use by all 
relevant police and justice organizations as an essential and integral part of their 
regular mode of responding to cases of VAWG and FV.

Representative of  
CARICOM

Representative of Caribbean 
Court of Justice (CCJ)

Representative of the Association of  
Caribbean Commissioners of Police (ACCP)
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Overview

The Common Standards are not applied in a va-
cuum. There are a number of considerations that set 
the context for their optimal application. The Essen-
tial Services Package for Women and Girls Subject 
to Violence provides the needed context through 
its guiding principles, common characteristics, and 
foundational elements. 

As shown in the figure below, the contextual consi-
derations are meant to underpin the Common Stan-
dards and assist practitioners in determining how 
the Common Standards are to be interpreted and 
how they are to be implemented. They are designed 
to achieve the best outcomes possible for victims/
survivors of VAWG and FV, mindful that written 
Standards on their own cannot sufficiently meet the 
needs and interests of those who are experiencing 
the harmful effects of violence.

In addition to these defining factors, there are other 
considerations that will necessarily affect both the 
design and operation of the Common Standards, 
particularly the need for procedural guidance con-
cerning the compilation and exchange of data, as 
well as for applying the Common Standards in ti-
mes of emergencies. These additional areas are 
integral to the effective handling of VAWG and FV 
cases and should be part of the procedural guidance 
provided by the Model Regional Standards. 

3.1. Guiding Principles

In keeping with relevant human rights principles, in-
ternational legal frameworks and national legislation, 
the following key principles should guide the imple-
mentation of the procedures proposed in this docu-
ment.4 Mindful of the reality that children, especially 
girls, may also be victims of sexual abuse and other 
manifestations of GBV, the guiding principles include 
components that are relevant to child victims. Appl-
ying these principles will support the goal of delive-
ring quality police and justice services that are not 
only responsive to victims/survivors, but also promo-
te integrity and respect for human dignity.

4 The principles are largely based on those articulated in the 
General Overview of the Essential Services Package and have been 
supplemented with material from other relevant sources. 

3.2. Expected Characteristics 

The Essential Services Package for Women and Gir-
ls Subject to Violence identifies a number of “cha-
racteristics” that are closely related to the guiding 
principles and are often intersecting in nature. Key 
characteristics include the four As: accessibility, 
availability, adaptability and appropriateness. 

Availability requires the police and justice services 
to be available in sufficient quantity and quality to all 
victims and survivors. 

Accessibility requires services to be accessible to 
all women and girls without discrimination. They 
must be physically, economically and linguistically 
accessible. 

Adaptability recognizes the differential impacts of 
violence on different groups of women and on com-
munities. Services must respond to the needs of 
victims/survivors in ways that integrate their human 
rights and are grounded on culturally sensitive prin-
ciples.

Appropriateness dictates that services be delive-
red in a way that is agreeable to victims/survivors, 
respects their dignity, guarantees confidentiality, is 
sensitive to their needs and perspectives and mini-
mizes secondary victimization.

In the Common Standards, the initial contact stage 
of the justice continuum makes special mention of 
these characteristics because this is a critical point 

Figure 5: Key Considerations in Applying the 
Common Standards

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.
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The 12 Key Principles

Rights-based Approach 
Rights-based approaches to the delivery of quality essential services recognize that States 
have a primary responsibility to respect, protect, and fulfil the rights of women and girls. 
Violence against women and girls is a fundamental breach of their human rights, particularly 
the right to a life free from fear and violence. Service providers are to respect the basic hu-
man rights of every victim/survivor of gender-based violence, as codified in all major global, 
regional and national human rights instruments.

Advancing gender equality and women’s empowerment
Gender inequality is both a root cause and a consequence of violence against women and gir-
ls. Recognition of this reality requires that services reflect gender-sensitive and gender-res-
ponsive policies and practices. Services must ensure that violence against women and gir-
ls will not be condoned, tolerated or perpetuated. Services must promote women’s agency 
where women and girls are entitled to make their own decisions, including decisions that 
refuse essential services.

Non-Discrimination
Services are to be provided without discrimination based on nationality, sex, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, age, disability, social class, race, religion, political beliefs, or any other 
status.

Victim/Survivor-Centred Approach
Service actions should recognize the rights of the victim/survivor and factor those rights into 
all decision-making. This requires taking into account the multiple needs of victims and sur-
vivors, the range of risks and vulnerabilities and the impact of decisions and actions taken to 
ensure that services are tailored to the unique requirements of each individual woman and 
girl. The survivor’s wishes should also determine the care and support that is provided by 
essential services. 

Safety Is Paramount. 
The victim’s/survivor’s safety should be the overriding consideration in the delivery of all ser-
vices. Police and Justice services must prioritize the safety and security of service users and 
avoid causing them further harm.

Do No Harm
The response to violence against women and girls must not re-victimize the victim/ survivor.

Informed Consent
Victims/survivors who have the capacity to give consent, should be able to make free and 
informed choices.

Self-Determination and Participation
Victims/survivors should be encouraged to participate as much as possible in the deci-
sion-making process regarding their case.

Confidentiality and Right to Privacy
The right to privacy and confidentiality should be respected throughout all aspects of the 
victims’/survivors’ case.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.
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of engagement with victims/survivors and can sig-
nificantly impact subsequent stages of service de-
livery. Although it is very important that these de-
fining characteristics be reflected throughout all 
phases of law enforcement and justice processes, 
the preliminary stages of contact are particularly 
significant in setting the appropriate tone for enga-
gement with victims/survivors of VAWG/FV. 

3.3. Foundational Elements

It is widely accepted and specifically noted in the 
ESP Package that for police, justice, and other es-
sential services to be of the highest quality, they 
should operate within conditions that support effec-
tive, efficient implementation of the guidelines. In 
that regard, the following elements should be recog-
nized and specifically addressed:

•	 Comprehensive legislation and legal fra-
meworks that provide the legal entry point for 
police and justice interventions. Where those 
frameworks have gaps or are otherwise defi-
cient, States should undertake the required 
legislative reform. The previously mentioned 
Situation Analysis identified a number of gaps 
in the law that warrant correction so as to im-
plement modern, responsive legislation. 

•	 Gender-sensitive policies and practices 
should go hand in hand with modernized laws. 
Separate and apart from the Common Stan-
dards themselves, other policy guidance can 
take the form of National Action Plans, Victims’ 
Rights Policies and other helpful protocols that 
will support and strengthen consistent, effecti-
ve operationalization of the proposed procedu-
ral guidance. 

•	 Governance, oversight, and accountability 
are other key ingredients necessary for effec-
tive implementation of police and justice servi-
ces. The value of having effective governance 
and oversight mechanisms in place to monitor 
the performance of the sectors has already 
been recognized in the development of the go-
vernance mechanisms that emphasize accoun-
tability through setting roles and responsibili-
ties. 

•	 Resources and financing are critical to buil-
ding and supporting both sectors, as well as 
to facilitating a coordinated system that has 
the capacity and capability to provide quali-
ty essential services. Poorly resourced police 
departments, prosecution units and court sys-
tems have been identified in the gap analysis as 
areas in acute need of attention, and therefore 
must be corrected to ensure the full success of 
the Common Standards 

•	 Training and workforce development ensure 
that the sectors have the capacity and capabi-
lity to deliver quality services, and that service 
providers have the competency required to ful-
fil their roles and responsibilities.

•	 To deliver quality services, ongoing moni-
toring and evaluation are also needed. This 
requirement is reflected in the recommended 
governance mechanism, which integrates mo-
nitoring features that rely on the collection and 
analysis of comprehensive data on VAWG. 

Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms are critical 
to accurate, effective data management and oversi-
ght of Guideline implementation. This is a significant 
issue deserving special mention. 

Promoting a Multisectoral Orientation 
Service delivery should reflect the importance of taking a multidisciplinary approach that 
promotes partnerships and effective coordination.

Best Interests of the Child
In all cases involving child victims, the best interests of the child should be the paramount 
consideration.

Perpetrator Accountability
Perpetrator accountability requires that essential services, where appropriate, effectively 
hold the perpetrators accountable while ensuring fairness in justice responses.

10.

11.

12.
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3.4. Data Management and the Application 
of the Common Standards 

The importance of data collection, coordination and 
analysis to the improvement of the region’s systemic 
responses to VAWG and FV cannot be overstated. 
Data management is a prerequisite for effectively 
tailoring services to meet the needs of victims/survi-
vors adequately. It is important that relevant data on 
the nature and extent of VAWG and FV be systemi-
cally collected to help shape and improve the way in 
which law enforcement officers and justice officials 
deliver their respective services to the women and 
girls who experience violence. 

