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The 16 Days of Activism against 

Gender Violence is an annual campaign 

to raise awareness, and to call for the end 

of gender-based violence.  
 

From 25 November (International Day for 

the Elimination of Violence against Women) 

to 10 December (International Human 

Rights Day), the world comes together to 

take action.  

 

 

Find out more about our work to 

prevent and stop gender violence: 
 

cafod.org.uk/16days 
 



Gender violence affects 

women and men, girls 

and boys, in every 

culture and society.  
 

CAFOD’s vision is a 

world where the rights 

and dignity of every 

person are respected. 

Achieving peace and 

security is a Just One 

World priority. 
 

 

 

 



Colombia: Every 14 days a 
Colombian woman is a victim
of forced “disappearance”. 
(UNIFEM 2001)

Afghanistan: Afghan women and girls 
are mostly abused by family members, 
including sexual partners (92%). 
(UNIFEM 2006)

DRC: An average of 48 women
and girls are raped every hour in
the Democratic Republic of Congo
(American Journal of Public Health
2011)

United Kingdom: 33% of girls between the
ages of 13-17 in the UK have reported
experiencing sexual violence from a partner.
(NSPCC 2009) 

Rwanda: Between 250,000 
and 500,000 women were 
raped during the genocide  
- and a decade later, 67% of 
survivors were HIV positive. 
(UN 1996)

Philippines: The number of
violence against women cases
reported to the police rose by
37.4% from 2008 to 2009. 
(Philippine Commission 2010)



 

 

 

 

 

Tackling an alarming 
trend in Afghanistan 

  
2011 research suggests 87 per 
cent of Afghan women have 
experienced domestic violence or 
forced marriage.   
  

They are more likely to be able to 
exercise their rights with support 
of male relatives. That’s why 
CAFOD supports groups who raise 
men’s awareness about women’s 
rights.  
 

Our partners have witnessed a 
drop in domestic violence rates 
when men are more aware of 
women’s rights, and begin to see 
their families benefit from women’s 
education and employment.  

These women are part of a soap-making 
business which enables them to support 
themselves and their families. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

“Women in Herat are facing a lot 
of different challenges. Owing to 
the conflicts in Afghanistan, 89 
per cent of girls don’t attend 
school.  
 

They need to be informed about 
their human rights and ways to 
participate in their communities. 
We provide information about 
women’s rights and gender-
based violence. If we support 
the women, we might solve 
family and community problems 
as well.  
 

If we carry on like this, and if an 
organisation like your 
organisation supports the 
women in Afghanistan, there is 
hope for the future.”   
 

Regional Project Manager in 
his office in Herat 



16 Days: Achieving change in Afghanistan 

  I have just visited our partners in Herat province. I have returned both inspired and distressed—a condition, I believe 
that befalls many who spend time in Afghanistan. The distress comes from hearing directly from our partner’s trainers 
about the challenges and risks they are facing when working in remote areas of Herat and the persisting levels of 
discrimination and violence that women are facing there. The inspiration comes from seeing with my own eyes how 
women who are treated with respect within their families and communities have more of a chance to live the lives they 
want—lives without violence and with an opportunity to provide for their families. 

 Grim realities  

 Habib and Samira are two trainers working for our partner who are committed to improving relations between men and 
women. Every day they travel 2-3 hours out of Herat city to form peace groups who take part in awareness-raising 
sessions on human rights and women’s rights. 

 The sessions they undertake are low profile due to the conservative perspectives many men have of women’s roles. 
These trainers know that men who are aware of the benefits of women and girls being educated, employed, healthy 
and socially active are men who will enable or even encourage them to seek such opportunities. 

 They know that these men are less likely to hit their wives or daughters and are thus willing to face the risks in 
carrying out this important work. They are proud of what they do and are committed, but they are often nervous about 
attracting the wrong kind of attention. Our partners who work to reduce rates of violence against women tell me how 
in a desperate attempt to escape domestic violence or forced marriage, women in Herat province resort to harming 
themselves in protest, including such horrifying actions as setting themselves on fire. 

 Encouraging progress 

 As our partner’s Regional Manager says, there is hope for the women of Herat.  I met with groups of women in a 
couple of different villages who are managing their own business groups in soap making (pictured), tailoring or 
baking.  In order for these women to be able to leave their homes, gather at a meeting place or market their goods, 
they likely have husbands, fathers or brothers who understand how their involvement in these groups benefits the 
entire family. 

