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International Obligations of States to Eliminate GBV  

Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women 
and Domestic Violence (2011) 

On 7 April 2011, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe adopted a new 

Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. As 

it was adopted in Istanbul, this document is often referred to as “Istanbul Convention”. 

Inspired by the wording used by the United Nations in CEDAW GR 19 (1992) and DEVAW 

(1993), the Convention defines “violence against women” as “a violation of human rights 

and a form of discrimination against women” and including “all acts of gender-based 

violence that result in, or are likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological or economic 

harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary 

deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.” Furthermore, 

“gender-based violence against women” shall mean “violence that is directed against a 

woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately” (Article 3). 

The Istanbul Convention provides a detailed, comprehensive and legally binding framework 

for state measures to eliminate violence against women, covering the following areas: 

- Integrated policies and data collection (chapter II): this includes an obligation 

to adopt and implement comprehensive and co-ordinated policies to prevent and 

combat all forms of violence that place the rights of the victim at the centre and are 

implemented through effective co-operation among all relevant organizations (Article 

7); an obligation to support and effectively cooperate with relevant non-governmental 

organizations (Article 9); and an obligation to collect disaggregated relevant statistical 

data and to support research on violence against women (Article 11).   

- Prevention (chapter III): measures focus on promoting changes in the social and 

cultural patterns of behaviour of women and men with a view to eradicating 

prejudices, customs and traditions which are based on the idea of the inferiority of 

women or on stereotyped roles for women and men (Article 12). This includes 

measures in the fields of public awareness raising (Articles 13), education (Article 14) 

and working with perpetrators (Article 16). Article 15 establishes a duty to ensure 

training of relevant professionals dealing with victims of violence on gender equality, 

the prevention and detection of such violence, the needs and rights of victims, as well 

as on how to prevent secondary victimisation. Such training should also address co-

ordinated multi-agency co-operation to ensure comprehensive and appropriate 

referrals to services. 

http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/Commun/QueVoulezVous.asp?NT=210&CM=8&DF=04/01/2013&CL=ENG
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- Protection and support (chapter IV): States shall ensure access of victims to 

adequate support services to facilitate their recovery from violence. This includes 

health care and social services that are adequately resourced and staffed with 

professionals who are trained to assist victims and refer them to the appropriate 

services (Article 20), as well as easily appropriate and easily accessible shelters and 

rape crisis or sexual violence referral centres that exist in sufficient numbers (Articles 

23, 25) and state-wide 24/7 telephone helplines that operate free of charge and 

provide confidential advice (Article 24). States shall ensure that victims receive 

adequate and timely information on available support services and legal measures in a 

language they understand (Article 19) and further ensure that support measures are 

based on the following principles (Article 18):  

Standards for victim support services (Article 18):  

1. Services are based on a gendered understanding of violence against women and focus 

on the human rights and safety of the victims 

2. Services are based on an integrated approach which takes into account the relationship 

between victims, perpetrators, children and their wider social  environment; 

3. Services aim at avoiding secondary victimisation; 

4. Services aim at the empowerment and economic independence of women victims 

of violence; 

5. Services allow, where appropriate, for a range of protection and support services to 

be located on the same premises; 

6. Services address the specific needs of vulnerable persons, including child victims, and 

be made available to them. 

- Substantive law (chapter V): This includes an obligation to provide victims with 

civil remedies, such as barring orders or restraining orders (article 29) and the right 

to claim compensation from the perpetrator (article 30), Further, states are obliged to 

criminalize physical, sexual and psychological violence, stalking, female genital 

mutilation, stalking, forced marriage, forced abortion and forced sterilization (Articles 

33-39) and to establish effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions (Article 45) . 

- Investigation, prosecution, procedural law and protective measures 

(chapter VI): This includes an obligation to effectively investigate and prosecute 

offences of violence against women (Article 49), to offer adequate and immediate 

protection to victims (Article 50) and to ensure adequate risk assessment and risk 

management by competent authorities) (Article 51). 

- Migration and asylum (chapter VII): this includes an obligation to award an 

autonomous residence permit to a victim whose residence status depends on that of 

her spouse or partner if she would otherwise lose her status following divorce, in the 
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event of particularly difficult circumstances (Article 59) and to ensure that GBV may 

be recognized as grounds for asylum according to the Geneva refugee Convention 

(Article 60). 

- International cooperation (chapter VIII): this includes an obligation of states to 

cooperate with each other in the fields of investigating and prosecuting all forms of 

violence covered by the Convention, protecting and providing assistance to victims 

and enforcing relevant civil and criminal judgments (article 62), with some specific 

provisions on information sharing (articles 63, 64) and data protection (article 65). 

Chapter VII establishes a monitoring mechanism: the Group of experts on action against 

violence against women and domestic violence (GREVIO) shall review the implementation of 

the Convention by states parties on the basis of reports received from governments, non-

governmental organizations and other international bodies, such as the CEDAW Committee. 

The Convention has not yet entered into force - this requires ratification by at least ten states. 

(Click here for an updated table on the countries that have signed and/or ratified). It is 

interesting to note, that the Convention is also open for accession by non-member states of 

the Council of Europe. Therefore, countries such as Belarus or the Central Asian states that 

are not members of the Council of Europe could also accede to the Istanbul Convention. 

 

Further information on the Istanbul Convention: 

Please visit the Council of Europe’s page on the Istanbul Convention for the text of the 

Convention in several different languages, the Explanatory Memorandum to the Convention 

(providing a detailed commentary on each Convention Article), the list of signatures and 

ratifications, and several other resources. 

http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/convention-violence/about_en.asp