Despite the established value of data management, 
the systematic collection and analysis of accurate 
data on VAWG in the region remains elusive and 
has been identified as a major factor compromising 
the development of data-driven prevention and in-
tervention strategies. Common challenges to ma-
naging VAWG-related data effectively include lack 
of emphasis on data collection by service agencies, 
definitional gaps and disparities, and poor coordina-
tion between agencies (Sealy-Burke, J., 2022).
The Common Standards are designed to offer me-
aningful guidance on coordinating efforts between 
police and justice agencies to share and use relevant 
data. This is particularly important in the exchange 
of information between the police and prosecution 
divisions, but also has relevance in relation to in-
formation shared between these sectors and other 
essential service providers in health and social ser-
vices. 

3.5. Emergency Situations and the Applica-
tion of the Common Standards 

Pandemics and national disasters have powerfully 
demonstrated to the Caribbean region that emer-
gency situations have gendered impacts on women 
and girls, including an increased risk of exposure to 
violence. The impact of COVID-19 is a recent and 
potent example of the increased vulnerability of 
women and girls during periods of instability. The 
empirical data is compelling and underscores the 
acute need for the Common Standards to anticipate 
adjustments, if any, in emergency-type situations.5 

5 See UN Women (2021). Summary Status of Women and Men 
Report - The Impacts of COVID-19. A Gender Analysis of the Impact 
of COVID 19 on Women and Men in the 12 Caribbean Countries. 
New York.  

The experience of hurricanes, volcanoes and other 
natural disasters in the region also has gendered 
implications, with the evidence suggesting that a 
number of factors influence this outcome, including 
disruptions to the infrastructure and social services 
that respond to violence against women and girls. 

During times of emergency, the position of women 
and girls is even more precarious. This stark truth 
reinforces the obligation to integrate gender-sensi-
tive emergency measures into the Common Stan-
dards, relying to some extent on existing regional 
standards as established in the Checklists develo-
ped to support CDEMA’s Comprehensive Disaster 
Management Strategy (CDM) through the integra-
tion of VAWG (CDEMA, 2014).

Any failure to take the gendered impact of natural 
disasters and pandemics on women and girls ade-
quately into account runs the risk of exacerbating 
already existing inequalities and potentially creating 
new ones, thus aggravating the situation for women 
and girls who are already exposed to intersecting 
forms of violence, discrimination, and oppression. 

3.6. Recognition of Child Victims as Benefi-
ciaries of the Common Standards

The scope of the Standards includes family violen-
ce and, in that respect, must adequately incorporate 
procedural guidance on child abuse, with particular 
emphasis on child sexual abuse, which regional stu-
dies have indicated is alarmingly frequent against 
girl children (University of Huddersfield and UNI-
CEF, 2008). Child Protection protocols are therefo-
re strongly linked to the objectives of the proposed 
Standards and will be instrumental in ensuring their 
social relevance. 

Throughout the development of the Standards, 
careful attention has been given to facilitating 
child-friendly policing and justice responses, re-
cognizing that the treatment of children must differ 
from that of their adult counterparts. This is espe-
cially relevant both at the initial contact stage, when 
police are interfacing with child victims for evidence 
gathering, as well as during the subsequent pre-trial 
and trial stages when justice interventions should 
also be child-sensitive. The use of “special measu-
res” in courtroom environments takes on increased 
significance for young victims who have particularly 
high levels of vulnerability because of their age.



Guidelines on the Integration of Violence Against Women and Girls including Family Violence in Disaster Risk Management in the Caribbean 27

Spotlight Initiative

Regional 
Common 
Standards for 
Police and 
Justice Agencies 
Responding to 
VAWG

Chapter 4:

04



Regional Guidelines to Integrate Gender Perspectives, Gender-Based Violence Minimum Standards and Practical Solutions 28

04 Regional Common Standards for Police and Justice Agencies Responding to VAWGSpotlight Initiative

How the Common Standards are Structured 

Although the police and justice are two distinct sec-
tors, the ESP Package addresses them together be-
cause their interventions operate along a continuum 
of service provision that begins with law enforce-
ment actions and progresses to judicial procedures 
and actions. 

The Standards are framed around the 11 essential 
service actions that comprise the justice continuum, 
beginning with prevention and ending with coordi-
nation. The key Standards have deliberately been 
presented in matrix form to facilitate access to infor-
mation and increase user friendliness. 

The introductory statement at the beginning of 
each stage of the justice continuum is taken from 
the ESP Package and provides a succinct overview 
of the broader objectives of each Essential Action. 
This is followed by the matrix which draws on the 
Core Elements of the ESP Package as the basis for 
the development of Common Standards. A delibera-
te effort has been made to ensure that the proposed 
Standards reflect the key issues raised by a number 
of relevant resource tools. The guidelines are also 
based on the gaps in service delivery brought to li-
ght by the Situation Analysis, specifically targeting 
the areas where weaknesses have been identified. 
The Standards are sufficiently generic in their for-
mulation to accommodate the subsequent inclusion 

of more detailed country-specific information. This 
is consistent with the broader vision of the Common 
Standards which, as previously outlined, lays the ba-
sis for  Standard Operating Procedures tailored to 
the individual country. 

The Common Standards Matrices are followed by 
the identification of key coordination points between 
the police and justice sectors and the other essential 
service providers. Inclusion of coordination issues 
with health and social services is provided because 
of the strong linkages with these two other sectors 
and the strategic value they bring to strengthening 
the effectiveness of policing and justice responses 
to VAWG and FV. 

4.1. Prevention 

It is important that justice service providers strongly 
support initiatives and organizations that seek wo-
men’s equality and raise public awareness of violen-
ce against women, its causes and its consequences 
on women, their families and their communities. The 
sanctions that perpetrators face should be clearly 
and effectively publicized. Information about servi-
ces and how to access them should be readily avai-
lable to all. In addition, developing and promoting 
institutional cultures founded on gender equality 
and gender responsiveness in service delivery are 
fundamental to prevention.

PREVENTION

Core Element6 Common Standards

1.1. Promoting and su-
pporting organizations 
and initiatives seeking 
to end violence and 
increase women’s 
equality through 
gender equality policy 
implementation.

01.	 Law enforcement and justice services should ensure that their own or-
ganizations promote gender equality policies, and for the protection of 
all employees, adopt a zero-tolerance position on gender-based vio-
lence. 

02.	Law enforcement and justice services should demonstrate a commit-
ment to working collaboratively with organizations on long-term stra-
tegies that seek to eliminate violence and increase the equality of wo-
men, including advocacy and public education.

6 All core elements as reflected in this and subsequent Service Action Tables are taken from Module 3 of the Essential Service Package on 
Justice and Policing.
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1.2. Supporting efforts 
to raise awareness and 
promote the unaccep-
tability of men’s and 
boys’ violence against 
women and girls.

1.3. Stopping violence 
and preventing futu-
re violence against 
women.

1.4. Encouraging wo-
men to report violence 
perpetrated against 
them

03.	The police and justice sectors should actively collaborate with the wo-
men’s movement and NGOs in raising awareness of the need to prevent 
VAWG and FV in order to eliminate these forms of violence. They should 
recognize the important role of the women’s movement and NGOs and 
facilitate their work, partnering with them at the local, national, and 
regional levels. 

04.	To generate support, earn trust and enhance their legitimacy in the 
communities they aim to serve, law enforcement and justice services 
should develop and promote organizational cultures that work to ensu-
re access to justice without discrimination and that prioritize a victim/
survivor-centred approach, an effective component of crime preven-
tion. 

05.	Data collection and analysis should be promoted so as to gain an accu-
rate understanding of the prevalence of VAWG and FV, its trends and 
the critical role that this awareness plays in the development of eviden-
ce-based prevention strategies. Research indicates that risk manage-
ment monitoring should record the following data at a minimum: 

a. type of crimes reported

b. age and gender of the victims/survivors

c. number of cases investigated

d. number of persons prosecuted

e. number of persons sentenced

f. gender and age of perpetrator

g. type of violence

h. relationship of the perpetrator to the victim/survivor

i. geographical location

j. other relevant factors and characteristics, such as race or disability

06.	Reporting of VAWG AND FV must be encouraged, not only through ac-
tively publicizing the commitment on the part of the police to take the-
se forms of violence seriously, but also to strengthen the confidence of 
women, girls, their families and communities by responding efficiently 
and appropriately to reported acts of violence against them.

07.	 Regional-level police organizations should play a lead role in informa-
tion-sharing to facilitate carrying out the mandate of law enforcement 
agencies across the Caribbean to prevent and eliminate violence. This 
includes but is not limited to promoting examples of best practices, 
sharing precedents on written violence prevention policies, developing 
Model Codes of Conduct consistent with a zero-tolerance approach to 
VAWG and exchanging useful strategies for building public awareness.
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4.2. Initial Contact 

A positive initial contact experience with the justice system is crucial for victims/survivors of 
violence. Services must be available and accessible to all women and girls. Most importantly, 
the initial contact must demonstrate to the victim/survivor that the justice system and its ser-
vice providers are committed to their health and safety, take complaints seriously, and ensure 
that victims/survivors receive effective support on their journey through the justice system.

