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1 | INTRODUCTION
Safe Women in Migration (SWIM) is an EC funded project implementing by Fondazione L’Albero della 
Vita, British Red Cross, Swedish Red Cross, France Terre D’Asile, Italian Red Cross,  Alternative Sociale 
Association and Fondazione ISMU, that aims to strengthen protection against gender based violence for 
refugee, asylum seeking and migrant women and girls in Europe. It does this through: 

1. Building capacity of professionals to recognise and respond to gender-based violence 
2. Raising awareness of rights to support, justice and protection amongst women and girls 
3. Contributing to the creation of a EU common framework for protection women and girls from gender 

based violence 

The three aims of the project were developed with reference to the European framework for protection 
of women and girls against gender-based violence namely:

• The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic violence, 2011 (Istanbul) 

• Directive 2011/99/EU on the European protection order
• Victims of Crime Directive 2012/29/EU
• Standards for the reception of applicants for international protection Directive 2013/33/EU
• Protecting refugee women and girls from gender-based violence, Resolution 2159 (2017)

2 | DEFINITIONS 
Gender according to the Istanbul Convention means the socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities 
and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for women and men. Gender based violence 
against women according to the Convention’ s article 3 is violence that is directed against a woman 
because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately1. This definition also includes girls 
under the age of 18.

Women and girls, of all ages and backgrounds, are most affected by gender-based violence. It can be 
physical, sexual and/or psychological and economical, including: 
• violence in close relationships
• stalking and harassment 
• sexual violence (including rape, sexual assault and harassment or stalking)
• slavery and forced prostitution 
• harmful practices, such as forced marriages, female genital mutilation (FGM) and so-called ‘honour’ 

crimes
• trafficking in human beings
• cyberviolence and harassment using new technologies

Gender based violence is a sensitive issue. Survivors often feel shame, fear and stigma. Survivors are also 
often reluctant to report it to the authorities, especially when it occurs within the family or it is presumed 
that the perpetrator will not be brought to justice. In the immediate aftermath of an emergency such that 
migration may be, people may prioritize certain needs such as physical survival and securing access to 
basic necessities and may downgrade others, including reporting or seeking assistance for GBV2.  

1 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence:https://rm.coe.int/   
  CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168046031c
2 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies Unseen, unheard: Gender-based violence in disasters p 29-30
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All genders may fall victims of gender-based violence, but within the SWIM partnership the focus is 
to strengthen protection for migrant women and girls in Europe. For the purpose of this charter it is 
important to bear in mind that men and boys are critical change agents in GBV prevention efforts3.

Victims/Survivor - the terms “victim” and “survivor” can be used interchangeably. “Victim” is a term often 
used in the legal and medical sectors. “Survivor” is the term generally preferred in the psychological and 
social support sectors because it implies resiliency. The individual should be free to decide how they 
wish to refer to themselves and may choose not to use either term. 

3 | AIM OF THE CHARTER 
The Charter is intended to be an advocacy tool to address protection from gender-based violence for 
women and girls in the asylum reception system in Europe. The intended audience are Government 
institutions of EU member states and their subsidiaries responsible for asylum reception including:

• Policy Makers 
• Social Services 
• Accommodation Providers 
• Health Providers 
• Law enforcement and criminal justice 
• Immigration System 
• Non-Governmental Organisations that are providing services to meet the needs of people affected 

by gender based violence. 

4 | OVERARCHING PRINCIPLES 
1. Women and girls themselves are agents of change and their participation must be central to service 

design and development. 

2. Measures to protect the rights of victims/survivors, shall be secured without discrimination on any 
ground such as sex, gender, race, colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, association with a national minority, property, birth, sexual  orientation, gender identity, 
age, state of health, disability, marital status, migrant or  refugee status, or other status4.

5 | STRUCTURE 
The structure of the charter is based on the ecological framework model of WHO5 and adapted for use 
in the asylum reception system setting by the SWIM project team. 

Individual and Relational Level: direct intervention to address the needs and rights of vicitms/survivors 
and facilitate recovery for individuals and groups who have experienced violence. This also includes 
relationship level with family friends, intimate partners and peers. 
Community Level: Formal and informal institutions and social structures in which the vicitms/
survivor lives and works including health care facilities; police and security structures; peer groups; 
accommodation and reception facilities. 

3https://www.unfpa.org/publications/managing-gender-based-violence-programmes-emergencies
4Article 4 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence
5https://www.who.int/violenceprevention/approach/ecology/en/
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Society Level: cultural and social norms about gender roles; attitudes towards children, women and 
men; the legal and political frameworks that govern behaviour; and attitudes towards using violence 
as means of resolving conflicts. Systems and strategies put into place to protect, respond and monitor 
when rights are breached. This is done through the enforcement of international, EU and national laws 
and instruments and through the laws that protects human rights, and especially the rights of women6.  