 This is exactly the change we and our partner are hoping to achieve—moving from a high prevalence of violence 
against women toward encouraging an environment within Herat households that allows women to increase their 
knowledge, skill and connections with other women so that they can better provide for their families. 

 Video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=Cl_7dbg-b9g 

 About the Author: Jennifer McCarthy is CAFOD’s Programme Officer for Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=Cl_7dbg-b9g


 

 

 

 

Getting justice in Rwanda 
 
One million people were killed in the genocide of 1994, during 100 days of ethnic 
violence. Rape and sexual abuse were widespread. The number of people living 
with HIV and AIDS has increased as a direct result. Many women lost their 
husbands and now raise children on their own. The most vulnerable still suffer 
from trauma, isolation and extreme poverty.  
  
 
 

Our partner, the Association of 
Genocide Widows Agahozo 
(AVEGA East), offers counselling as 
well as legal and practical support, to 
help women to move on with their 
lives. AVEGA East trains women in 
basic counselling and legal skills so 
they can give support to their 
neighbours. Women trained as 
paralegals have helped hundreds of 
others to gain justice in court for 
genocide crimes, including murder of 
loved ones, rape and theft.  

Widows from Musha, who are rebuilding 
their lives with help from AVEGA East 



“There’s a feeling we should 
have overcome the 
genocide by now. But 
trauma is not a skin wound, 
it’s a brain wound – it’s 
suffering felt deep inside.  
 

To heal trauma is not about 
bandages. It’s about 
rebuilding hope and dignity. 
It’s about reconciling people 
who live next door to those 
who murdered their loved 
ones. How can you put a 
time limit on this?” 
 

 

 

Simon Nsabiyeze, CAFOD’s former 
programme officer in Rwanda, talking to a 
woman from Musha 
 



16 days: Life after trauma in Rwanda 
  Most of the NGOs based in Rwanda aren‟t interested in funding trauma work for genocide survivors. People 

are concerned only when a crisis is happening, or about particularly „hot‟ issues like HIV and AIDS. I think 
that‟s because it‟s difficult to see the direct impact of trauma healing work.  

 People went through a brutal period of conflict. You have to help them reintegrate, and meet the 
former perpetrators. It‟s progressive work – you can‟t make someone forgive but you can create the right 
conditions for forgiveness. If someone‟s family has been wiped out, you can‟t bring them back. But you can 
help to improve their living conditions, renew their confidence and help them understand that life is still 
possible. Creating decent living conditions is vital – it‟s one of the basic aspects of reconciliation. If you‟re 
living next door to someone who killed your family and they are living a better life than you, it feels unjust. 

 Our programme works on trauma in many different ways, including access to justice, house rehabilitation, 
education for children, and promoting peace and reconciliation. I am a Rwandan. Having local staff is one of 
CAFOD‟s great strengths. As local people, we understand, we can integrate. CAFOD started work just after 
the genocide. We work to strengthen organisations and listens to Rwandese voices – we don‟t dictate. 

 If you want to promote unity and reconciliation you must work with perpetrators as well as survivors. The 
church helps everybody, regardless of their history. If you reinforce people to focus on themselves and their 
groups, you reinforce the divide. We bring groups together in church. Before, people would pray together 
but they weren‟t sharing emotions, they didn‟t have peace in their minds. Now people are sitting together, 
sharing food together, sharing problems. 

 Responding to additional needs, not only trauma, is so important. You can counsel someone but at the end 
of the session they might have to sleep rough because they are homeless. Or we might do group counselling 
with a woman who says: “thanks for your help but I have five children who don‟t go to school. What can I 
do?” 

 In the last five years, our partners have been able to respond to some of these needs. They have gained 
confidence and we are reaching more people than ever before. People in Rwanda are regaining hope. 
They‟re saying “I need to get on with life, I need to start a business”. Today you see widows who want to 
get involved in group associations. They understand that engaging in a CAFOD project, is engaging in a „life‟ 
project. They see a future ahead. 