INITIAL CONTACT

Core Element Common Standards

2.1. Availability

2.2. Accessibility

2.3. Responsiveness

01.	 Police services should be available 24 hours a day every day of the 
year, and as far as is practicable, should be offered in an appropriate, 
victim-friendly environment that is physically accessible.to everyone, 
including the disabled. 

02.	Police and justice services should be available to every victim/survivor 
regardless of place of residence, nationality, race, marital status, sexual 
orientation, or any other characteristic. Services should be offered free 
of discrimination, from police officers who have been trained on the 
gender biases that can potentially compromise responses to domestic 
violence, sexual offences and other forms of gender-based violence.

03.	Police should respond to ALL reports of VAWG and FV promptly and 
professionally. 

04.	The physical space in police departments and stations should be 
user-friendly and accommodate the needs of victims/survivors of 
VAWG, including the need for privacy and a sense of safety.

05.	Police operational command leadership should ensure that organiza-
tional protocols, including but not limited to Standing Orders for first 
responding officers in cases of VAWG, are designed from the outset to 
safeguard the victim’s/survivor’s well-being and facilitate an effective, 
professional investigation.

06.	Policing responses during the early stages of engagement should be 
empathetic and non-judgmental while affording safety and protection. 
Special attention should be given to the following key considerations: 

a. Responses must respect the full cadre of victims’ rights, including 
the right to be treated with dignity and respect, the right to be kept 
informed and the right to participate in decision-making; 

b. Safety assessments must be routinely conducted; 

c. Measures must be taken to avoid secondary victimization, including 
reducing the number of times victims/survivors are interviewed; 

d. The confidentiality of information must be safeguarded. 
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07.	 Child victims require child-friendly interventions that take their age 
and increased vulnerability into consideration. Police responses to 
child physical, sexual and emotional abuse, including cases of neglect 
and abandonment, should reflect a sensitivity to the age and capacity 
of the victim. All interactions with children, including their right to be 
informed and to participate in the proceedings, should be carried out 
from the perspective of children’s rights. 

08.	The safety of victims/survivors should be a priority from the initial sta-
ges of contact with police and justice services onwards and should un-
derpin all police actions and approaches. This includes the established 
principle of ‘do no harm’ which requires anticipating and addressing 
the unintended consequences of any actions taken or to be taken, so 
that any further harm will be prevented. 

09.	Specialized responses to VAWG and FV have proved to be more effec-
tive in addressing vulnerability and the unique challenges experienced 
by victims/survivors of these types of offences. Specialization should 
be actively encouraged and should result in adequately resourced po-
lice units that are specifically trained and equipped to handle cases of 
VAWG and FV from the initial contact phase through all stages of the 
justice continuum, including investigation and preparation for trial. 

10.	 Training of all police officers, whether or not they operate within a spe-
cialized unit, is important so as to build capacity within police depart-
ments and provide effective responses to VAWG and FV. Training mo-
dules should not only address the technical competencies of policing 
but should specifically address the pivotal issue of gender equality and 
its relevance to law enforcement actions and decision-making.

11.	 It is important for victims/survivors to have early access to other criti-
cal services. Facilitating access to such sources of support should be 
an integral feature of the early stages of contact with victims/survivors. 
Referrals to other essential services, whether health or social services, 
should be carefully selected and offered as a matter of course.  

12.	 Data-collection protocols should be in place to capture the incidence 
of VAWG and FV, as well as other salient features pertaining to their 
nature and extent. Across the region, these types of cases are genera-
lly charged as generic offences against the person, and based on the 
nature of the charge, are not easily identifiable as domestic violence. 
Special effort should be made to identify and record reported cases of 
domestic violence. Specifically designed protocols should be imple-
mented to overcome this challenge and thus provide accurate national 
and regional administrative data on domestic violence and other forms 
of VAWG.



Regional Guidelines to Integrate Gender Perspectives, Gender-Based Violence Minimum Standards and Practical Solutions 32

04 Regional Common Standards for Police and Justice Agencies Responding to VAWGSpotlight Initiative

a. Emergency situations warrant context-driven policing responses to 
VAWG and FV. Specific responses should be developed to respond 
effectively to the many challenges associated with pandemics, na-
tural disasters and other emergency situations. These responses 
should address the need for: 

b. increased vigilance and surveillance systems to detect VAWG  
and FV;

c. readiness to deal with increasing numbers of cases; 

d. modified strategic measures for policing interventions; 

e. increased reliance on electronic forms of communication and other 
alternative methods of engagement with victims/survivors; 

f. training that specifically addresses policing in times of emergencies.

4.3. Investigation 

It is very important that instances of intimate partner violence and sexual violence against 
women and girls be investigated with all due speed. The investigation itself must be conduc-
ted in a professional manner, meet evidentiary and professional requirements, and all avai-
lable means must be used to identify and detain the suspect. Throughout, the victim’s/survi-
vor’s safety, security and dignity must be taken into account and maintained. The following 
guidelines are complemented by the essential health services pertaining to medico-legal 
documentation. 

INVESTIGATION

Core Element Common Standards

3.1. Cases of violence 
against women are gi-
ven high investigative 
priority.

3.2 Victim/survivor 
medical and psy-
cho-social needs are 
addressed.

3.3 Relevant infor-
mation and evidence 
is collected from the 
victim/survivor and 
witnesses.

01.	 Given the risks inherent in VAWG and FV, police departments should 
prioritize law enforcement responses to this type of cases, treating 
them as matters of urgency. 

02.	Investigations should be undertaken and completed as quickly as pos-
sible, and urgent cases should be expedited to enable efficient, vic-
tim-sensitive evidence collection. 

03.	Comprehensive investigation is the hallmark of effective law enforce-
ment. Detailed protocols and guidelines for the collection and analysis 
of evidence should be readily available to all investigating officers. Pro-
tocols should address:

a. the identification of the crime and of the individuals directly invol-
ved (victim, perpetrator, and witnesses);

b. the use of all available technical support personnel (including fin-
gerprint experts and medical professionals);

c. the systematic collection of all relevant evidence (such as victim and 
witness statements, weapons, hair, telephone records, etc.);

d. the complete documentation of the investigation and the prepara-
tion of a court brief for inclusion in the case file.
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3.4. A thorough inves-
tigation is conducted.

3.5 Professional ac-
countability is main-
tained throughout the 
investigation

04.	Comprehensive statements are essential to a thorough investigation. 
Statements should be taken in settings that are private and compatible 
with documenting evidence fully and accurately. Interviewing and ta-
king the statements of vulnerable witnesses should be guided by good 
practice strategies and detailed guidelines. These are an integral com-
ponent of capacity-building and should be implemented effectively.

05.	On-the-scene investigations should be conducted in all appropriate cir-
cumstances, facilitating the collection and documentation of all rele-
vant evidence. 

06.	Investigations of child abuse cases require working collaboratively with 
national child protection agencies. Although the civil child protection 
investigation and the criminal investigation are conducted separately, 
relevant information should be shared and a close working relationship 
established to ensure efficiency, optimal evidence gathering and mini-
mal secondary victim traumatization. 

07.	 Medico-legal evidence is a critical component of VAWG and FV cases, 
particularly as concerns sexual assault. Detailed protocols regarding 
the collection, storage and general management of medico-legal evi-
dence should be available to all investigating police officers. Medi-
co-legal guidelines should be consistent with those outlined in the ESP 
Module on Health Services, and address issues such as: 

a. obtaining informed consent for examination; 

b. accessing emergency contraception, HIV and STI post-exposure 
prophylaxis;

c. meeting chain of evidence requirements;

d. storing and analysing evidence;

e. body mapping and photographing injuries; 

f. record keeping

08.	Police and justice responses during the investigation phase should fo-
cus on the victim’s/survivor's needs, keeping in mind the context of the 
violence that was suffered, the physical and mental trauma that was 
experienced and all medical and social needs. This includes an ongoing 
assessment of the need to refer victims/survivors to mental health and 
psycho-social services.

09.	The right of victims/survivors to be fully informed is a key consideration 
during the investigation stage. Police and justice service providers are 
expected to respect the right of victims to be kept informed of all deve-
lopments in the investigation and to participate actively in the process. 
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10.	 Professional accountability should be facilitated through senior-level 
oversight of cases and access to a transparent complaint system to ad-
dress complaints regarding service delivery. 

