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FOREWORD
“Gender equality and women’s rights are essential to
getting through this pandemic together, to recovering
faster, and to building a better future for everyone.”
These words of the United Nations Secretary-General are
a strong reminder that our collective quest to achieve
gender equality is a critical precondition to solving
all types of global problems, including COVID-19, in a
manner that leaves no one behind.
Access to justice is an essential ingredient of gender
equality and it cannot be denied any woman or girl
during this time of crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic has
highlighted the need to examine the impact of the
crisis through a gender lens – from how lockdowns
and stay at home orders can impinge on the rights
of women, including increasing the risks of gender
based violence – to the economic impact of the crisis
on women who are more likely to work in the informal
sector and are disproportionately impacted by the
economic consequences. In broader terms, the rule
of law and access to justice remains the foundation
through which people are able to uphold their rights,
seek redress for grievances, and protect those who
are most at risk of being left behind, regardless of the
necessities of our time.
We celebrate the frontline healthcare workers, who are
predominantly women, for their dedication and commitment to fight this common cause. At the same time,
we need to ensure that even when justice systems are
under stress, access to justice and accountability for
violations of fundamental rights cannot be undermined.
They should be part of the essential services that need
to continue to function in times of crisis.

It is on this basis that we are pleased to present this
publication, Justice for Women Amidst COVID-19. Albeit
based on limited data, it presents a global synthesis of
the state of justice systems in connection with women’s
justice needs, ongoing initiatives as well as policy recommendations to address deficits in justice delivery during
this critical period. Placing a gender lens on justice impacts,
the report documents major threats to women’s lives
and livelihoods associated with COVID-19 – namely,
curtailed access to justice institutions, rising intimate
partner violence, hazards to women’s rights to sexual
and reproductive health, growing injustice for workers,
discriminatory laws and lack of legal identity, as well as
repercussions on forcibly displaced women and those
deprived of their liberty.
This publication may be used as a companion piece to an
earlier publication, Justice for Women (2019). It presents
a comprehensive overview of the challenges and opportunities that women face in their quest for justice
in the context of both Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) 5 on gender equality and women’s empowerment
and SDG 16 on peaceful, just and inclusive societies.
It contextualizes them in the current situation where
countries and communities are seeking to address the
heightened challenges presented by the COVID-19 crisis
and recover from its devastating effects.
We anticipate that this assessment will help raise awareness of the gender-related impacts of the pandemic. We
hope that the policy recommendations will be adopted
or adapted by stakeholders across different legal systems
to help build back better – towards a brighter future
that protects and advances the human rights of all
women and girls.
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Executive Director
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Director-General
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Administrator
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The COVID-19 pandemic has created a global emergency of multiple dimensions. In the several weeks
since the pandemic has exploded around the world,
a multitude of repercussions are emerging – beyond
the threats to life and health associated with the
virus itself. The urgent need to contain and mitigate
COVID-19 has brought unprecedented disruption to the
ways that people live and work, with most countries
having introduced some form of social distancing,
lockdowns, and quarantines.
Prior to the COVID-19 global crisis, 2020 was expected
to be a year for reviewing achievements and accelerating progress in the implementation of the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action 25 years since its
adoption and 20 years since adopting UN Security
Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security.
There is now major concern that COVID-19 and its impact will push back fragile progress on gender equality,
including slowing progress in reversing discriminatory
laws, the enactment of new laws, the implementation
of existing legislation and broader progress needed to
achieving justice for all.
This rapid assessment builds on what we know about
women’s existing justice needs as documented in an
earlier Justice for Women report (2019). It examines
the impacts of COVID-19, policy responses and outlines
policy recommendations for the period ahead.
Using a gender lens, the report documents major
threats to women’s lives and livelihoods associated with
COVID-19 – namely, curtailed access to justice institutions, rising intimate partner violence (IPV), threats
to women’s rights to sexual and reproductive health,
growing injustice for workers, discriminatory laws and
lack of legal identity, as well as repercussions on forcibly
displaced women and those deprived of their liberty.
An adequate response requires informed, as well as
inclusive action. Around the world, innovative interventions are emerging on the parts of states and non-state
actors, including efforts to:
• Prevent and respond to Intimate Partner Violence.
Multiple innovative platforms have emerged during

