Women’s Spring Event –

How long do we still have to go? How can we stop violence on
women?
International Conference, 13 May 2017, Nicosia, Cyprus

Click here to access the Programme of the event
Click here to access the Biographies of speakers
On Saturday 13 May 2017 in Nicosia, Cyprus, IED
together with Citizensʼ Alliance organized the
conference titled “Womenʼs Spring Event: How long do
we still have to go? How can we stop violence on
women?”. The aim of the conference was to discuss one
of the most serious and alarming violation of human
rights in global society – violence against women and
girls. Violence against women is a violation of human
rights and a form of gender-based discrimination.
Rooted in inequalities between women and men, it
involves crimes such as sexual assaults, physical and
psychological abuse, rape, forced marriage, female
circumcision, forced sterilization and any other act
of gender-based violence that results in physical,
sexual or mental harm or suffering to women. Global
estimates published by the World Health Organization
show alarming results – about 1 in 3 (35%) women
worldwide have experienced either physical and/or
sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in their lifetime; however, this number
can be much higher considering the fact that many women and girls are afraid to report these crimes
and the society still lacks effective mechanisms to combat this type of violence. And this is not only
the case of developing countries of the world but also the most developed regions, including the EU. A
survey by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights found out that up to 33% of women in
the EU aged 15+ have already experienced physical or sexual violence – this represents about 62
million female citizens of the EU. Another alarming fact is that 67% of female victims have never
reported these crimes to police or state authorities.
Speakers (in the order of speeches):
Marina Demetriou, President of Women’s Alliance.
Flaminia Baffigo, Coordinator of IED.
Yiorgos Lillikas, President of Citizens’ Alliance.
Maria Epaminonda, President of Cyprus Women
Lobby and Executive Director of the Cyprus Family
Planning Association.
Georgia Bouri, Social worker, Counsellor on Mental
Health and Head of the Department of Equality and
Discrimination in the Municipality of Athens.
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Androula Christofidou Henriques, Psychologist and
Honorary President of the anti-human trafficking
network ʻCyprus STOP traffickingʼ
Luca Attanasio, Italian Journalist and Writer
Hauwa Ibrahim, Nigerian Human Rights Lawyer and
Winner of the European Parliament’s Sakharov Prize
for Freedom of Thought in 2005.

Moderator:
Katerina Christofides, Cypriot journalist.

