
Committee on Foreign Relations Hearing: “Violence against Women: Global Costs and Consequences”

         On October 1, 2009, the Senate’s Committee on Foreign Relations hosted “Violence against Women:  Global Costs and Consequences”, a hearing chaired by Senator John Kerry (D-MA).  The forum featured the Honorable Melanie Vereer, Ambassador-at-large for Global Women’s Issues and the co-founder of Vital Voices Global Partnership, the Honorable Stephen A. Rapp, Ambassador-at-large for War Crimes Issues, and Ms. Esta Soter, the president and founder of the Family Violence Prevention Fund, among other distinguished panelists. USOC applauds the efforts made by the international community to prevent and respond to violence against women. We hope that attention will finally be given to the plight of women in Colombia who have long suffered sexual violence in silence with very little done to prevent this crime and support the victims.
To read more please click here 


The epidemic of violence against women in Colombia has become a “routine practice”, becoming almost a “normal” part of daily life, according to a September 2009 Oxfam Report, Sexual Violence in Colombia.  The report estimates that 12% of women in Colombia have been raped by a partner, while another 6% experience rape at the hands of a fellow member of the community.  The stigma surrounding violence against women is extremely potent, as women often do not report sexual violence out of shame, guilt, and fear of violence or reprisals against themselves or their families.  Further, the Colombian government has not prioritized this travesty, continuing to insist that sexual violence only refers to rape.  Therefore, there is no way to know exactly how many women have been sexually abused, although approximately 20% of women have been displaced because of sexual violence.  Further, 36% of displaced women are forced into sexual acts with strangers according to a 2005 report by the High Commission of Human Rights. 
The hearing focused on the lasting impact of violence against women, as well as the International Violence against Women Act, sponsored by Senators Joe Biden (D-DE) and Richard Lugar (R-IN).   The bill, which will be reintroduced during the 111th Session of Congress, calls for $1 billion to be invested in 10-20 countries exhibiting high rates of violence against women and girls for international programs that prevent and respond to this type of violence, utilizing the money to fund the creation of initiatives promoting public services, legal accountability, improved access to economic and educational opportunities, and measures that address violence against women in crisis situations.  Further, the I-WAVA will train foreign security personnel on violence against women, as well as fund overseas organizations working to stop sexual violence.  The panelists offered their expertise concerning issues that must be addressed in the new version of the bill; one common thread was the imperative that NGOs should work with defense programs in what Vereer called “comprehensive unity” to address a wide range of problems and attitudes about violence against women.
The panelists also lauded the unanimous passage on September 30, 2009 of UN Resolution 1888, presided over by U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, which demands unprecedented steps in protecting women in conflict areas.  The Resolution calls for a Special Representative to lead efforts to end violence against women and children in conflict zones, consideration of patterns of sexual violence by the Security Council when considering sanctions, the inclusion of women’s protection advisors in peacekeeping operations when appropriate, and reports by U.N. peacekeeping forces to the Security Council specifically concerning instances and trends of sexual violence.  
The panelists urged both the United States and the world to actively engage women in peace processes, stating that “agreements that are gender-neutral are discriminatory” and that many peace and amnesty negotiations are illegitimate in that they hinge on “men with guns forgiving other men with guns for crimes against women”, according to the Honorable Donald Steinberg. 