the COVID crisis to prevent and respond to IPV. Some
use existing programs, like WhatsApp, while others
have developed new free applications or instant
messaging. Some aim at raising awareness, while
others are connected to emergency and support
services. There is a range of innovative solutions to
offer direct help to victims through helplines and
emergency services that do not require cell phones
and internet access. Some countries have also taken
steps to ensure access to the courts through virtual
means and continued protection through extension
of judicial orders.
• Address legal and other disadvantages for poor and
marginalized women. A welcome innovation in this
unique crisis is that several governments around the
world are providing emergency assistance regardless
of people’s previous entitlements. Therefore, while
some women who were in informal employment or
out of the workforce are normally at an enormous
disadvantage in terms of benefits eligibility, they may
be receiving benefits regardless of their former job
status.
• Support collective action of women and women’s organizations. Grassroots justice actors such as unions of
informal sector workers, civil society justice defenders,
community-based paralegals, public-interest lawyers,
human rights activists, and other community leaders
are playing active roles in many settings.
Building on the Call to Action of the Justice for Women
report and other sources, this report outlines ten policy
recommendations to safeguard women’s right to access
justice during this crisis:
1. Recalibrate justice delivery: There is need to ensure
that justice institutions are fully responsive to the
rights and needs of all population groups during this
period of crisis. One example can be drawn from the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
and the United Nations Development Programme’s
(UNDP) Guidance Note on “Ensuring Access to Justice
in the Context of COVID-19”. The emphasis is on
preparation, response, and recovery, through actions
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such as business continuity, establishing criteria for
prioritization of cases, while addressing the gender
justice gap by mainstreaming gender and designing
targeted interventions for women.
2. Rights holders and duty bearers must be protected. Encapsulating the recommendations of the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women, the UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences
and the UN Special Rapporteur on the independence
of judges and lawyers, this two-pronged solution
includes attention to safe spaces, hotlines and instituting urgent judicial orders, especially for serious
crimes such as domestic violence, as well as supporting justice staff to perform their duties.1
3. Substitute full trials with interim orders: Interim
orders can be used to ensure the immediate safety
and well-being of women and children. Examples of
relevant interim judicial orders include protection orders, restraining orders, orders for child maintenance
and/or custody, injunctions against evicting widows
and children from family or matrimonial accommodation and orders nullifying and/or preventing the
marriage of a child.
4. Protect women deprived of their liberty: Promote
the use of non-custodial measures in appropriate
cases and ensure the health and safety of women
who need to stay in prison. To reduce overcrowding, pregnant women, women in prison with their
children, pre-trial detainees, elderly women, those
with underlying health conditions, those detained
for low-risk offences and with less than 12 months to
serve on their sentence should be released on a case
by case basis, accompanied by effective economic
recovery and social welfare services.2
5. Keep the repeal of discriminatory laws on track:
Efforts should be made to use appropriate technology and social distancing to continue parliamentary
business related to repealing discriminatory laws,3
with emphasis on prioritizing those which can
worsen the already existing precarious situation
of women and girls as a result of the pandemic.
Discriminatory laws or provisions which should be
considered for immediate review and repeal during
this period of COVID-19 include statutory provisions

which sanction child marriage, laws which prevent
women from passing on their nationality to their
spouses and/or children and those which deprive
widows and/or children of the right to inherit and
protection from eviction and abuse.
6. Include women as decision makers: Women judges,
police, prosecutors, lawyers and legal aid providers,
and associations of women working in the justice
sector play an important role in shaping the justice
for all agenda.4 It is therefore critical to boost levels of
women’s participation in justice delivery to promote
its transformational potential and the essence of
equality before the law.
7. Partner with customary and informal justice systems:
Given the long-term impacts of the pandemic on
the ability of formal courts to respond to women’s
justice needs, more attention should be paid to
enhancing the ability of customary and informal
justice systems to fill the justice gap. IDLO’s forthcoming paper on “Navigating Complex Pathways
to Justice: Women and Customary and Informal
Justice” provides insights into methodologies for
strategic engagement with such systems.5
8. Address the digital divide and explore alternatives:
While technology is playing a transformative role
in women’s access to justice, a prior digital gender
gap is deepening and manifesting as a cause and
consequence of gender inequality. Addressing this
will require policies and programmes that aim to
make technology more accessible to poor women
and ensuring alternative routes to access justice for
those who are digitally excluded. Community based
paralegal organizations play an important role in
addressing these needs and gaps by broadening
knowledge of law and recourse to justice among
such women.
9. Sharpen the leave no one behind agenda:
Overcoming legal disadvantages for poor and
marginalized women requires targeted legal
empowerment policies and programs. Accessing
legal aid can enable poor people to seek justice that
would otherwise be out of reach.6 Such services
should be advertised extensively – in public but
also on TV, social media, public service announcements – so that women and their families know
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about them. This also suggests a strong role for
women’s organizations, which are often part of
strategic legal and justice networks in low and
middle-income countries.
10. Invest in data and monitoring and evidence-based
policies: It is critical to ensure that relevant data is
collected for purposes of informed decision-making.
As underlined in a recent briefing of The Pathfinders
on “Justice in a Pandemic”, this crisis is moving at