11.	 Regional-level police organizations have an important role to play in en-
suring that the internationally accepted standards governing the police 
investigation of VAWG and FV are applied and maintained. Besides en-
suring that the guidance in these Common Standards is widely adopted 
across Caribbean States, these organizations should also ensure that 
detailed protocols are developed and implemented in those regions 
and domains where the need has been identified.

4.4. Pre-Trial Processes

Non-biased criminal, civil, family, and administrative pre-trial or hearing processes that are 
sensitive to the specific needs of the victims/survivors of IPV and sexual violence are essen-
tial to guaranteeing their right to justice. Essential pre-trial criminal justice services reflect 
the international obligation of the State and its justice service providers to exercise primary 
responsibility for investigating and initiating prosecution while empowering victims and sur-
vivors to make informed decisions regarding their interactions with the criminal justice sys-
tem. Essential civil, family and administrative pre-trial justice services emphasize the impor-
tance of timeliness, affordability, procedures that are simplified and easy to use.

PRE-TRIAL PROCESSES

Core Element Common Standards

4.1.Coordinated, inte-
grated approaches to 
criminal, civil, family 
and administrative 
legal proceedings

4.2. Primary respon-
sibility for initiating 
prosecution

4.3. Ensuring the 
timely approval and 
laying of the correct 
criminal charge

4.4. Accessible, affor-
dable and simplified 
procedures to access 
justice

01.	 Victims/survivors of VAWG are entitled to benefit from a cohesive, co-
herent justice system that can effectively coordinate with other judicial 
bodies, one that relies on pertinent information from other legal proce-
edings. The relevant authorities should ensure that the justice system 
provides a coordinated response to VAWG and FV, drawing on court 
administrations for any necessary information and support. This may 
include, but is not limited to, coordinating information relevant to cri-
minal proceedings, civil applications for protection orders under do-
mestic violence legislation, applications for child maintenance, divorce 
or any other family-law-related remedies.

02.	Whereas victims/survivors have a right to information, including the va-
rious options that may be available to them concerning how their cases 
are handled, the ultimate decision for bringing charges and initiating 
prosecution is made by the police and justice service providers.
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4.5. Prioritization of 
cases

4.6. Application of fair 
procedures and evi-
dential standards in all 
pre-trial processes

4.7. Victim/survi-
vor-centred, empower-
ment-oriented and 
rights-based pre-trial 
processes

4.8. Readiness for trial

4.9. No forced media-
tion, alternative dispu-
te resolution in cases 
involving violence

4.10. Special consi-
derations for victims/
survivors who are 
suspected or accused 
of criminal behaviour

03.	With respect to VAWG, policies should encourage the onus to be pla-
ced on the justice system to initiate legal proceedings unless there is 
a compelling reason not to do so. It should be clear policy that cases 
not be dismissed without all possible efforts having been made to have 
them adjudicated. Comprehensive protocols should be developed to 
further inform a more detailed approach to pro-prosecution in these 
circumstances. This is particularly important given the increased need 
for independent corroborating evidence in those instances where the 
victim/survivor is reluctant to proceed and evidence from that source 
will not be forthcoming. 

04.	In instances where a victim/survivor is unable or unwilling to proceed 
with prosecution, prosecutors should determine the availability of evi-
dence independent of the victim/survivor’s testimony and assess whe-
ther there is still a reasonable prospect of conviction. 

05.	Decisions regarding the correct charge to lay must be well-considered 
and efficiently conducted. Approval of the charges to be brought must 
be carried out with all due speed. In all serious or complex cases, there 
should be consultation between the police and the prosecution on the 
choice of the charges to be brought against the accused individual. In 
any event, the charge should always reflect the gravity of the offence. 

06.	Pre-trial processes should be victim-centred and reflect a rights-based 
approach. This includes many of the same rights that applied during the 
initial stages of contact. Mindfulness of victims’/survivors’ rights should 
be maintained throughout all stages of the justice process. These rights 
include, but are not limited to, the following:

a. Pre-trial processes take the unique needs and perspectives of vic-
tims/survivors into account, respecting their dignity and integrity, 
and minimizing intrusion into their lives;

b. Pre-trial processes validate what happened to the victim/survivor 
and ensure that the complaint is regarded as credible and valid un-
less the contrary is clearly indicated;

c. Engaging with victims/survivors occurs in a victim-friendly environ-
ment and under victim-friendly conditions;

d. The safety and security of the victim/survivor is always given utmost 
importance.

07.	 All necessary measures should be taken to eliminate any needless de-
lay in cases involving vulnerable witnesses, including child victims. This 
should be implemented across all relevant stakeholder agencies, inclu-
ding the police and prosecution, local Bar Associations, Court Adminis-
tration, and judicial officers. 

08.	Cases involving child victims and other vulnerable witnesses are ti-
me-sensitive because delay is generally prejudicial to them. Prosecu-
tion divisions should assess all cases involving VAWG and/or FV, and 
based on the level of vulnerability of the witnesses and other relevant 
considerations, fast-track those cases accordingly. 
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09.	The conditions imposed for the pre-trial release of the defendant in ca-
ses of VAWG and FV are critical to the safety and security of victims/
survivors. This form of violent crime should be routinely subject to a 
bail hearing and appropriate bail conditions should be set for the pro-
tection of victims/survivors. Victims/survivors should be informed of 
any pre-trial release or bail conditions and be told who to contact if any 
conditions are breached.

10.	 Preparation for the trial or hearing is an essential component of the 
pre-trial process and is to be treated with due diligence. All aspects 
of the case should be fully prepared and ready for trial, with a view to 
ensuring that the highest quality evidence is put forward. Preparation 
should include:

a. ensuring that all critical witnesses will be present;

b. ensuring that statements are fully prepared for submission and see-
king additional statements where necessary; 

c. ensuring justice service providers are competent to present eviden-
ce in court in an ethical, objective, professional manner;

d. ensuring that victims/survivors have been adequately prepared to 
give their testimony.

11.	 Given the pivotal nature of a victim’s/survivor’s testimony, it is impor-
tant that they be adequately prepared for the trial or hearing. Prepara-
tion may entail:

a. explaining the legal process and basic legal procedures;

b. reviewing the roles of the various stakeholders; 

c. reviewing statements to refresh the memory of key elements of the 
evidence;

d. taking all necessary precautions to protect the safety of the victim/
survivor;

e. taking appropriate action should the victim/survivor be bribed or 
coerced into withdrawing charges.

12.	 Prosecutors should have received appropriate training and be able to 
respond to cases of VAWG and FV effectively. In those instances where 
prosecutors have received specialized training or are otherwise better 
equipped to handle these types of cases, a deliberate effort should be 
made to ensure that VAWG and FV cases are assigned to those specific 
specialized prosecutors. Existing modules developed by the Associa-
tion of Caribbean Commissioners of Police in partnership with UN 
Women MCO have been developed to guide policing and prosecution 
responses to sex offences. These, and other existing training material, 
should be sourced and collated to help guide regional and national-le-
vel training initiatives.
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13.	 Establishing court-connected victim support units is strongly recom-
mended and should be implemented in all jurisdictions where such 
units are not currently available. Victim support services should be ca-
pable of supporting the police and justice sectors through the compre-
hensive preparation of victims/survivors for their court appearances. 
Victim support services are responsible for the following aspects of 
victim/survivor preparation: 

a. ensuring that victims/survivors are psychologically and emotiona-
lly equipped to give the strongest testimony possible. Referrals to 
other agencies to offer additional psycho-social support should be 
made as early as possible in the legal process;

b. providing court room orientation visits;

c. ensuring that the victim/survivor is aware of all court return dates; 

d. arranging transportation for the victim/survivor when necessary;

e. liaising with police and justice service providers to ensure that the 
victim/survivor has been properly briefed. 

14.	 National child protection agencies should play an integral role in the 
preparation of child victims for the trial or hearing. These agencies are 
well positioned to offer child-friendly interventions, including those re-
quired to adequately prepare children to give testimony in court. 

15.	 In compliance with relevant international and regional standards, the 
use of mediation or restorative justice in cases of VAWG is strongly 
discouraged in order to prevent or mitigate any attempt to use force, 
pressure, or intimidation on victims/survivors. 

16.	 In those instances where a victim/survivor is accused of criminal con-
duct, it is important to review the circumstances of the alleged offence 
with a view to acknowledging the dynamics of previous victimization 
and the psychological impact previous victimization may have on beha-
viour, including as regards acts of aggression.

