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Violence Against Women Hurts Us All . . .

Act Now – END Violence Against Women

- Collective Campaign to End Gender-based Violence in Sri Lanka -

Working together collectively to end gender-based violence is a main function of the GBV Forum, which was set up on August 24th 2005. Since then greater coordination, understanding and sharing of resources among GBV actors has enabled the Forum to reach all parts of Sri Lanka with a call to end gender-based violence. This year too the GBV Forum, spoke out as a collective against gender-based violence during the 16 days of Activism Against Gender-Based Violence, which began on 25th November, the UN designated International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women. The 16 days of activism is an international campaign which is commemorated annually world over and in Sri Lanka to end gender-based violence (GBV). The campaign goes on till 10th December, International Human Rights Day thereby symbolically linking that violence against women is a violation of human rights.  
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This year the GBV Forum’s campaign to end gender-based violence in Sri Lanka used modes of public transport namely buses and trishaws to give greater visibility and voice to end a largely hidden problem of violence against women. A total of 19 buses island-wide were branded in Sinhala, Tamil and English with a message “Violence against women hurts us all…Act Now – End violence against women.” Stickers in purple and gold with the same message were pasted inside the buses and on trishaws. A media campaign of men speaking against violence against women was also broadcast on TV and radio during the 16-day period. 
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The campaign was launched on 25th November 2008, the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women and the beginning of the 16 days of activism against gender-based violence (25th November – 10th December) at the Bandaranaike Centre for International Studies (BCIS), Colombo. The guest speakers were Prof. Savithri Goonesekere and Dr. Wijaya Jayatilleke who highlighted the situation of gender-based violence in Sri Lanka and identified gaps for further action by the State, and non-state actors such as NGOs. They commended the collective action taken by the GBV Forum and inspired those gathered to actively work to end violence against women.   

The GBV Forum in Sri Lanka consists of key Government, Non-government, United Nations, International NGOs and bilateral agencies that have programs/ projects throughout the year addressing gender-based violence. The GBV Forum brings together key actors from these sectors to share information, network, advocate and collaborate to end gender-based violence. The Chair of the GBV Forum since its inception is the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), which was instrumental in initiating the GBV Forum. Gender-based violence can be defined as;  

“violence that is directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately. It includes acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of liberty.” 

“Gender-based violence, which impairs or nullifies the enjoyment by women of human rights and fundamental freedoms under general international law or under human rights conventions, is discrimination within the meaning of article 1 of the Convention.”  (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, General Recommendation No. 19, para 6 & 7, llth session, 1992)
Whilst the term gender-based violence includes violence against women and men, most of the victims are women. This is a reality not only in Sri Lanka but in many parts of the world. In Sri Lanka the most prevalent types of violence against women are rape, domestic violence, sexual harassment, sexual violence, forced prostitution and trafficking. These crimes are not particular to a certain region or locality, but are widespread and cuts across class, race, religion, ethnicity, etc. In many cases these violations are hidden, this is especially true of domestic violence.

The Campaign – reach and impact  
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This was the forth year, the Sri Lanka based GBV Forum had a collective campaign to end  violence against women during the 16 days of activism against gender-based violence. The 2008 campaign had two key target areas – public places and individual homes. The branded buses painted in purple and gold ply roads that pass through many public places in urban and rural areas, conflict and tsunami areas, coastal and plantation areas. Buses from different geo-locations in Sri Lanka were selected in order to have an island-wide reach. Buses from Colombo, Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Ampara, Galle, Kalutara, Matugama, Kandy, Nuwara Eliya, Puttlam, Negombo, Gampaha and Panadura have been branded with a message to end violence against women. A Help Line number 011-4718585 is also painted on all buses for anyone who requires assistance to address their situation of violence, harassment or abuse. 
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Public transport is an area where many women face harassment, abuse (including verbal/ sexual abuse) and violence. By branding buses with a social message “to end violence against women” a very strong message was brought to the public arena that ‘violence against women was not tolerated’. Women and the general public at large were given a reason to ‘speak out’ and ‘act’ to end violence against women in our society. Furthermore as the buses are branded for one year the message to end violence against women is carried over a longer period of time and beyond the 16 days of activism. Hence the campaign is expected to have a greater impact when compared to the previous GBV Forum campaigns. By placing the message to end violence against women in public places, the GBV Forum has sought to give ‘public priority’ to end the crime of violence against women.