The conference welcomed several significant public figures,
“When all of us will act and
majority of whom dedicated their professional lives to the
take responsibility, only then
fight against violence on women. The event was opened by
we can combat this serious
Marina Demetriou, President of Women’s Alliance and
Member of the Board of IED, Coordinator of IED Flaminia
problem effectively.”
Baffigo and Yiorgos Lillikas, President of Citizens’ Alliance.
Marina Demetriou
Ms Demetriou identified that if we want to stop violence
against women, all people must take action and report all
cases when human rights of women and girls and violated. According to her, we need to use our
voices to put an end to tolerance of violence and perpetuation of stereotyped perceptions and
inequality between men and women. “When all of us will act and take responsibility, only then we can
combat this serious problem effectively,” she highlighted. Ms Baffigo emphasized that “women need
to talk openly about their fears and pain, because that is the only way to stop mistreating them and
making difference in their lives.” She also presented that the Institute of European Democrats has
already devoted many of its activities to women and it will continue addressing serious problems
which women still, even in the 21st century, have to
experience globally. Mr Lillikas stressed that the
“We have no room to close our
primary objective of all of us must be the systematic
eyes, we have to be angry and
degradation of gender-based stereotypes and sexism.
react when we see a man
He highlighted that inequality is supported by advertising
and marketing strategies that distinguish between toys and
humiliating a woman...
books for girls and boys. “We have no room to close our
Tolerance of violence against
eyes, we have to be angry and react when we see a man
women means complicity.”
humiliating a woman; we have to protest when we see
Yiorgos Lillikas
website, policy or advertisement that is vulgar and does
not respect women; we have to do all necessary steps to
save women who are being forced into sexual or other exploitation. Tolerance of violence against
women means complicity. And this can only stop, with the help of all of us, men and women,” he
added.
Sexual violence – the Sound of Silence
The first speaker was the President of Cyprus Women Lobby
and Executive Director of Cyprus Family Planning
Association Maria Epaminonda. She began her intervention
by referring to a Cypriot girl who was only 8 years old when
she was raped. This story could be the story of a woman at
any time of her life and anywhere in the world. The girl was
firstly silent about it before she decided to report the crime. “I
am not here to talk about the silence of the victims but about
our own silence when we listen to or read similar stories of
women raped or sexually harassed,” she pinpointed. In her
view, the sound of our silence cultivates and empowers
traditional gender roles and strengthens stereotypes:
“Family, education, religion, politics, judiciary, media... they
all perpetuate unequal power relations between men and
women. Patriarchal system protects and allows men to continue
to sexually abuse women.” Ms Epaminonda illustrated that in Cyprus, 1 in 5 women have been
subjected to physical and/or sexual violence in past years. In addition, there is a shocking increase in
rapes and sexual assaults, even though these are among the least reported crimes in Cyprus. On the
basis of her extensive work with abused women, she sees three major problems in combating
violence on women: first of all, most of rapes are not reported, secondly, we do not have proper
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mechanisms to help victims of sexual violence and thirdly, sanctions against men conducting
violence on women are absolutely not adequate. One of the solutions is the implementation of the
Council of Europe Convention on the Prevention and Fight against Violence Against Women and
Domestic Violence or, in short, the Istanbul Convention. The document is the first international
binding legal framework to prevent and combat violence against women, to protect victims and punish
perpetrators. Its preamble points out that the existence of legal
and real equality between women and men is a key element
“Sexual violence makes no
in preventing violence against women. In addition, the
distinction, it occurs in all
Istanbul Convention also demonstrates that violence against
cultural and economic
women is the evidence of historically unequal power
relations between women and men, which led to
environments and concerns
discrimination of women by men. “Sexual violence is not an
women and men of all
individual problem, it is not a ʻfemale issueʼ, it is a social and
educational and social
political problem which has an impact on the whole of society
levels.”
and concerns everyone,” Ms Epaminonda clarified, “sexual
violence makes no distinction, it occurs in all cultural and
Maria Epaminonda
economic environments and concerns women and men of all
educational and social levels.”

Main speakers and moderator (left-right: M.Demetriou, A.C.Henriques, G.Bouri, K.Christofides, L.Attanasio,
M.Epaminonda, H.Ibrahim)