4.5. The Trial Process

Victims and survivors of VAWG and FV who are involved at the trial stage of a criminal or civil 
justice process may feel vulnerable, overwhelmed by the unfamiliarity of the justice system 
or re-victimized through their insensitive or discriminatory treatment at the hands of justice 
service providers. International norms and standards call for measures to prevent the fur-
ther hardship and trauma that may result from attending the trial itself and ensure that trial 
process maximizes the survivor’s cooperation and promotes their capacity to exert agency 
while maintaining the burden or onus of seeking justice on the State in criminal matters. The 
justice services that are considered essential during the trial processes reflect internationally 
agreed upon model strategies, including friendly and enabling court environments that allow 
survivors to feel safe and comfortable recounting what they have experienced, incorporate 
procedures to minimize re-victimization and apply the rules of evidence in a non-discrimina-
tory manner.
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THE TRIAL PROCESS

Core Element Common Standards

5.1. Safe and friendly 
courtroom environ-
ment 

5.2. Protection of 
privacy, integrity and 
dignity

5.3. Opportunity for 
full participation

5.4. Opportunity to 
give details of the im-
pact of the crime

5.5. Non-discrimina-
tory interpretation and 
application of rules of 
evidence

5.6. Special considera-
tions for victims/sur-
vivors who have been 
charged with criminal 
offences

01.	 Justice providers should take advantage of all available measures to 
reduce the trauma of the court room experience for victims/survivors. 
This may include invoking their right to legally accessible “special me-
asures” as provided both by national legal frameworks and common 
law. These include, but are not limited to, the use of screens, support 
persons and video-linked evidence. In those jurisdictions where there 
is limited access to internationally accepted special measures, legisla-
tion to remove such limitations should be included in the national law 
reform agenda. 

02.	The right to privacy should be safeguarded during the trial or hearing 
process. Due regard should be given to limiting or banning public atten-
dance in the courtroom, restricting media publication of the victims’/
survivors’ personal information, and removing identifying information 
from court documents.

03.	In those jurisdictions where paper committals are available, this proce-
dure should be made use of to avoid the unnecessary trauma and delay 
associated with in-person preliminary inquiries. In jurisdictions where 
the concept of a paper committal is not present, this is an area of law 
reform that should be prioritized for development and implementation.

04.	Justice providers should be fully aware of any potential for the discri-
minatory interpretation and application of evidentiary rules, and take 
active steps to mitigate their harmful impact on cases involving VAWG/
FV. Special attention should be given to the following issues: 

a. Any adverse inference that may be drawn solely from a delay in re-
porting or the lack of reporting;

b. Any unfair, unnecessarily repetitive, aggressive and discriminatory 
questioning by the Defence;

c. Any questioning that relies on myths and stereotyping;

d. Any questioning about the victim/survivor’s sexual history when it is 
not related to the case.

05.	Use of expert witnesses should be encouraged to mitigate the influence 
of myths that may be harmful to the victim/survivor’s credibility. This is 
particularly important in sex offence trials where harmful myths groun-
ded in gender inequalities are used to the detriment of victims/survi-
vors. 

06.	The cross-examination of the victim/survivor by a defendant who is not 
represented by a lawyer should be strictly prohibited. In those instan-
ces where a defendant is legally unrepresented, the State should be re-
quired to appoint legal representation for them at least for the purpose 
of conducting the cross-examination of the victim/survivor.
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07.	 The duty to protect victims/survivors from adverse conditions during 
trials or hearings goes beyond the scope of criminal proceedings to in-
clude conditions arising in civil, family law and/or administrative mat-
ters as well.

08.	Due regard should be given to facilitating access to justice during times 
of emergencies, including pandemics and national disasters. Detailed 
protocols should be developed to address the contingency measures 
to be taken at such times, including measures to address alternative 
approaches for conducting trials or hearings (including jury trials), ser-
vice of court documents, access to legal representation, inordinate de-
lays and responding to breaches of existing court orders. 

09.	Data management remains a relevant issue at the trial or hearing stage 
of the justice process and requires that justice service providers, inclu-
ding court administration, pay attention to a number of salient issues, 
including:

a. tracking cases to identify gaps and bottlenecks in the justice system; 

b. monitoring rates of attrition at all stages of the process, from repor-
ting through pre-trial and trial processes, and identifying possible 
causes for cases failing to reach their logical conclusions; 

c. tracking sentencing outcomes to verify their consistency with esta-
blished sentencing guidelines. 

10.	 Police and justice sector organizations should carry out an annual re-
view of case file management as it relates to all cases involving VAWG. 
The review should examine both the quality and quantity of information 
regarding how a VAWG and FV investigation is managed and should 
include coordinating evidence collection, general treatment of victims/
survivors, offender identification and apprehension as well as follow-up 
procedures. The review should seek to provide insight into the practical 
issues that impact time management. 

11.	 Regional-level justice organizations should play a leading role in sha-
ring useful information and carrying out the interventions necessary to 
improve justice responses at all stages of the justice continuum, inclu-
ding the trial or hearing stage. This includes, but is not limited to:

a. promoting examples of best practices;

b. exchanging existing tools or strategies that may be helpful;

c. providing a basis for the development of detailed procedural gui-
dance on issues that have been flagged for additional attention;

d. identifying areas of weakness that need to be corrected;

e. providing established precedent for positive interventions that 
strengthen the justice response to VAWG and FV;

f. participating in advocacy for legal reform where this is necessary to 
address gaps or deficiencies in the law.
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4.6. Perpetrator Accountability and Reparations

Most perpetrators of intimate partner violence and/or sexual violence face no legal conse-
quences. When they are in fact held accountable, the sanctions imposed, whether criminal, 
civil, or administrative, are too often minimal. In addition, very often the reparations that 
women and girl victims/survivors receive from the perpetrator and/or the State following the 
incident do not reflect the realities of the harm actually suffered, particularly the pattern of 
coercion, intimidation and the use or threat of violence. From a survivor’s perspective, ac-
countability and reparations can mean many things, ranging from the perpetrator receiving 
a criminal sentence to civil damages, state compensation and public condemnation of the 
act, and including where applicable redress for the State’s failure to provide essential justice 
services. The essential services relating to accountability and reparations reflect the obliga-
tion under international law to carry out due diligence, impose appropriate sanctions to hold 
perpetrators accountable for their actions and ensure survivors receive just and effective 
remedies for the harm or loss they have suffered.

PERPETRATOR ACCOUNTABILITY AND REPARATIONS

Core Element Common Standards

6.1. Justice outcomes 
commensurate with 
the gravity of the cri-
me and focused on the 
safety of the victim/
survivor

6.2. Participation of 
victims/survivors in 
sentencing hearings, in 
applicable jurisdictions

6.3. Available accessi-
ble options for repara-
tions

6.4. Reparations that 
adequately address 
the consequences and 
harm suffered by vic-
tims/survivors

6.5. Enforcement of 
remedies

6.6. Redress when es-
sential justice services 
are denied, under-
mined, unreasonably 
delayed, or lacking due 
to negligence

01.	 Sentencing policy should be developed and consistently applied in ca-
ses involving VAWG and FV. Well-considered sentencing principles that 
are commensurate with the gravity of the offence contribute signifi-
cantly to deterring these types of violence. 

02.	Justice providers are expected to be well informed concerning existing 
sentencing guidelines. Examples of current guidelines include practice 
directives issued by regional Chief Justices and the Model Sentencing 
Guidelines on Sex Offences established under the JURIST Project. 

03.	Victims/survivors should be given the opportunity to influence senten-
cing outcomes by sharing information on the impact that the violence 
had on their lives both physically and emotionally. Victim impact state-
ments are an effective strategy for communicating the harm caused to 
the victim/survivor and should be encouraged.

04.	Justice providers should duly consider the merit of restitution and/or 
compensation as an appropriate feature of sentencing in VAWG cases. 
This form of redress can be helpful to victims/survivors and takes direct 
account of the harm that has been caused to them. In any event, res-
titution to the victims/survivors themselves should be prioritized over 
fines that are payable to the State. 

05.	Access to justice requires that victims/survivors of VAWG and FV 
should also be able to rely on civil remedies to pursue compensation 
for the harm they have experienced. Access to civil court processes 
and legal aid are essential to ensure that these remedies are readily 
available to them.
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4.7. Post-Trial Process

The justice system has an important role to play in preventing future violence through sen-
ding a consistent message to the community that violence against women and girls will not 
be tolerated and will be punished. International norms and standards strongly urge States to 
develop, implement and evaluate treatment, reintegration and rehabilitation programmes 
for perpetrators that both hold them accountable for their actions and prioritize the safety 
of the victims by ensuring that compliance is monitored. In addition, international standards 
stress the need for effective measures to eliminate violence against women held in detention.

POST-TRIAL PROCESS

Core Element Common Standards

7.1. Interventions that 
prevent re-offending 
and focus on victim/
survivor safety

7.2. Prevention of and 
response to violence 
against women who 
are detained for any 
reason.

7.3. Reduction of 
exposure to violence 
for female offenders in 
detention and in post 
detention services

01.	 Counselling interventions that focus on partner or family reunification 
have been judged inappropriate within the context of VAWG and FV. 
The power dynamics of these forms of violence are such that counse-
lling environments may pose a significant risk of further harm to vic-
tims/survivors. Referrals to this form of programming should be avoi-
ded.

