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Good afternoon.

It is great to be here in the heart of Europe to strengthen the national and international response to sexual violence in conflict situations.

I would like to thank the Government of Belgium and Armand De Decker, Minister of Development Cooperation, and his colleagues, and also the European Commission for sponsoring this important symposium. 
Belgium is a leader in responding to sexual violence in conflict. It funded the first ever national programme to address this critical issue, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. On behalf of UNFPA I would like thank you for your generous support to this comprehensive four-year programme that involves many partners—governments, the UN system sister agencies, non-governmental organizations and civil society—and addresses health care, social support, security and legal redress.
All in all, we have more than 200 people gathered here for this International Symposium to share our experiences in working to prevent and respond to sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict settings. 
We will hear reports and presentations from countries as diverse as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Central African Republic, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Haiti, Liberia, Mozambique, Palestine, Sri Lanka, and Sudan.
Together, we will chart ways to take the responses to the next level. We hope to come up with a call to action that responds to real needs and the reality on the ground and generates increased support to meet these needs and address these violations of human rights.

The main reason we are having this Symposium is because the responses so far have been grossly inadequate compared to the magnitude of the problem and we need to raise awareness and commitment so that the response is commensurate to the need.
Data show the numbers of women and children that are sexually assaulted and abused during and after conflict are alarming: 

· Some 40,000 cases of war related rape were reported during the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
· 39 per cent of women surveyed in Rwanda reported being raped and in one study, 67 percent, or two in three women who were raped were HIV positive. 
· In Sierra Leone, an estimated 50,000 to 64,000 internally displaced women may have been sexually victimized during the war.
There are many more statistics like this. They are contained in a briefing paper prepared for the Symposium. I encourage you to read it: Sexual Violence Against Women and Girls in War and Its Aftermath: Realities, Responses and Required Resources.
The point is that behind each statistic is a human being, a woman who needs support to heal and reintegrate into her family, community and nation. Many of these survivors are subjected to discrimination and stigma, which compounds their suffering.
The stories are heartbreaking and we must scale up the responses so women do not feel their cries for support are cries in the wilderness. 

A survivor of rape and the genocide in Rwanda said: “We survivors are broken hearted. We live in a situation which overwhelms us. Our wounds become deeper every day.”

In Darfur, some rape victims have reportedly been arrested for so-called “illegal” pregnancies.

A Congolese mother walked into her house to find a paramilitary soldier raping her 10-month old baby.

In other cases, women and girls are abducted by soldiers to serve as sexual slaves.

And in some cases, women and girls are abused in the very places they have sought refuge—in or nearby refugee and displaced persons’ camps.  

While historically, sexual violence against women in conflict has been ignored and considered a marginal concern, for the women who undergo this crime, it cuts to the very core of their existence. 
A growing body of evidence confirms that sexual violence has grave consequences for women’s physical, sexual and reproductive, and mental health, as well as implications for the health and well-being of families and communities.

It is wrong to think of these women just as victims because they are survivors. They need support to heal so they can contribute to the healing of their families, communities and nations. They are part of the solution, which must be built on a foundation of human rights and justice.

It is clear that the world and individual governments must do more to prevent and respond to these serious human rights violations and crimes which constitute a global health problem and a serious threat to development, reconstruction and peace.
As long as women continue to be violated with impunity, there is little chance of lasting peace, justice and reconciliation.
I would like to conclude my remarks by thanking all of you for coming to this press conference, and to the Symposium.

Given what we already know and will learn during the next few days, we have a responsibility to act and to generate greater support to prevent and respond to sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict settings. 
An effective response cuts across sectors and involves meeting health care needs, providing psychosocial support, and providing legal recourse and justice to offenders. Women and girls must be given the support they need to be active agents in the protection of their rights.

Thank you.

Country Highlights

DRC

· We have people here from the medical community who are taking care of survivors. This is important because the damage done to women’s health is absolutely devastating.

· Training has been provided to the judiciary. Some cases have been prosecuted.

COLOMBIA

· We have with us a Navy Admiral from Colombia who is helping to train and sensitize soldiers to help prevent and respond to cases of sexual violence.

SRI LANKA

· We will hear about efforts from Sri Lanka where people are collecting data on the prevalence of sexual violence for better targeting of assistance to survivors.

RWANDA

· We have a police officer here who will talk about follow-up to cases and the process of investigation and prosecution.

LIBERIA

· We have the founder of the Association of Female Lawyers of Liberia, which helped to draft and pass a tough new law on rape that offers a strong framework for justice and support.
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