Three phases of the vicious cycle of violence
Domestic violence was the main topic of the second speaker Georgia Bouri, a social worker and
counsellor on Mental Health and Head of the Department of Equality and Discrimination in the
Municipality of Athens. In her view, the major problem is that many women tolerate violence in their
marriages. She stressed that psychological violence is the one that usually is as a starting point for
the onset of domestic violence and involves humiliation, threats and intimidation as means of
exercising control. The financial limitation of a victim is used by an aggressor to make the victim
fully dependent on him. This creates the vicious circle of violence consisting of three phases:
increasing tension, explosion and tranquility. In the first phase, a small amount of verbal and physical
violence is involved. This creates fear, the victim wants to isolate and protect herself and the situation
gets worse – this is when then the second phase takes place that brings aggression and violence in. In
the final stage, sometimes referred to as “honeymoon”, the aggressor promises to the victim that he
will change, but sooner or later, violence is back. Ms Bouri also explained that very serious situation
occurs when a woman has no family or close people around her but her husband. With the absence of
alternatives, such woman sees her husband as her only support and this only increases her commitment
and dependency on the aggressor, she becomes trapped and remains in this so-called “toxic
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relationship”. Ms Bouri sees a possible solution in establishing more shelters for abused women
and in the information campaign which will promote the existence of such shelters for abused
women. “We need to provide accommodation for abused women so it is easier for them to leave
aggressors,” she stressed. In her opinion, it is also very important to address this topic on public
because the society needs to be informed about this huge problem much better.
Human trafficking and sexual exploitation
In the next contribution, Androula Christofidou Henriques, a psychologist and Honorary President of
the anti-human trafficking network ʻCyprus STOP traffickingʼ focused on sexual exploitation. She
explained that she established the ʻCyprus STOP traffickingʼ years ago in order to protect and save
victims of human trafficking. Since then, she has fought against the buying and selling of women,
pushing for long-term institutional change by lobbying government officials at the highest levels to
take action against trafficking and to increase protection for its victims. Beyond advocating for
institutional change, she has generously used her personal resources to help trafficked women who
choose to testify against their traffickers. She introduced her book titled Perfume of Hell that deals
with trafficking of women for sexual exploitation in the night clubs. The book is based on the true
stories of hundreds of forced prostitutes she met and helped in past years. Ms Henriques explained that
there are three main forms of exploitation on women – sexual exploitation, labour exploitation
and forced marriages. She pinpointed that she experienced a high number of cases when even police
was not helpful in tackling sexual exploitation and did not close night clubs where women and girls
were being sexually abused. She also criticized that many crimes happening against women are
even not considered as crimes and there are no adequate legal procedures how to fight against
international and domestic human trafficking – for a clear illustration, there are no effective
policies targeted against the night clubs who exploit women for sexual services.
Violence on forced migrant women
The fourth speaker, an Italian journalist and
writer Luca Attanasio depicted his experience
with female victims who he met while he was
investigating the phenomenon of migration in
the Middle East and Africa. He reminded that
around 60 million of people are forcibly
displaced in the world today for a simple
reason – they want to save their lives. This is
the phenomenon called ʻforced migrationʼ.
“But we are facing not only the greatest
refugee crisis of our time but also the greatest
crisis of solidarity,” he said emphasizing that not the EU but Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran and
Ethiopia have received the highest number of refugees so far. According to Mr Attanasio, there is a
huge problem to address and inform about migration objectively because even trustworthy and serious
media often do not provide information and data that reflect reality but that are misleading and
subjected to political abuses. In this respect, he told his own experience with real refugees coming to
Italy. 60 % of all refugees are women and children who are the most vulnerable individuals
particularly at great risk of physical, sexual and psychological violence when seeking shelter, in
transit as well as after the arrival to Europe. “Refugees coming to Europe are at risk of sexual and
gender-based violence,” he clarified. Many of female refugees admitted to him that they had been
abused during the journey and many of them were even forced to sex in order to receive travel
documentation, food or medicine. However, only few of raped refugee women speak about that
after getting to the EU. He is convinced that “women who survive violence and share their horrible
experience in order to save other women are real heroines of our time.”
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Extraordinary journey of Hauwa Ibrahim and her fight to
stop violence against women
The keynote speaker of the conference was Hauwa Ibrahim, a
prominent Nigerian human rights lawyer, one of the top
defenders of women’s rights and winner of the European
Parliament’s Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought in 2005.
She is internationally known for defending people,
particularly women and children, who face flogging,
amputation or stoning for violating local interpretations of
Islamic law, Sharia. In May 2014, President Good-luck
Jonathan of Nigeria appointed her a member of the fact-finding
commission regarding the 219 girls kidnapped by Boko Haram
from Chibok. For her remarkable efforts in protecting and
saving women and children from violence, Hauwa Ibrahim
has become a symbol of freedom and hope in West Africa
and the world.
“I became educated by accident, I became a lawyer by accident, I
went to teach to Harvard University by accident,” she began her
extraordinary story. Born in a rural village of Hinnah in Northern Nigeria, her father wanted to give
her away in marriage when she was just 11 years old. “I understood that I would end up married to a
much older man and, above all, that I would have to say goodbye to my school, so I ran away,“ Ms
Ibrahim explained. She continued her education in a high school in Gombe which is located a two-day
long journey from her home village, and eventually she became a lawyer. Since 1999, when Sharia
was introduced in 12 states of northern Nigeria with more than 50 million inhabitants, she has begun
to take legal action in the protection of women sentenced to stoning because they were raped. The
alarming problem is that rape can be very hardly proven under the Islamic law. Particularly, rape
can only be proven if the rapist confesses or if there are four male witnesses of the crime – under such
interpretation, almost all rape victims are considered guilty because if the rapist claims that the
act was consensual sex, there is very little that the woman can do to refute this and she
automatically becomes accused from adultery. In the states which operate under Sharia, in
absolute majority of cases the rape victim is sentenced to stoning and the rapist remains
unpunished. This is an extremely serious problem and the entire international community is obliged
to do much more in helping female victims in such cases.
Hauwa Ibrahim has worked very hard in defending rape victims
“Reach out what you
and bringing justice and reasonable standards of proof to their
cannot reach, know your
cases for years. Until nowadays, she has represented pro bono
strength and use it. There is
more than 150 women and saved the lives of Amina Lawal,
a power in one person but
Safiya Hussaini, Hafsatu Abubakar and many others. She
actually became the first woman who started to perform the role
more power in people
of defence counsel of women sentenced to stoning in the
taking action together.
Islamic court. As an observant Muslim, Ms Ibrahim has
Hence, let us be active and
persistently worked within the religious groups in Nigeria to
united in fighting violence
persuade local leaders to look beyond local customs and
religious interpretations. Because of this, she usually cannot
against women!”
defend her clients with the use of civil or criminal code but
Hauwa Ibrahim
only with Sharia and the Quran. Nevertheless, her beginnings
in defending women in Nigeria were difficult. She described the
story that happened in 2001 in her first Shariah case during which she made a public statement saying
that stoning was not in the Quran. Consequently, local imams accused her of being anti-Muslim
through local media. “Their public accusation meant that I was an apostate and I should be stoned to
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death,” she explained. Regarding the fact that this could have a tragic impact on the fate of her client
in the court, she decided to meet the imams in a mosque and discuss the issue with them. She could go
to see them in her normal clothes but she decided to cover herself from head to toes in order to show
them respect. There were eight imams waiting for her in the mosque, sitting on their chairs. There was
a chair for her but she walked towards them and knelt down on the floor, being careful not to look to
their eyes because it was not allowed. They asked her to sit on the chair but she politely refused: “How
can I, your daughter, sit on a chair when you, my fathers, sit on chairs,” Ms Ibrahim recollected. By
that act of humility, she captured their ears and they had a long conversation about Sharia and Islam
that resulted in their promise that they would not be publicly against her. “That was a huge security
statement. They toned down their rhetoric and that really helped us, my client was discharged and
acquitted,” Ms Ibrahim concluded.
Hauwa Ibrahim has also spent past years lecturing at the Harvard University where she adopted an
interdisciplinary approach to delve into the theoretical foundations of Shariah law and examine how
they have influenced legal practice, which has, in turn, affected human rights of women in West
Africa. Based on her own example she is convinced that education is the key to fight violence
against women. “Know your stuff, know your strength and use it... and always pay attention to all the
details,” she emphasized. She also believes that governments, media and NGOs should do much
more in tackling violence on women and propose a common and united global approach in
eliminating violence against women. Ms Ibrahim closed the conference with an influential message:
“Reach out what you cannot reach, know your strength and use it. There is a power in one person but
more power in people taking action together. Hence, let us be active and united in fighting violence
against women!”
The event was moderated by a Cypriot journalist Katerina Christofides. The conference was attended
by numerous NGOs, politicians, members of the public and media. Hauwa Ibrahim gave interviews
for a number of TV and radio stations and newspapers based in Cyprus.