02.	The justice sector should offer programmes for VAWG offenders that 
are focused on their rehabilitation and present opportunities for lear-
ning positive approaches to conflict management. However, such pro-
grammes should be premised on the two core principles of victim sa-
fety and offender accountability, emphasizing that abusers must take 
responsibility for their abusive conduct as a first step in their rehabilita-
tion process. Accountability is also consistent with principles of justice. 
The Partnership for Peace Programme endorsed by UN Women Carib-
bean MCO, is a regional initiative grounded in these key principles and 
is a positive example of programmes for offenders. 

03.	Whereas victims/survivors may be encouraged to attend counselling to 
assist with their recovery and empowerment, counselling should NOT 
be mandatory. Mandatory referrals to counselling are inappropriate 
and convey the harmful message that the victim/survivor is responsible 
for the violence.

04.	Justice providers should insist on being given comprehensive informa-
tion about the nature and methodology of counselling or treatment pro-
grammes before relying on them for referral purposes. The information 
provided should enable prosecutors and judicial officers to make in-
formed decisions about the appropriateness of available programming.

05.	The sexual abuse of children requires highly specialized interventions 
for offenders. In that regard, justice service providers should exercise 
due diligence in referring sexual offenders and should not rely on ge-
neric programming for offences that require intensive and specialized 
treatment.
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4.8. Safety and Protection

Protection measures are critical to stopping violence and preventing its threat, reoccurrence 
or escalation. Women and girls have the right to live lives free of violence and free of the fear 
of violence. This means that protection measures need to be available whether or not crimi-
nal, civil or family law proceedings have been initiated, be designed to empower victims/sur-
vivors in accessing justice, enabling them to stay safe while engaged in the justice process.

06.	In those circumstances where a violent offender has been referred to a 
rehabilitation programme, it is important that the justice sector remain 
involved to monitor compliance with attendance and other programme 
requirements. The justice sector’s involvement should NOT be discon-
tinued until successful completion of the programme has been verified. 
Reports, assessments or other updates regarding the offender’s pro-
gress in the programme should be provided. 

07.	 Services must be put in place to respond to and prevent violence 
against women and girls whether in correctional or other types of cus-
todial settings. Women and girls who experienced VAWG before being 
detained should have access to the required services, and all necessary 
steps should be taken to prevent violence by correctional staff or others 
during their period of detention. Correctional and detention settings 
should be routinely inspected and monitored to ensure that women and 
girls are safe from acts of violence.

SAFETY AND PROTECTION

Core Element Common Standards

8.1. Access to im-
mediate, urgent and 
long-term protection 
measures

8.2. Enforcement of 
protection measures

8.3. Risk assessment 

8.4. Safety planning 

8.5. Prioritization of 
safety concerns in all 
decisions

8.6 Coordinated pro-
tection measures

01.	 The safety and protection of victims/survivors must be central to de-
cision-making. This includes making decisions that will ‘do no harm’ to 
victims/survivors. The principle of ‘do no harm’ begins with respecting 
the victim/survivor’s rights, including their privacy and need for confi-
dentiality, but is also understood to mean that interventions must not 
escalate the situation or issue and must not pose a danger to the fami-
lies and communities concerned.

02.	It is important to stress that the police and justice sectors should ensure 
equal protection measures for victims/survivors of VAWG who choose 
not to go through the justice system.

03.	Risk assessment, safety planning and review should be an ongoing pro-
cess, from the time the victim/survivor enters the justice process.

04.	Risk assessments should be undertaken to indicate the level or extent 
of harm that victims/survivors may be subject to, based on their posi-
tion of vulnerability, the threats to which they are exposed, the presen-
ce of weapons, evidence of escalating violence and/or intimidation and 
other determining factors.
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8.7 Coordinated pro-
tection and support 
services

05.	The outcome of the risk assessment should inform the development 
of a safety plan. The safety plan should focus on mitigating any risks 
identified. This can be achieved in partnership with other essential ser-
vice providers, such as victim support workers, who can often provide 
additional support services. Any changes to the victim/survivor’s or the 
alleged perpetrator’s circumstances must be included in an ongoing 
risk assessment process and will require the continual monitoring of 
the safety plan.

06.	The police and justice sectors should provide well-grounded protection 
measures that are available whether or not criminal proceedings have 
been initiated. This requirement is linked primarily to the availability of 
protection orders in civil domestic violence legislation. 

07.	 Detailed protocols should be developed concerning protection orders. 
At a minimum they should provide for the following:

a. Victims/survivors should be provided with a copy of the protection 
order. 

b. A copy of the protection order should also be filed at the police sta-
tion nearest to the victim/survivor’s place of residence.

c. The terms of the protection order should be tailored to the unique 
needs of the victim/survivor but in any case, should be informed by 
all relevant safety and protection considerations.

08.	Police and justice service providers should NOT advise victims/survi-
vors to apply for a protection order in lieu of criminal charges where 
there are grounds for criminal proceedings. Protection orders are in-
tended to offer protection to the victim/survivor but are not a substitu-
te for criminal charges which hold the perpetrator accountable for the 
violence committed.

09.	Any breach of a protection order should be treated seriously and res-
ponded to on an urgent basis. The onus is not on the victim/survivor to 
take any further steps to enforce a protection order, it is on the police 
to ensure that the abuser is held accountable for failing to abide by the 
terms of a court order. 

10.	 Coordination of ALL safety measures, including protection orders, risk 
assessments and safety plans, is important and should be overseen 
centrally to ensure that there is an efficient, effective and coordinated 
response to victim/survivor safety.

11.	 Data collection is important in relation to the issue of safety and pro-
tection. The police and justice sectors must coordinate their efforts to 
ensure that data is collected not only on the number of applications 
that are made for protection orders, but also on rates of compliance 
and any other relevant issues.
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12.	 It is critical to solicit feedback from victims/survivors on their percep-
tions of the justice system’s responses to VAWG, including the mea-
sures taken to ensure their safety and protection. This is another area 
where data collection is vital. Information from user surveys should be 
collated and carefully analysed to help inform ongoing service delivery. 

13.	 During times of emergency, safety and protection measures take on 
increased significance and the granting of protection orders should not 
be delayed or suspended. Alternative measures for hearing evidence, 
including the use of electronic platforms, should be used wherever pos-
sible. In any event, the use of affidavit evidence for ex parte hearings on 
protection order applications should be encouraged.

4.9. Support and Assistance

A crucial element in guaranteeing access to justice for victims/survivors of VAWG is the 
provision of support and assistance services during the justice process. International norms 
and standards, such as CEDAW, refer to the importance of legal assistance, practical, accu-
rate and comprehensive information, victim and witness support services and the need for 
support from outside the justice sector (such as health, shelters, social services, counselling). 
These services can empower victims/survivors, allowing them to make their own informed 
decisions, based on knowledge of their rights and options within the justice system.

SUPPORT AND ASSISTANCE

Core Element Common Standards

9.1. Practical, accurate, 
accessible, and com-
prehensive Information

9.2. Legal services

9.3. Victim and witness 
support services

9.4. Referrals to health 
and social service 
providers

01.	 A crucial element in guaranteeing access to justice for all victims/sur-
vivors of VAWG is the provision of support and assistance services that 
are practical, accurate, accessible, and comprehensive. 

02.	Access to helpful information is required. Information should be avai-
lable in all police and justice organizations, including police stations, 
prosecution divisions and courthouses. Pamphlets, brochures, posters 
and other instructive material should be readily available, providing in-
formation on judicial processes and procedures, general information 
about VAWG victims’ rights and other relevant information. 

03.	A clearly expressed, comprehensive Victims’ Rights Policy should be 
developed and implemented. Such a policy is critical to empowering 
victims/survivors. The policy should be disseminated widely so as to 
build awareness and knowledge of victims’ rights by both those who 
have experienced VAWG and service providers. 

04.	Police and justice actors should view assistance and support services 
broadly as encompassing legal, health, psycho-social and social servi-
ces. They are expected to be sufficiently knowledgeable of existing ser-
vices to make informed referrals that will be supportive of victims/sur-
vivors. They should also work with other service providers to develop 
and implement integrated protocols and effective referral networks.
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05.	Victim and witness support services should be readily available, acces-
sible and able to provide support services all along the justice conti-
nuum. Victim support services connected to the court create physical 
proximity to justice professionals and represent a model for victim/
survivor support throughout the justice process. At a minimum, victim 
support should provide the following services: 

a. information and advice

b. referrals to other service providers 

c. emotional and psychological support

d. practical assistance (for example, transportation to and from court)

e. court preparation and support

f. coordination of interventions to reduce secondary victimization

g. assistance with safety measures such as protection orders and sa-
fety plans

06.	Child Protection services play an integral role in the support and as-
sistance provided to child victims. Justice providers should therefore 
ensure that referrals of cases to the national child protection agency 
are carried out in a timely, consistent way. 