 Simon Nsabiyeze, Psycho-social Programme Officer, talked to Sarah Davison  

 



Reporting the truth in Colombia 
  
Colombia has suffered nearly 50 years of armed conflict involving the army, 
leftist guerrillas and right wing paramilitary groups. The civilian population is 
caught in the crossfire, with millions affected by displacement and human 
rights abuses. As a result, Colombia is one of the world’s most dangerous 
places to be a journalist. But reporting the truth is vital to stop the violence 
and achieve justice for victims.  
  

Our Jesuit partner, the Centre for  
Investigation and Popular  
Education (CINEP), gives journalists 
funding and support to help them 
write about the conflict.  
Reporters publish under the group’s 
name to ensure their safety.  
CINEP also uses the arts - including  
graffiti, rap and dance – to promote 
a message of peace amongst  
young people. 

César López (right), musician and social worker 

for CINEP, with his band-mate Alexander 
Sánchez and his gun-guitar 



“I have been kidnapped, I have been the target of death threats  
– I am lucky to be alive. But when I go back to Colombia I don’t 
know if I will be able to hold myself back from human rights 
journalism. I am motivated by helping Colombians. I am 
motivated by telling the truth and seeing justice done. I am 
motivated by the hope that one day the conflict will end.” 
  
 
 

Mary Luz Avendaño, currently living in exile, is a human 
rights journalist and coordinator of CINEP’s ‘reporters’ 
project. In October 2011, she won first prize for her 
media work in One World Action’s campaign: One 
Hundred (Unseen) Powerful Women Who Change the 
World 
 



16 Days: Marching against violence 
in Colombia 

  In Colombia the 50 year armed conflict continues to disproportionately 
affect women. Armed actors on all sides – the security forces, 
paramilitaries, and the guerrilla – have sexually abused and exploited 
women. Women are targeted to sow terror within communities to gain 
control of the area; to force people to flee their homes and abandon their 
land; to punish the community for links with the enemy or for sexual 
exploitation. 

 In southern Colombia, a traditional stronghold of the FARC guerrillas, 
CAFOD’s church partner, Pastoral Social San Vicente  de Caguán is 
bringing together women to raise awareness of their rights and to speak 
out against violence against women in the armed conflict and in their 
homes. Pastoral Social is the only organisation that is able to reach some 
of the communities most affected by the armed conflict, making their work 
even more important. 

 Video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RZGlR5kh4FU&feature=player_embedded 

 About the Author: Barbara Davies is CAFOD’s Programme Officer for Colombia and 
Peru.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RZGlR5kh4FU&feature=player_embedded
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RZGlR5kh4FU&feature=player_embedded


Healing wounds in DRC 
  
Sexual violence has become a weapon 
of war in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC). As a result, hundreds of 
children grow up without family, 
identity, nationality or education. 
Women, as well as children, are being 
stigmatised, rejected, and excluded 
from society.  
  

Our partner, the Justice and Peace 
Commission (CDJP), is helping 
women in hard-hit areas of eastern 
DRC to overcome the trauma of sexual 
violence. CDJP operates special 
‘listening rooms’ which offer 
counselling and social support. CDJP 
also provides medical and legal support 
and helps women make a living. This 
work is healing the physical and 
psychological wounds of war and 
allowing women and children to return 
to their families and communities.  
  
  

Women in a listening centre in 
eastern DRC 



“Two men raped me in 
front of my husband. I 
was taken to the forest 
and for three days I was 
raped by many men. 
  

Take our stories and tell 
everyone what is 
happening here. The 
world thinks it knows – 
but it doesn’t know. This 
isn’t a story of the war, 
this is our lives now. If 
the world is bored with 
the story then they have 
forgotten how to be 
human.” 

Feza from Mwanda, Bukavu 

  
 



16 Days: Talking and listening is healing 
in DRC 
  Despite the war – one of the deadliest conflicts since World War II – officially ending in 
2003, the eastern part of DRC still remains very unstable. Since the genocide in 
neighbouring Rwanda in 1994, rape has been used more and more by rebel groups as 
a weapon of war. It is not so much an opportunistic act but rather a deliberate tactic 
used to destroy families and communities. 

 Today DRC and particularly the eastern part is known as the rape capital of the world 
with an average of 40 females being raped every day – victims range from young 
children to elderly women. Attacks are so brutal that some victims are left with 
permanent damage to their digestive and reproductive systems. Many women are also 
infected with HIV and fall pregnant. 