lightning speed, and to be effective, justice leaders
need timely access to relevant data and evidence
on the extent to which all population groups are
resolving their justice issues.7 Across the board,
it is important to collect sex-disaggregated data
to understand the social and economic as well as
legal impacts of the pandemic on women and girls
at national and sub-national levels.
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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic has created a global emergency of multiple dimensions. Most national
governments have adopted extraordinary measures to protect their citizens and overcome
the pandemic. At the time of writing, an estimated 3.1 million people have been infected and
nearly 300,000 have died.8 Some estimates show that 162 countries have instituted either full
or partial lockdowns, affecting billions of people.9
Prior to the COVID-19 global crisis, 2020 was expected
to be a year for reviewing achievements and accelerating progress on gender equality after 25 years of the
adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action and 20 years since adopting UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security. There
is now major concern that COVID-19 and its impact
will push back fragile progress on gender equality,
including in relation to reversing discriminatory laws,
the enactment of new laws, the implementation of
existing legislation and broader progress needed to
achieving justice for all.
While the health sector and its frontline staff are at
the epicenter of the crisis, COVID-19 has brought the
resilience of the justice sector into sharp focus. A recent
briefing of The Pathfinders on “Justice in a Pandemic”
highlights that justice systems – the police, health
services, judiciary, prosecution, social services, prison
services, lawyers, paralegals, community justice workers
and other legal aid providers are vital to responding
to the COVID-19 pandemic and mitigating its worst
effects, but they face many challenges.10

The assessment reflects challenges faced by women
and girls of diverse backgrounds and socio-economic
groups, including those experiencing overlapping disadvantages – e.g., women on the front lines – and those
facing amplified challenges in humanitarian settings.
Cross-regional and local experiences are highlighted,
and quantitative data is utilized where available. Past
epidemics are informative – and sobering – in terms of
risks for women and offer lessons about how to prevent
and mitigate these risks.11
The report is organized into four main parts. Section 1
briefly draws on the key findings of the 2019 report on
Justice for Women to better understand the underlying factors which impede women’s access to access
justice. Section 2 highlights women’s justice needs in
the context of the pandemic and corresponding challenges. Section 3 presents examples of interventions
underway by different stakeholders around the world in
response to the growing justice deficit. Lastly, Section 4
outlines ten policy recommendations for addressing
women’s justice needs during the period of the crisis.

This rapid assessment examines how the impacts of
COVID-19 are threatening women’s ability to access
justice. Conducted through a desk review, it faced
inevitable constraints in terms of gathering comprehensive and comparable evidence and data. It drew on
published and grey literature, blogs, technical briefs,
reports, and statements by relevant organizations, UN
Special Procedures, and advocacy groups.
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SECTION 1.
PRE-EXISTING GENDER
JUSTICE GAPS
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Section 1.

PRE-EXISTING GENDER
JUSTICE GAPS
The transformational potential of equitable justice outcomes across all country contexts is
clearly articulated in the report, Justice for Women.12 It outlines women’s justice needs, existing gaps, lessons learned in justice delivery, and makes a case for increased investments in
gender-responsive justice reforms. The report serves as a valuable foundation for examining
the potential enduring impacts of COVID-19 in an already challenged justice sector.
For too many women, gaps persist between the
promise of justice and realities in communities,
in the workplace, and at home. They face legal
discrimination, patchy legal protections, and uneven
implementation of safeguards. Discriminatory social
norms, compounded by many layers of disadvantage
– such as poverty, ethnicity, disability, geography,
and migratory status – remain powerful obstacles to
equal rights. The poorest and most vulnerable people
experience more frequent and complex interrelated
legal problems, leading to cumulative disadvantage
when other personal and situational factors intersect.13

In Australia, where just nine per cent of survey respondents accounted for 65 per cent of legal problems,
people with multiple disadvantages reported six times
as many problems as those with none.14 The major
challenges around justice for women which were
investigated in the report included those outlined
in Box 1.
The next sections review how the COVID-19 crisis is
deepening pre-existing challenges and how these are
creating new risks for women and their families.