INDIVIDUAL AND RELATIONSHIP LEVEL  
Interventions for the individual needs to follow the survivor centred approach of safety, confidentiality; 
respect and non–discrimination. 

The principle of safety
The safety of the victims/survivor and survivor’s family have to be ensured at all times. Keeping victims/
survivors safe need to be a number one priority. Survivors of GBV are at heightened risk of ongoing 
violence (e.g. domestic violence), murder or suicide, as well as social discrimination and isolation. 
Helpers have to assess safety risks and minimize the risks for victims/survivors and their immediate 
family members.

The principle of confidentiality
Maintaining confidentiality means that information about victims/survivors should not be shared with 
others without the informed consent of the victim/survivor. This means not sharing information with 
doctors, other NGOs, co-workers, family members, the media, etc. without consent. There are certain 
exceptions to this rule that are about the absolute safety of the survivor and/or immediate family.  
Confidentiality is therefore paramount in all aspects of support. 

The principle of respect
Respect means seeing the victim/survivor as the primary actor in the situation. The wishes, rights, 
and dignity have to be respected at all times. The role of helpers is to facilitate recovery and provide 
resources for problem-solving. Victims/survivors should therefore be in control of the process and their 
wishes should determine the actions taken.

The principle of non-discrimination 
Victims/survivors of violence have to receive equal and fair treatment regardless of their age, race, 
religion, nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation or any other characteristics

1. Information should be provided and agency should be given to migrant women and girls on their right 
available in the EU. Provide awareness raising activities to migrant women and girls, men and boys. 
The activities should provide information on general rights and responsibilities, including sexual and 
reproductive rights.

2. Provide independent support from a specialist advocate able to coordinate services, including 
support through the legal process and access to justice

3. Provide psychosocial services in transit and on arrival
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6 Managing gender-based violence Programmes in emergencies e-learning companion guide, UNFPA
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COMMUNITY LEVEL 
1. Implement a standardized data collection 

2. Implement existing safeguarding policies including prevention from sexual exploitation and abuse 
internal reporting mechanisms 

3. Ensure reception centre facilities are safe of women, designed with consideration  of diversity and 
the different needs of gender-based violence

4. Train practitioners and volunteers working in the reception system, police, criminal justice, social 
welfare programmes and health care on 
• Impact and indicators of gender based violence  
• Specific risks faced by migrant women and girls 
• Barriers to disclosure and access to justice 
• The survivor centred approach 

5. Map services for survivors based on their needs and create safe referral mechanisms7 through 
formal and informal partnerships with external services including:
• physical, sexual and reproductive healthcare; 
• psychosocial and mental health services; 
• legal advice; 
• access to justice and access to financial and material resources. 

6. Provide cultural mediators and interpreters trained in GBV 

SOCIETY LEVEL 
1. Provide information to the general public on gender equality, reproductive rights and health, and the 

impact of gender based violence. 

2. Provide information/training to employers, governmental agencies and private actors 

3. Establish monitoring and control mechanisms to ensure protection standards for people in the 
asylum reception system (Directive 2013/33/EU)

4. Create multi-agency forums at national and European level to disseminate information; share and 
review the implementation of minimum standards

5. Provide specific sensitisation campaigns on gender equality, protection norms and protective 
attitudes.

6. Fund provision of independent support from a specialist advocate able to coordinate services, 
including support through the legal process and access to justice 

6 IASC, Inter-Agency Referral Form and Guidance Note, 2017, p3.
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE CHARTER

SWIM project partners formed a working group to develop the charter, with input from a range of civil 
society organisations via a targeted development workshop. In Brussels, on 2019 November 6th, a 
Round Table was organized in order to engage relevant stakeholders in the co-design of the Charter. 
Participants to this event included: Mr Pierfrancesco Majorino (Member of the European Parliament), 
European Commission Representatives (DG Justice and Consumers – Gender Equality Unit; DG Home 
Affairs – Asylum Unit), UN Women, PICUM, EPIM European Programme for Integration and Migration, 
Red Cross European Office, END FGM European Network, FEANTSA, Eurochild, GAMS Belgium, Women’s 
Lobby, European Network of Migrant Women, Medecins du Monde Belgium.

This publication was funded by the European Union’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme (2014-2020).

The content of this publication represents only the views of the author and his/her sole responsibility. The European 
Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains. 