Hauwa Ibrahim is giving the interview in the TV studio in Cyprus

Main outcomes and proposals:
•
•
•

violence against women occurs in all parts of the world, in all cultural and economic environments
and concerns women and men of all educational and social levels;
violence against women is not a ʻfemale issueʼ but a social and political problem which has an
impact on the whole of society;
three main problems in tackling violence against women that must be addressed by governments:
1. most of crimes are not reported by victims or by their neighbours/family;
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•
•
•

•

•

2. governments lack proper mechanisms to help victims and there are no specialized services for
victims that would respond to their individual needs;
3. penalties for aggressors are inadequate and non-dissuasive in terms of sexual violence;
tolerance of violence against women means complicity – all individuals need to take responsibility
and put an end to tolerance of violence and perpetuation of stereotyped gender-based perceptions,
sexism and inequality between men and women,
there are no effective policies targeted against the night clubs who sexually exploit women;
implementation of the Istanbul Convention which is the first international binding legal framework
to combat violence against women should be binding for all states without exception because the
ratification of this document ensures that states are accountable for their actions in relation to
violence against women;
there is the most urgent to increase awareness of the causes and consequences of violence on
women through media, politics and civic and non-governmental sector;
governments and NGOs need to work together to develop national and regional action plans to
prevent and address violence against women so it can be combated much more effectively.

The event was organized with the financial support of the European Parliament.

Prepared by Adriana Ciefova (IED, 2017)
The sole liability of this publication rests with the author and the European Parliament is not responsible for any use that may
be made of the information contained therein.
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