BOX 1:

Pre-existing conditions – major injustices for women before COVID-19
Intimate partner violence. In 2018, more than one billion women lacked legal protection from sexual violence by an intimate partner, including women living in 21 out of 36 fragile and conflict-affected states.
Even where legislation exists, enforcement may be weak due to serious gaps in national laws, lack of
protection orders, and inadequate police and judicial responses.
Discrimination against women at work. Labor legislation in many countries is still discriminatory against
women and legal barriers to women’s entrepreneurship persist. Alongside the gender-based discrimination that characterizes property, employment, and family law in many countries, many women in informal
work are regulated by a complex range of legislation, rules, and enforcement practices—often in the realm
of public law—that can be restrictive and even punitive.
Discriminatory family laws. Discriminatory practices in marriage and family life, codified into law, are
major obstacles to justice for women in many countries. Women face more family-related legal problems than men.
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Unequal property laws. According to the World Bank, 40 per cent of economies limit women’s property
rights, and women do not have equal ownership rights to immovable property in 19 countries. Property
inheritance regimes – such as whether sons and daughters are treated equally and whether spouses have
equal inheritance rights to each other’s estates – also impacts a woman’s ability to access property. In
locations where the system is governed by customary rules, women’s use of land may depend on relationships with their husband or male relative.
Gaps in legal identity. The possession of legal identity documents – including those relating to property,
business, housing, marriage, employment, children or immigration status – influences a woman’s ability
to protect her rights and access benefits and services. Globally, an estimated one billion people face challenges in proving who they are. In low income countries, on average, over 45 per cent of women lack an
ID, compared to 30 per cent of men.
Exclusion from decision-making. Women justice professionals contribute to improved justice for women
and other development outcomes. Nevertheless, they continue to be excluded from public life and senior
decision-making roles.
Customary and informal justice systems. The primary mechanisms through which people, and especially disadvantaged groups –poor, women, remote and minority populations – seek justice are not fully
equipped to deliver justice based on human rights and gender equality norms and standards.
Source: Justice for Women, Chapter 2.
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SECTION 2.
WOMEN’S JUSTICE
NEEDS AND THE
JUSTICE GAP IN THE
PANDEMIC
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Section 2.

WOMEN’S JUSTICE NEEDS
AND THE JUSTICE GAP IN
THE PANDEMIC
In the several weeks since the pandemic has exploded around the world, a multitude of repercussions have emerged – beyond the threats to life and health associated with the virus itself.
The urgent need to contain and mitigate COVID-19 has brought unprecedented disruption to
not only the ways that people live and work, but also the delivery of public services, including
justice. As noted by the UN Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers, COVID-19 “poses special threats and challenges to the justice systems as a whole around the world
– including judges, prosecutors and lawyers – and to its effectiveness and independence.”15
Concerns are emerging about violations of the principles of rule of law, democracy, and fundamental
human rights more broadly. Lockdowns and emergency
orders have exacerbated existing risks for women in
abusive relationships, for those working without security and legal protection, for women and girls at risk
of harmful practices and discriminatory laws, as well
as those in fragile humanitarian settings. As outlined
by the Lancet, “people whose human rights are least
protected are likely to experience unique difficulties
from COVID-19.”16
In setting the global scene, the Women Peace and
Security (WPS) Index offers insights into some of the
global risks that COVID-19 poses to women.17 The Index
incorporates three basic dimensions of women’s wellbeing – inclusion (economic, social, political); justice
(formal laws and informal discrimination); and security
(at the family, community, and societal levels) – which
are captured and quantified through 11 indicators. The
indicators are aggregated at the national level to create
a global ranking of 167 countries. The earlier Justice for
Women report demonstrates that in countries where
the situation of women is worse overall – in terms of

inclusion, justice and security, countries in the bottom
tercile of the WPS Index – a higher share of women,
around 60 per cent, express legal needs.
Given current threats, it is useful to compare achievements on the WPS Index to the Inform Global Risk
Index that measures country level risk of humanitarian
crisis and disaster that would overwhelm national
response capacity (Figure 1).18 The correlation is
striking – 0.86 – much higher than the correlation
between the WPS Index and income per capita (0.62).
This shows the major risks of exclusion, injustice, and
insecurity for women amidst the hazards created by
the COVID-19 crisis.19
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FIGURE 1:

Countries that do worse on the WPS Index have a higher risk of humanitarian disaster
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Countries in the bottom decile on the WPS Index average
about six times higher risk of humanitarian disaster than
countries in the top decile. The former group comprises
Afghanistan, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), Iraq, Libya, Mali, Mauritania,
Niger, Pakistan, South Sudan, Sudan, Somalia, Sierra
Leone, Syria and Yemen. While these statistical correlations do not prove causation, the patterns point to key
connections – specifically, that nations which extensively
exclude women from economic, social, and political life
and perpetuate injustice and insecurity for women are
also often in situations of multiple disadvantage as it
relates to major humanitarian risks. It also underlines
the need to urgently focus on women’s status and wellbeing in countries that are impacted by humanitarian
disasters.

Applying a gender lens, the below now captures the
state of justice systems and major problems that women
face in accessing justice to resolve problems that impact
their lives.
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2.1

Curtailed access to justice institutions
As noted above, the COVID-19 crisis has brought the resilience of justice systems into sharp focus. In countries
where the justice system “does not guarantee gender
equality, where deliberate discrimination against
women persists, and/or legal protection is lacking,
justice for women is undermined.”20 Furthermore, in
countries which perform poorly on the WPS Index, a
high share of women express legal needs – around
60 per cent.21
Women report legal issues at a substantially higher
rate than men in the areas of social welfare, family, and
children – 40 and 75 per cent more women report legal
issues relating to domestic violence and child support,
respectively.22 As noted above, access of IPV survivors
to support services, including first responders and crisis
hotlines which often serve as connecting points to legal
channels and housing and financial assistance, are
restricted due to the pandemic.23 Job losses caused by
COVID-19 will affect alimony and child support, including
potential alteration of case management, decisions,
and enforcement.
As noted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC), “Resources are being diverted away
from the criminal justice system towards more immediate public health measures to deal with COVID-19.”24
Other services, such as hotlines, crisis centers, shelters,
legal aid and social services are at risk of being scaled
back for the same reason.25
In Palestine, the complete lockdown of the Family
Courts in the West Bank and Gaza has heavily impacted
on the ability of women and children to claim alimony,
maintenance, custody, visitation rights, protection
orders and inheritance rights. “Many services that
require gatherings, face-to-face engagement, and
field visits have stopped, and new services have been
introduced.”26
Similarly, in Afghanistan, court proceedings have
ground to a halt and women have been prevented
from submitting and moving forward with their cases.
In provinces under lockdown, informal justice mechanisms have become impractical during the COVID-19
response.27

COVID-19 is also changing how justice institutions
(courts, police, prosecutors, lawyers, prisons) work,
resulting in long-overdue innovations in some instances.
Many states have temporarily postponed all non-urgent
court hearings and are seeking ways to keep the courts
running through information and communications
technology (ICT) for remote access, including via video
or telephone hearings.28 Others are drawing lessons
on e-justice programming, including digitalization of
case management systems.29
Some courts are also utilizing email for submission of
protection orders, such as in cases of IPV, and other
urgent circumstances.
While important and necessary, these interim measures
mask the potential worsening of existing case backlogs
in several countries and how these will be addressed
once the crisis is over.
Delays have also affected efforts in addressing conflict
related sexual violence (CRSV). Combatting impunity
for sexual violence is critical to deterring and preventing such crimes, and to providing redress for survivors.
An investigation into mass rape in the DRC has been
suspended due to the pandemic, and the Special
Representative of the Secretary General on Sexual
Violence in Conflict anticipates that COVID-19 will
have significant repercussions for legal responses to
CRSV,30 including accountability, given reduced capacity to receive and process reported incidents. Relevant
investigative work, pre-trial hearings, and trials are likely
to be limited and justice will be delayed. The cumulative
effects could significantly restrict survivors’ access to
justice.
A webinar hosted by the International Association of
Women Judges elaborated experiences and challenges
around the world, highlighting the shifts to simple
technology in the administration of justice in Trinidad
and Tobago, Canada and the United Kingdom (UK).31 As
courts make these shifts, an emerging concern is that,
as underlined in Figure 2 and Box 3, poor women often
have less access to mobile phones and computers to use
these services. In rural Canada, broadband bandwidth
may not be adequate, and in the UK it has been noted
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in the context of child protection that challenges arise
for many people unfamiliar with the technology, and
in some instances, the integrity of such hearings can
be perceived to be compromised.32 These issues need
to be appropriately taken into account and alternatives
provided where necessary.
The COVID-19 pandemic means that “court officials
across countries have been advised to stay home, and
hearings have been postponed in the United States,
the United Kingdom, and elsewhere.”33 In Uganda, the
Chief Justice suspended court hearings and appearances.34 Some court systems continue to hear family
law proceedings, but reduced staff results in delays in
issuing restraining orders and adjudicating divorce and
child custody proceedings. Some protective measures
have been taken to help ensure women’s security –
for example, the District of Columbia’s Superior Court
automatically extended protection orders that were
due to expire over the next several months.35