 Victims of sexual violence receive no help from the government and are unable to gain 
access to legal or medical care. In addition, trauma from these violent crimes destroys 
community and family life and many women are ostracized from their communities or 
rejected by their husbands and families who cannot deal with the shame. In other 
words, victims of sexual violence, are left to fend for themselves as well as deal with 
the trauma from a harrowing experience. 

 CAFOD is working in partnership with the Catholic Church in DRC to provide a strong 
network of support for victims of sexual violence. With our church partners, we 
decided to include income generating activities to support these courageous women to 
produce and restart taking care of their families. 191 women benefited from the first 
round of the programme last year. 

 



 In the eastern part of the country (Bukavu, Bunia and Kasongo), we are also funding 

Commission Diocesaine Justice et Paix (CDJP) to fight sexual violence. CDJP have 6 
listening centres in Bukavu, 2 listening centres in Bunia and 3 listening centres in 
Kasongo. From here victims of sexual violence are able to access legal assistance and 
counselling to deal with their trauma – services which otherwise they may never 
receive. Another important aspect of CDJP’s work is their family mediation activities, 
during which men are encouraged to reconcile with and support their wife in the 
aftermath of her brutal attack. 

 Therese Mema Mapenzi, who works for our partner CDJP Bukavu says, “In our 
surroundings, for a woman to manage to say that she has been raped is a work that 
takes a lot of time. Many women hide themselves because of fear of being stigmatised 
by members of the community.” 

 In the last 3 years the listening centres have offered counselling to more than 6622 
women. Last year, it became clear that children who were born from rape were also 
experiencing their own problems. As they are not recognised as Congolese they have 
suffered exclusion from family and community life as well as not being eligible for 
schooling. With CAFOD’s funding, CDJP has managed to register 182 children as 
Congolese which means they can grow up and participate in community life in a more 
meaningful way. 

 About the Author: Vanessa Chang is CAFOD’s Africa Liaison Administration 
Officer for DRC, Rwanda, Burundi and Niger. 

 



Peace for the Philippines 
  

Many people have been killed or 
displaced as a result of fighting 
between the government and rebels 
in Mindanao, southern Philippines.  
  

To stop the violence, our partner 
ECOWEB helps families resolve land 
conflicts and teaches peace through 
innovative methods including sport, 
film and history. ECOWEB also gives 
trauma counselling to people who 
have been caught up in the violence, 
and helps them earn a living. 
Thanks to this support, rates of 
domestic violence are falling and 
families affected by violence are 
getting on with their lives.  
 

ECOWEB is helping around 200 families 
involved in cases of land conflict. Communities 
living in volatile areas are protected by armed 
guards while the organisation works to ensure 
fair distribution of land.  

 

  
 



“A home is like a 
garden where seeds of 
peace and security are 
planted. Like a plant 
that needs nurturing 
hands, men and 
women, boys and girls 
all need continuous 
sensitisation. Like the 
fertile soil, water, air, 
and sunlight that 
support a plant’s 
growth, supportive 
policies and structures 
are needed to end 
violence against 
women. Only then 
peace could reign in 
every woman’s heart; 
and like a light it may 
then radiate to 
everyone in the home, 
community, society 
and the world.”  
 

Ecoweb’s Project Coordinator Nanette (right) 
leads dialogue activities for Lumbac conflict  
resolution 
 



16 days: tackling gender violence in the 
Philippines 
 

 For the 16 Days of Activism campaign, CAFOD’s Clodagh Byrne interviewed ECOWEB, 
our partner in the Philippines, about the effects sexual and gender-based violence 
have on the whole community.  

 CB: Can you explain the types of violence you come across in the communities you 
work with? How does this impact on women and girls? 

 Between 2008 and 2011, 63 cases of abuse against women were documented by a 
local women’s organisation, Paglingkawas, in the municipality of Kauswagan. The 
violence takes the form of economic, sexual, physical and psychological abuse, to 
name a few. One woman was so brutally abused by her husband that she died. 

 Many cases have been referred to the authorities. But sometimes no legal case is filed 
because of fear of the abuser. In the municipality of Kolambugan, our field staff 
documented several incidents of physical abuse. They included abuse by husband to 
wife, brother to younger sister, and men to other women in the community. The men 
are usually drunk when they commit these acts. A recent case in which an older 
brother was abusing his younger sister resulted in him being imprisoned, but in 
another incident, where a man seriously wounded a woman with a chopping knife, no 
legal case was filed because of fear. 

