
1 
 

 

Judges for Gender Justice: International Judicial Colloquium on Women’s Right of 

Access to Justice in the context of Sexual Violence 

7-8 December 2017 l Bellagio, Italy 

CONCEPT NOTE 

IWRAW Asia Pacific is organizing an international judicial colloquium on women’s right of access 

to justice and sexual violence that will bring together judges, lawyers, women’s rights experts 

and activists to discuss the current context, challenges and judicial good practices on addressing 

sexual violence. It will result in the launch of a larger knowledge sharing and networking strategy 

entitled ‘Judges for Gender Justice’ that will provide a forum for collecting and exchange of good 

judicial practices on specific women’s rights issues that also respond to key conceptual and practical 

concerns on women’s access to justice, beginning with the issue of sexual violence. The first 

international judicial colloquium under this strategy will take place in Bellagio Italy from 7-8 

December 2017. 

Context 

In the past 30 years, gender-based violence against women (GBVAW) has progressed from an issue 

of relative insignificance on the international agenda to an issue that is receiving greater visibility, 

with widespread and varied manifestations of GBVAW being well documented. International human 

rights law has recognized GBVAW as a consequence of the unequal power relations between men 

and women, and has established standards outlining the obligation of states to address GBVAW as a 

human rights violation. At the national level as well the last few decades, have witnessed the 

adoption of a range of legislative, institutional and policy measures by many countries. These have 

ranged from statutory recognition of domestic violence, rape and sexual harassment to special 

courts for GBVAW in many jurisdictions and changes and reforms of procedures and evidentiary 

rules.1 Despite these changes, GBVAW, including sexual violence remains widespread, as the root 

causes of discrimination and structural inequality faced by women are relatively ignored. 

Furthermore, the progress made in establishing international norms, standards and strategies to 

address GBVAW has not been matched by similar progress in their implementation at the national 

level. The various national laws and policies purportedly adopted in compliance with international 

human rights standards on women’s human rights remain inadequate and inconsistent in application 

and practice.  

Among the factors that create an environment in which GBVAW, including sexual violence is 

condoned and in which women continue to be denied access to justice are: 

                                                           
1 For examples of progress on legal reform to expand the scope of women’s rights, including addressing GBVAW please refer to UN 
Women’s 2011-2012 Progress Report on Progress of the World’s Women in Pursuit of Justice 2011 pg.34 
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• Erosion of democratic values and rule of law in various national contexts which heightens the 

vulnerability of women to violence committed by and / or condoned by agents of the state or 

non-state actors (including private sector and business actors); 

• Lack of application of democratic values and rule of law to GBVAW and gender equality;  

women’s human rights issues are instrumentalised in law and policy and development agendas  

• The impact of dominant political-economic models that undermine laws and policies that protect 

women’s rights in the interests of economic growth, in particular as seen in the impact on 

women of the activities of multinational corporations, financial institutions, intergovernmental 

organizations, etc.;   

• The use of culture and religion to justify violations of women’s human rights and to undermine 

their enjoyment. Increase in forms of conservatism, extremism and religious fundamentalism 

that attribute the honor of the community and of the family to the ‘chastity’ of the woman and 

seek to exert control over women’s individuality and sexuality, thus heightening their 

vulnerability to violence, in particular to sexual violence;  

• Laws, policies and institutions that perpetuate patriarchal and hetero-normative frameworks of 

discrimination against women, including laws that have narrow definitions of rape, that do not 

recognize marital rape and emerging forms of gender-based or sexual violence and a concurrent 

shift in some countries towards gender neutral laws on violence which result in depoliticizing the 

impact of GBVAW, including sexual violence; 

• Fundamental inequalities in civil liberties and constitutional protections as equal citizens in the 

law and before the law   

• The global political economy which supports militarism and conflict further exacerbates sexual 

and gender based violence in the private and public spheres.2  

Developing a comprehensive response that addresses the foregoing contextual factors and centers 

the gender equality framework requires concerted action by different stakeholders at many different 

levels. To contribute to ongoing global efforts to eliminate GBVAW and sexual violence and in 

recognition of the critical role of the judiciary in substance, structure and culture of the law to make 

it more gender equitable and non-discriminatory, IWRAW Asia Pacific is now organizing an 

international judicial colloquium on women’s right of access to justice and sexual violence.  

Specific Objectives 

The international judicial colloquium on women’s right of access to justice and sexual violence will 

aim: 

1. To contribute to global efforts towards strengthening women’s access to justice in the 

context of violence against women through a thematic lens that is most resonant of the 

social and legal impunity for women’s human rights violations.  

2. To enhance understanding on evolving standards and good practices in relation to women’s 

access to justice and sexual violence.  

3. To initiate a sustained strategy on enabling open forums of discussions regarding, challenges 

and opportunities in adjudicating cases relating to sexual violence in general and examining 

                                                           
2 See: International Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific, Elements of Responses to Gender Based Violence Against Women 
Based on A ‘Strategic Consultation to Develop a Global Response To GBVAW,’ Bangkok, December 2016 
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the impact of the resulting jurisprudence on women’s enjoyment of their human rights on 

the ground with judicial actors. 

Expected Outcomes 

It is anticipated that the judicial colloquium will conclude with the adoption of a declaration 

regarding the role of the judiciary in ensuring women’s right of access to justice in the context of 

sexual violence.  

The documentation of the proceedings of the judicial colloquium will contribute to a resource book 

on good judicial practices in adjudicating cases of sexual violence. 

Last, the judicial colloquium will result in the launch of the Judges for Gender Justice strategy, a 

knowledge sharing and peer advocacy platform to enable sustained identification of judicial good 

practices and proliferation of gender equality jurisprudence at the national level.  