Courts are adopting different approaches in classifying
limited in-person appearances in “exceptional”, or “urgent” cases. The list of what constitutes “exceptional”
or “urgent” varies widely and the question is whether
gender-related cases – like IPV – will be considered
sufficiently “exceptional” or “urgent” by all judicial
administrators.
It is not yet clear what will happen in jurisdictions in
which judicial systems do not have the ability to utilize
telecommunication tools and operate remotely. One
concern is the handling of filing that is done remotely
in systems that do not have a robust electronic case
management in place. Amid the COVID-19 crisis, all
judicial systems “will have to find innovative ways of
handling cases of recurring domestic violence, rape,
child custody, divorce, right to alimony and property.”36
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2.2

The digital divide
The impact of the curtailment in justice services is
magnified by the digital divide and the escalation in
violations of women’s rights, bringing into question the
extent to which such violations can be addressed. In lowincome countries, approximately 65 per cent of people
with identification have a mobile phone, compared to
only 40 per cent of those without identification.37 In the
COVID-19 emergency, women’s access to savings and

cell phones are vital resources– as noted below in the
context of IPV.38 Figure 2 presents an analysis based
on the Gallup World Poll which surveys 150 countries
around the world. It demonstrates that almost 500
million women were not connected in 2017.39 The
largest gender gaps were in South Asia (20 per cent),
Sub-Saharan Africa (13 per cent) and the Middle East
and North Africa (10 per cent).

FIGURE 2:

Global and regional gender gaps in mobile phone ownership
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Box 2 highlights the extent of women’s exclusion from
mobile access – due to barriers related to identity, lack
of affordability and adverse norms. Without a mobile
phone or internet connection, accessing justice and other
services is rendered difficult for women who need it
the most during the pandemic.
BOX 2:

Exclusion from digital services
At a time when digital access is more important
than ever to access life-saving information and
services as well as access to justice and government support, many women and girls face
large barriers to mobile phone and internet
connectivity. A recent Harvard study in India
usefully investigated how social norms discourage their use by women and girls – such
that 2/3 of men in the country own a phone,
compared to only 1/3 women.40 There may also
be obstacles in terms of affordability. This creates barriers as remote services are delivered
via mobile phone or messaging apps.
According to the Gallup World Poll which surveys 150 countries around the world, about 546
million women (aged over 15) did not have a
cellphone in 2017. The ten countries with the
largest gender gaps are Afghanistan, Chad,
DRC, Ethiopia, Mali, Malawi, Niger, Pakistan,
Sierra Leone, and South Sudan.
The Groupe Speciale Mobile Association
(GSMA) 2020 report on the mobile gender
gap estimates that 2.9 billion people now access the internet over their mobiles. However,
in 15 developing countries investigated,* there is
a significant gender gap, including that women
are 20 per cent less likely to own a smartphone
and 20 per cent less likely to access the internet
from mobile phones than men.