 Among the Maranaos, an Islamic tribe on the island of Mindanao, the effect of 
violence on women and children is more indirect, but just as real. Women are being 
widowed because their husbands are killed in clan feuds and armed conflict. They 
have to take on the responsibility of single-handedly supporting the children left 
behind. 



 CB: Do you see any link between militarism and violence against women in the 
communities you work with? Have you any experience in your communities of how 
militarism has increased violence against women? 

 Where they are stationed in a community, we do find cases of military men (who are 
mostly married) establishing relationships with the local women. It’s possible that 
many of these relationships are consensual, but some community members feel they 
are exploitative because of the power the military have. 

 Women in conflict-affected areas are often vulnerable to these men in uniform. A 
number of women who have had personal relationships with soldiers assigned in their 
areas have complained that they have been abused by them – psychologically, 
verbally, economically and physically. Some women become pregnant, only to find 
their children are then neglected by the fathers. Some cases have led to women being 
abandoned or forced to terminate pregnancies, and children who are born from these 
relationships are often abandoned. 

 But it’s a difficult situation, because in the Maranao community, the presence of 
military is also seen as a deterrent against people taking up arms against the 
community, especially where there are clan feuds. 

 CB: Are small arms common in your communities? If so, why, and what’s the impact 
of this? 

 Yes, especially in communities affected or threatened by armed conflict. Because 
when people, especially men, feel insecure, they tend to keep unlicensed small arms. 
And there are cases where these small arms have been used to perpetrate domestic 
violence. This is made worse by alcoholism in some communities, and is more likely in 
conflict areas where men are joining the paramilitary groups. 



 The proliferation of small arms has led to an increase in banditry. Women and children 
tend to get caught in the crossfire and can be harmed if they get in the way of 
bandits. In one of the communities we work with, women and children were held 
hostage by a bandit group rustling cattle. A recent incident in Tacub, Kauswagan also 
resulted in a young boy, who had access to a firearm, killing a bandit he witnessed 
killing his father. 

 CB: Have you seen any political violence or intimidation of women, before, during or 
post elections? 

 Prior to and during elections, it is a common practice of politicians to intimidate or 
bribe people, especially those they’re not sure will vote for them. People in the 
community often vote because of fear and money. 

 There are also a number of men in power who are abusive. This we see in some of our 
partner communities. Because they have guns, they can intimidate and even do 
physical harm to their wives and other women in the community. Rampant alcoholism 
has made the situation worse. 

 CB: Are there any solutions to this violence? 

 There are means to address the violence. We make sure gender and peace-building 
concerns are an integral part of all ECOWEB programs. Gender-based violence is one 
of the issues discussed in our community-building activities, especially among women. 

 ECOWEB works with local communities to promote peace and give women a voice. 
ECOWEB also supports initiatives of other organisations addressing these issues at 
local and national level. For example, we partner the Paglingkawas women’s 
organisation, who introduced a self-help initiative, encouraging women to help other 
women in their communities who have experienced violence and abuse.  

 

 



 In the wider Philippine context, there are already laws in place that protect women 
and children’s rights. With more education, more women can be made aware of their 
rights. But because of a lack of access to community-based assistance, and more 
importantly because of fear and dependency on men to support their children, women 
still suffer abuse. We need more support facilities for abused women and children. 

 International pressure will surely have a great impact in tackling violence against 
women, children and men as well. A stronger international lobby would hold the 
government to its responsibility to follow international agreements. But without 
international support, local and community initiatives become difficult to sustain. And 
in our experience, these initiatives are hugely important. 

  

 



 

 

Standing tall 
 

Standing tall, 

strong and determined, 

stretching out a hand 

to those around her. 
 

Lightening their load, 

giving them hope, 

dignity and future. 
 

Building a community 

where all are welcome, 

all are valued, 

all are able to live life to the full. 
 

She is so many women, 

throughout the world, 

unnoticed, unrecognised, 

transforming lives. 
 

God of all, bless and keep her 

and inspire us to reach out to others, 

as she does, 

so that all people may flourish. 
 

Amen. 

 
Catherine Gorman/CAFOD 