Stickers with the help line and the same message as the buses were also used to build greater awareness among the general public to end violence against women. Stickers were pasted inside buses, on trishaws and pasted in public places such as trade union offices in the plantations, hospitals and other district level offices. This was done individually by each GBV Forum member agency through its networks. 
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The need to sensitize bus drivers and conductors to be change agents in ending violence against women was considered an important aspect of the GBV Forum campaign. Hence two discussion workshops on gender sensitization were held for bus drivers, bus conductors and bus owners of the 19 buses that were branded during the time the buses were being painted. The workshop in Colombo was held on 23rd November 2008 at Janaki Hotel and was conducted by Dr. Wijaya Jayatilleke and Ms. Ramani Jayasundere. The workshop in Habarana was held on 29th November 2008 at Chaya Village Hotel and was conducted by Mr. V. Weerasingham and Ms.
Ayesha Moremada. The workshop consisted of lively discussions and debates which began by identifying vulnerable groups that use public transport. At both workshops women and especially school girls were found to be the most vulnerable. The recommendations that were made by the workshop participants offered building blocks for a code of conduct for bus drivers, conductors and bus owners. From feedback received, we were informed that the bus drivers, conductors and bus owners valued the lessons learnt at the workshop as they had never attended a discussion of this nature.   
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Reaching individual homes was the target group of the re-broadcast of the 16 thirty second spots of men/ boys speaking against violence against women on TV and radio. The TV and radio spots were produced as part of last year’s GBV Forum campaign. The theme of the 2007 GBV Forum media campaign was that Men too can make a difference. Say ‘NO’ to violence against women.  The re-[image: image16.jpg]


broadcast was aired on all leading TV and radio channels during the 16 days of activism. The Help Line managed by Women In Need was displayed on all thirty second spots. Some of the men who were part of this campaign include cricketers Kumara Sangakkara and Jehan Mubarak, Singers/ Song writers Bhatiya and Santush, actor Roshan Ranawana, artist Chandraguptha Thennuwara, diplomat Jayantha Dhanapala among others. 
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The GBV Forum was able to secure sponsorship/ discounted prices to broadcast the 16 TV and radio messages. MTV /MBC network gave the GBV Forum full media sponsorship and the 16 media spots were broadcast on Channel 1 MTV, Sirasa TV, Shakti TV (which are TV channels) and Sirasa FM, Shakti FM, Y FM and Yes FM (radio stations) free of charge. The GBV Forum negotiated discounted prices with other television and some radio stations that have an island reach. The 16 TV spots were placed on Rupavahini, ITN, Channel Eye, Swarnavahini and Derana TV. The radio spots were placed on SLBC, Shree FM, Sooriyan, Hiru FM. Attention was given to place the media spots on programs viewed by men such as the early morning news and evening programs. 
During the 16 days of activism the GBV Forum members appeared also on television talk shows, on programs such as Good Morning Sri Lanka on Channel 1 MTV, Sirasa TV, Shakti TV, Derana TV and ITN. These talk shows were provided free of charge to the GBV Forum. Following the talk shows the help line received many calls by people who wanted to discuss their problems of violence and abuse. 

In order to build greater awareness that a life free from violence is possible for all women and men supplements were placed on all daily newspapers by the GBV Forum on 25th November 2008, the International Day for the Elimination Violence Against Women. The supplements were in all three languages and were placed in all English Daily newspapers such as Daily News, Daily Mirror and Island. Sinhala Daily Newspapers include Lankadeepa, Dinamina, Divayinna and Tamil daily newspapers include Thinkural, Veerakesari and Thinakaran. The response by the general public to find out more details of joining the GBV Forum or to get more information on gender-based violence was unprecedented. The Help line which was also featured in the supplements also received many calls, after the supplements were placed in all daily newspapers.  

Lessons Learnt and Future Challenges  

As a result of the joint efforts by different agencies to end gender-based violence in Sri Lanka the Help Line which is maintained by Women In Need has received an increased number of telephone calls from persons who are experiencing some form of violence, abuse or harassment in their day to day lives. According to feedback WIN has taken up several cases of victims that accessed their centers for assistance. Collective action to end violence against women is the responsibility of everyone, just as a life free from violence is a basic human right for us all. 

The challenge of ending violence against women and gender-based violence continues as a priority for all GBV Forum members who while acknowledging the collective action of the GBV Forum during the 16 days of activism, understand that this effort was one of many initiatives to build awareness and understanding. The challenge is to continue to collaborate and sustain the collective commitment to end gender-based violence in Sri Lanka. The GBV Forum has matured in the last four years and is ready to take on the challenge of long-term sustained intervention throughout the year (and not only during the 16 days) to end gender-based violence. 
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