While the digital exclusion of women and girls is a
challenge in several developing regions, evidence
suggests that the digital exclusion of women can be
worse in humanitarian settings. A recent GSMA study
conducted with support from the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) undertook a mixed
methods study in Jordan (urban refugees), Rwanda
(Kiziba refugee camp) and Uganda (Bidi Bidi refugee
settlement).42 Key findings include that:
• Over two-thirds of refugees in all three locations were
active mobile phone users, with the highest proportion
in Jordan, and that refugees access mobile services
in creative ways: sharing or borrowing handsets and
owning multiple SIMs.
• Awareness of mobile internet was high, but only used
by about a third of respondents in Bidi Bidi and Kiziba.
• There was a gender gap, widest in Bidi Bidi where
women are 47 per cent less likely than men to own
a mobile.
• In both Bidi Bidi and Kiziba, the use of SMS is significantly lower among refugees with disabilities.
• A key reported barrier to phone use was limited livelihood opportunities for refugee women and people
with disabilities, which makes them disproportionately
affected by the cost of connectivity.
The above points to the need for solutions that do not
rely only on cell phones and digital connectivity to address women’s access to justice, as recommended by
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and other
organizations.43

While these gender gaps have been narrowing
over time, current gender gaps suggest that
women are less able to access vital information
from the government and health services.41
*Algeria, Bangladesh, Brazil, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Mexico, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nigeria,
Pakistan, Senegal, South Africa and Uganda.
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2.3

Worsening risks of intimate partner violence and other forms of domestic
violence
Stay-at-home orders have been instituted in an estimated 162 countries around the world.44 Estimates
based on the British Broadcasting Corporation and
other published sources suggest that roughly 2.73 billion women around the world live in countries where
stay-at-home orders are in place.45 Yet in many places,
the risks of IPV and other forms of domestic violence
means that even in “normal” times, the least safe place
for women is their own home. As recounted by Feminist
Alliance for Rights,46 mobility restrictions are expected
to increase women’s vulnerability to abuse and their
need for protection services and UNODC and others
underline that avoiding harm is more difficult when the
abusive partner is at home all the time.47 In some cases,
while children can be victims as well as witnesses of
abuse, mothers can be at risk of abuse from adolescent
children in the household.48
Furthermore, women in institutions, nursing homes, and
psychiatric and other facilities may be at heightened
risk of violence, particularly due to lack of external
oversight.49 In all contexts, one or more of the different
elements of domestic violence – verbal, sexual, economic,
physical, psychological may be present.
Some survivors report being unable to seek legal redress
against their perpetrators due to court closures and
forensic doctors being unable or unwilling to document
physical abuse of survivors at police stations for fear of
COVID-19 spread.50 The United Nations Entity for Gender
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women)
notes that while it is too early for comprehensive data,
there are already many deeply concerning reports of
increased violence against women all over the world.
The number of domestic violence cases reported to a
police station in Jingzhou, China tripled in February
2020 compared to the same period the previous year.51
In the UK’s first week of lockdown, there was a 25 per
cent rise in phone calls to the National Domestic Abuse
Helpline and visits to their website were 150 per cent
higher than the last week in February.52 The Seattle
Police Department in the US reported a 21 per cent
increase in domestic violence in March 2020, following

state-wide stay home orders.53 In Brazil, where a staterun drop-in center saw a surge in cases attributed to
coronavirus isolation, a judge of a domestic violence
court in Rio de Janeiro observes that “We think there
has been a rise of 40-50 per cent, and there was already
really big demand”.54 In Argentina, emergency calls have
increased by 25 per cent55 and in Italy, calls to helplines
have dropped sharply, and instead desperate text messages and emails are on the rise.56
Since in “normal times”, fewer than one in 10 cases of
violence are reported in developing countries57 and about
14 per cent across Europe,58 the above accounts are very
likely to represent only the tip of the iceberg.
Past epidemics have been accompanied by increases in
gender-based violence (GBV), suggesting that similar
patterns could occur now. According to a Center for
Global Development (CGD) Working Paper, outbreaks
of Ebola (in West Africa and DRC), Cholera (in Yemen),
and Zika (in the Caribbean, Central and South America)
correlated with increased IPV and sexual violence against
first responders and healthcare workers, particularly
women nurses.59 Not only were rates of violence higher,
but also women experiencing violence had restricted
access to related healthcare services due to movement
restrictions and fear of infection. Furthermore, those
earlier epidemics were accompanied by an atmosphere
of impunity because police and security systems were
overwhelmed.
According to the International Commission of Jurists,
guidelines or information on how to contact police, access medical treatment, psychological support, or access
to shelters are currently limited in many countries.60 The
UN reports that “judicial, police and health services that
are the first responders for women are overwhelmed,
have shifted priorities, or are otherwise unable to help.
Civil society groups are affected by lockdown or reallocation of resources. Some domestic violence shelters
are full; have had to close or have been repurposed as
health centres.”61 In the UK, for example, one quarter
of the 25 organizations helping domestic violence victims report not being able to effectively support them
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because of technical issues, inability to meet victims,
and staff sickness.62