07.	 Legal advice and representation should be available, including legal aid 
services. Legal services are heavily relied upon by victims/survivors in 
their pursuit of family law and civil law remedies. These services should 
be accessible and provide quality, victim-centred representation.

4.10. Communication

Communication is a key theme throughout the justice system. Victims/survivors need to 
know that they are being listened to and that their changing justice needs are understood 
and addressed. Information and the way it is communicated can empower victims to make 
informed decisions regarding their engagement with the justice system. Information and 
communication management among the various justice service agencies and non-justice 
sectors, particularly prioritizing confidentiality and privacy, can contribute to significantly 
reducing the risks victims face when seeking justice.

COMMUNICATION

Core Element Common Standards

10.1. Simple, accessible 
information concer-
ning justice services

10.2. Communications 
promote the dignity 
and respect of victim/
survivors

01.	 Effective communication is one of the most critical aspects of dealing 
with victims/survivors and witnesses of VAWG. Law and enforcement 
service providers should prioritize empowerment of victims/survivors 
throughout the justice system by listening and communicating in a 
manner that ensures the victim/survivor feels a sense of safety, that 
their changing justice needs are recognized and reflected, and that 
enables a relationship based on confidentiality and privacy.
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4.11. Coordination

Given the wide range of each justice agency’s mandates and the tasks incumbent on justice 
service providers, a coordinated response is critical to ensuring that essential justice and 
policing services are delivered in a quality and effective manner, ensuring the best outcomes 
for victims/survivors. Coordination enables transparent standards to be set, defines expec-
tations from each justice agency and contributes to better communication and linkages be-
tween the different justice agencies and service providers. From the perspective of victims/
survivors, coordination of essential services means that they will be met with the same un-
derstanding of their rights and situations and receive the same, high-quality response from 
all justice service providers.

10.3. Ongoing com-
munication with the 
victim/survivor

10.4. Regular and 
effective communica-
tion between justice 
agencies

10.5. Communication 
by justice agencies 
with other agencies

02.	Communication should promote the dignity and respect of victims/
survivors, while conveying a strong sense of empathy and compassion. 
Effective communication requires appropriate non-verbal communica-
tion and active listening, together with the capacity to adapt the com-
munication style to the needs of different victims/survivors according to 
their age, level of education, and level of understanding.

03.	There should be ongoing communication with victims/survivors to en-
sure that they are kept FULLY informed of all relevant developments in 
their case. Communication is important at all stages of the justice con-
tinuum, but is particularly critical at the following points in the system:

a. when charges are laid;

b. when bail is granted, including communicating the terms of the Or-
der;

c. when a Protection Order has been served;

d. at all court return dates;

e. when the offender is released from detention. 

04.	Information about the justice system should be widely disseminated and 
readily accessible. The information should provide a description of jus-
tice processes, as well as a clear description of the respective roles and 
responsibilities of relevant justice sector actors. Information should be 
presented in user-friendly formats that use plain language and simplify 
legal concepts or procedures.

05.	Good communication sets the stage for effective coordination between 
justice agencies and other essential interventions such as health and 
social services. Information on available services, including referral 
pathways, should be proactively circulated among justice agencies, as 
well as with other service organizations. 

06.	Regional justice organizations should play an instrumental role in deve-
loping templates for justice-related public awareness tools. The templa-
tes might serve as a basis for national-level justice agencies to build on, 
tailoring them to accommodate country-specific information. Providing 
guidelines to inform the content of public education material on justice 
service processes and procedures is a useful quality assurance measure.
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COORDINATION

Core Element Common Standards

11.1. Coordination 
among justice sector 
agencies

01.	 Effective justice responses mandate that there be coordination among 
justice agencies to ensure that efforts are not duplicated, and that ac-
tions taken do not contradict or hinder other justice agencies. Coordi-
nation is also critical to ensuring a victim/survivor-centred approach to 
the investigation, prosecution and sentencing of crimes of VAWG and 
to reducing the risk of secondary victimization.

02.	The police and justice sectors should ensure that the goal of coordina-
tion is to obtain the best outcomes for victims/survivors. A consistent, 
coordinated approach is vital to effective case management, risk as-
sessment and safety planning.

03.	The implementation of a coordinated response to VAWG in the  justice 
sector should facilitate: 

a. broad stakeholder involvement 

b. a consistent and shared understanding of VAWG

c. the accountability of all agencies involved

d. methods for information-sharing that maintain confidentiality 

e. opportunities for shared capacity-building initiatives 

04.	Effective coordination is required between justice agencies. Although 
communication is required at all stages of the justice continuum, the 
following aspects need particular attention:

a. communication between investigating officers and prosecutors (po-
lice and DPP prosecutors)

b. communication between police prosecution and DPP prosecution 

c. communication between judicial officers and the court administra-
tion

d. communication between different Courts, particularly civil and cri-
minal court proceedings

05.	Coordination between justice sector agencies should also include 
cross-jurisdictional issues that may arise between police and justice 
organizations at the regional level. Given the leadership role of desig-
nated justice agencies across the Caribbean, it is important to ensure 
consistent, effective coordination between regional and national-level 
organizations.
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06.	Police and justice sector organizations should adopt a multidisciplinary 
approach in ensuring that coordination efforts include other essential 
service providers, including health and social services. 

07.	 Effective coordination is central to ensuring that data collection and 
management is not compromised by duplication or information gaps. 
One of the expected outcomes of an efficient and coordinated justice 
system is the development and use of standardized forms and software 
for registering and reporting data. In this way, a centralized database 
can be generated. Police and justice organizations should promote the 
use of agreed indicators and a common registry for reporting and trac-
king such cases, such as the Gender-based Violence Information Mana-
gement Systems (GBVIMS) developed by UNFPA, WHO, UNICEF and 
other international bodies.
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Working Collaboratively Towards Enhancing 
Systemic Responses to VAWG and FV

Reducing violence against women and girls requi-
res concerted and coordinated action by a range 
of different sectors. Coordination is such a central 
element of the response to VAWG that international 
standards have expressly underscored its importan-
ce to achieving a comprehensive, multidisciplinary, 
coordinated, systematic and sustained response to 
VAWG and FV. A  coordinated response will more 
effectively keep victims/survivors safe from violence 
and hold offenders accountable than will the efforts 
of different sectors of society working in isolation. 
Coordination provides benefits for everyone invol-
ved: the victims/survivors, the agencies and institu-
tions that respond to violence against women and 
communities.

Module 5 of the Essential Services Package (UN 
WOMEN, 2015) recognizes that coordinated sys-
tems can have a greater impact in responding to 
violence, as well as greater efficiencies, than agen-
cies working in isolation. The Module sets out the 
essential components of coordinated multisectoral 

responses for women and girls subject to violence 
and includes guidelines for health services, justice 
and policing services, social services, and for coor-
dination and governance mechanisms. 

The following section highlights the primary points 
of intersection between the police and justice sec-
tors and health and social services.

5.1. Key Points of Contact between the Poli-
ce and Justice Sectors and Other Essential 
Services 

To strengthen the overall effectiveness of the sys-
tem for victims/survivors, it is critical that police and 
justice agencies be fully aware of the points in the 
justice continuum where forging connections with 
other service providers is not only strategic, but vital 
to issues of safety and security. The following map-
ping of key points of intersection is a useful tool to 
quickly identify the intersecting nature of police and 
justice services with both health and social services.

Figure 6: Key Points of Coordination between Police and Other Essential Sectors7

7 This photograph of a female police officer shows a senior Vincentian Police Officer. https://security.gov.vc/security/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=644:senior-vincentian-female-police-officer-receives-regional

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.

Health

Social Services

	→ Health professionals often 
report cases of VAWG/FV to 
police. Mandatory reorting of 
child abuse applies in many 
jurisdictions.

	→ Police may provide medical 
forms for completion by 
medical professionals in order 
to determine nature or extent of 
harm. 

	→ Police and medical professionals 
work collabriatevly in relation to 
gathering medicolegal evidence 
and maintaining chain of custody.

	→ Police should follow up with 
medical professionals to ensure 
medical evidence is ready for 
presentation at trial hearing.

	→ Police rely heavily on counsellors 
to provide psycho-social support 
for the empowerment of victms/
survivors.

	→ Cases of child abuse should be 
reported by police to the national 
child protection agency.

	→ When needed, police should 
make referrals for social 
assistance support, such as food, 
shelter, housing, etc.

	→ Police should work closely with 
victim support services, 

https://security.gov.vc/security/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=644:senior-vincentian-female-police-officer-receives-regional
https://security.gov.vc/security/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=644:senior-vincentian-female-police-officer-receives-regional
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Figure 7: Key Points of Coordination between Justice and Other Essential Sectors

Source: Self-created, UNDP RBLAC.

Training and capacity-building is another significant 
opportunity for the justice and police sectors to co-
llaborate in ways that benefit victims/survivors of 
VAWG and FV. Interdisciplinary training workshops 
on systemic responses to sexual assaults, domes-
tic violence, child abuse and other forms of VAWG 
and FV for staff of all four essential sectors create 
learning spaces that facilitate cross-fertilization of 
knowledge, exchange of information and sharing 
of perspectives across the essential services. In 
addition to training initiatives within each sector, 
stakeholders from police, justice, health, and social 
services should be encouraged to participate in mul-
tidisciplinary workshops that focus specifically on 
improved collaboration and coordination of service 
delivery. 

5.2. Referral Pathways Facilitate Improved 
Coordination between the Essential Sectors 

Referral Pathways are a key component to facilitate 
referrals between the essential services and to im-
prove levels of coordination. They facilitate safe and 
timely access to needed VAWG services for victims/
survivors and identify points of access for available 
services across the health, police, social services 
and justice sectors.

Under the Caribbean Spotlight Initiative, UNFPA has 
led the way in developing Referral Pathways to help 
guide responses to VAWG. The template provided in 
Figure 8 below builds on a three-phased approach 

to gender-based violence help-seeking and referral 
and provides a starting point for Member States to 
create country-specific pathways with detailed in-
formation regarding e names, roles, responsibilities 
and contact information of agencies providing servi-
ces (UN WOMEN, 2013). 

The police and justice sectors are an integral ele-
ment of the Model Referral Pathways and should ac-
tively participate in national-level efforts to map the 
referral process.

In those Caribbean States where VAWG Referral 
Pathways have already been developed, the coun-
try-specific information has been added as another 
layer to the above chart, providing a localized map-
ping of the agencies and their contact information. 
Note that referral protocols are organized along an 
algorithm of the different scenarios that may apply 
in each phase. In all cases, referrals must only be 
made with the knowledge and consent of the vic-
tim/survivor and in a way that respects the right of 
the victim/survivor to choose the options that they 
believe work best for them at a given time. While 
providing the victim/survivor with information on all 
options to guide their decision-making, it is impor-
tant to be led by their choices. An exception to fully 
respecting the informed choices of victims is in the 
instance of a child who there is reason to suspect 
may need care and protection, in which case in most 
Caribbean States, it is required by law to act in the 
best interest of the child and submit a mandatory 
report to the national child protection agency. 

Health

Social Services

	→ Doctors, nurses and other 
medical professionals detect 
abuse and record medicolegal 
evidence.

	→ Prosecutors (from both the police 
and the DPP Office) should work 
closely with the health sector to 
ensure that medical evidence is 
properly documented and readily 
available to be submitted as 
evidence. 

	→ Medical professionals are often 
called to offer expert testimony.

	→ Prosecutors, judicial officers and 
other justice service providers 
should ensure timely referrals of 
victims/survivors to counselling 
or other psycho-social support 
services.

	→ There should be a close working 
relationship between prosecutors 
and victim support services in 
ensuring the readiness of victims/
survivors to provide the best 
possible evidence. 

	→ If and when child victims are 
involved, justice providers draw 
on child protection services to 
provide general support to the 
child.
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Figure 8: Template for Gender-Based Violence Referral Pathways

Source: UNFPA Referral Pathway. Taken from: Government of Grenada Standard Operating Procedures on VAWG, 2021.

Wherever possible, to fulfil the requirements of 
“warm referrals” (referrals made with or on behalf 
of the victim/survivor, preferably to a known per-
son), referrals should be made to a specific indivi-
dual within the relevant agency or division. In order 
to be able to provide such warm referrals, there is 
an increased onus on service providers to build re-
lationships and share contact information with per-
sonnel across agencies. Effective implementation 
of referral pathways is also premised on respecting 

the confidentiality of victims/survivors and this has 
implications for service providers who must ensure 
that information gathering is limited solely to what 
is needed to provide services to victims/survivors. 
Files and records (including virtual files and records) 
are maintained in a manner that will restrict access 
to and exposure of client data. A policy and cultu-
re of client confidentiality must be established and 
maintained by each team within each sector.

Survivor of GBV tells someone and seeks help

Immediate response

Service provider must provide a safe, caring environment and respect the confidentiality and wishes of the survivor, learn 
the immediate needs, give honest and clear information about services available. If agreed and requested by the survivor, 

obtain informed consent and make referrals; accompany the survivor to assist her in accessing services.

If survivor wants to pursue police/legal action or if there are immediate safety and s 
ecurity risk to others

Refer and accompany survivor to police/security or to legal assistance/protection officers for information and assistance 
with referral to police

After immediate response, follow up and other services

Over time and based on survivor's choices, you can include any of the following services

Police/Security 
entry point

Medical/Health 
entry point 

Psychosocial support 
entry point 

Police/Security
Legal assistance/
Protection services

Specialised health care
Specialised mental health 
and psychosocial services

Basic needs such as shelter, child protective 
services, food security, dignity kits

Child protection 
entry point 

Survivor tells family member, friend, community member - 
that person accompanies survivor to GBV "entry point"

Survivor self-reports to any service 
provider, including GBV Hotlines
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Source: UNFPA Referral Pathway. Taken from: Government of Grenada Standard Operating Procedures on VAWG, 2021.

1. A survivor discloses gender-based violence to someone trusted

The survivor tells a trusted family, friend, or a community member or the survivor self-reports to any  
service provider, including GBV hotlines

2. If the survivor has gicen informed consent, the immediate response should be:

3. If there are nnot urgent health or safety and security needs, respond to other service needs

These can include mental health services, shelter, non.food items, food or legal information and advice

Prioritize urgent health care! Prioritize safety and security!

	→ Respect the confidentiality and wishes of  
the survivor

	→ Provide reliable and comprenhensive information 
on the available services and support to survivors 
of GBV

	→ Obtain informed consent

	→ When family/guardians make decision on behalf 
of the child, ensure the best interest of the child is 
given priority. Preferably, the accompanying adult 
should be selected by the child

	→ Support survivors of rape to access medical care 
within 72 hours (but it is their choice)

DO
	→ Do believe the survivor. Reassure 

the survivor that this was not 
his/her fault

	→ Do make sure that both the 
survivor and you are safe from 
immediate danger

	→ Do provide practical care 
and support (e.g. offer water, 
somewhere to sit, etc)

	→ Do listen the person without 
asking questions

	→ Do be aware of and set aside 
your own judgments

	→ Do respect the right of the 
survivors to make their own 
decision

	→ Inform, do not give advice

	→ Do limit the number of people 
informed about the case (refer 
the case confidentially to 
appropriate GBV focal point, and 
only with the informed consent 
of the survivor)

Sexual violence
	→ If the survivor needs it - ensure 

immediate access to available 
medical care (within 3 days/72 
hours for emergency HIV 
treatment; within 5 days for 
emergency contraceptives 
and prevention of sexually 
transmitted infection

DO NOT
	→ Do not force help on people, be 

instrusive or pushy

	→ Do not pressure the survivor into 
providing information or further 
details

	→ Do not doubt or contradict the 
survivor

	→ Do not investigate the situation 
or provide advice

	→ Do not mediate between the 
survivor and the perpetrator or a 
thrid persson (e.g. family)

	→ Do not write down or share 
details of the incident or 
personal details of the survivor

	→ Do not assume you know what 
a survivor wants or needs. Some 
actions may put the survivor at 
further risk of stigma, retaliation, 
or harm

	→ Once a GBV referral has been 
made, do not ask for extra 
information or contact the 
survivor derectly

Physical violence
	→ If the survivor needs it - 

seek medical care if she is 
experiencing severe pain, 
bleeding or for the treatment 
of non-sexual violence related 
injuries

ALWAYS PRSACTICE THE 
SURVIVOR CENTERED 
APPROACH

	→ Pioritize the needs, wishes and 
decisions the survivor expresses

	→ Ensure the survivor makes all 
decisions about accessing 
services and sharing information 
regarding her case

	→ Do not provide advice

	→ Never blame the survivor

	→ Be patient, be a good listener 
and be non-judgemental

IF THERE IS AN IMMEDIA-
TE RISK OF SAFETY FOR 
THE SURVIVOR/THERE IS 
A LIFE-THREATENNING 
CONCERN

	→ Contact competent authorities 
(police) or other appropriate 
emergency support
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