COVID-19, with only a few instances of judges waiving
these requirements.64

There are concerns that law enforcement and justice
systems in many countries may “de-prioritize genderbased violence during the pandemic,” especially in the
Arab region, where most countries have not criminalized
domestic violence, including marital rape.63 In Lebanon,
there have been reports of forensic doctors being unable and/or unwilling to document physical abuse of
survivors at police stations for fear of the spread of

More generally, there is limited information on whether
protection orders are easily accessed or enforced during
the pandemic, as well as whether helplines and legal
counselling translate into actual support. Furthermore,
the status of gender-based violence (GBV) cases which
were pending in court prior to the pandemic and their
impact on complainants, their lawyers and witnesses
also remains unclear.

2.4

Threats to sexual and reproductive health and rights
The right to sexual and reproductive health services
– an important dimension of women’s legal rights,
is at risk during the crisis. This is especially so where
the services are not regarded as a life-saving priority
and integral to the response.65 When health providers
are overwhelmed, as they are now, there is a danger
that women and girls do not access the sexual and
reproductive services they need. Furthermore, systemic
racism, discrimination, and stigma can compound legal
and logistical barriers to access such services among
marginalized groups in crisis situations.66
A series of studies documenting the impacts of the
Ebola outbreak found reduced access to sexual and
reproductive health services, with serious repercussions
across affected countries:67
• The closure of clinics and reduced reproductive
healthcare services in Sierra Leone caused 3,6004,900 additional maternal, neonatal, and stillbirth
deaths between 2014 and 2015, compared to 4,000
deaths from the Ebola virus itself during the entire
epidemic.68
• Across all districts in Sierra Leone during the Ebola
virus epidemic, there was an 18 per cent decline in
the number of women attending antenatal care, a
22 per cent fall in women seeking postnatal care
and a 11 per cent drop in the number of women
attending for birth at a healthcare facility – and

there was a 34 per cent increase in the facility
maternal mortality ratio and 24 per cent increase
in the stillbirth rate.69
• A study published in The Lancet found that most
maternal and child health indicators significantly
worsened in Guinea during the Ebola outbreak in
2014, and that the use of maternal and child health
services failed to recover to pre-outbreak levels in
the subsequent period.70
There is therefore a risk that where public resources
are already stretched to combat the virus, governments
may not see access to comprehensive sexual and
reproductive health services for women as a priority.
The UN Working Group on Discrimination against
Women and Girls maintains that “Restrictions on
the provision of health services essential to women
and girls…imposed in many countries to address the
excessive demands on health services caused by
the pandemic, also affects women and girls’ health
disproportionately.”71
In some countries, protocols are ignored during and
after pregnancy and childbirth (such as cesarean sections and forceps delivery performed without medical
indication, separation of newborns from mothers,
among others) to allegedly prevent contagion and
expedite procedures.72
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2.5

Growing injustice against women workers
Globally, women undertake the bulk of unpaid work
and care at home, are more likely than men to work
informally, part-time and in the services sector – areas of work which are often unevenly regulated and
monitored, if at all, by law. The insecurity and lack
of legal entitlements that characterize informal and
temporary work put women and their families at extreme risk. Furthermore, unpaid work and childcare
in the home has been substantially amplified with
country-wide school closures in 177 countries.73 The
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) estimates that almost 1.6 billion learners have been affected around the world.74
The COVID-19 crisis has brought to the fore, the impact
of home-based schooling on women who work in the
justice and security sector. Several judges, police, and
prosecutors are working from home, making use of
technology (see Sections 2.2 and 3.1 of this report) and
home-based care will require more of women’s time
as well as expanded use of technology and internet
connectivity at household level.
In South Asia, over 80 per cent of women in nonagricultural jobs are in informal employment, as do 74
per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa and 54 per cent in Latin
America and the Caribbean.75 Many of these workers
are currently unable to work – and because they lacked
clear terms of employment and legal guarantees, are
normally not entitled to health insurance, paid sick and
maternity leave, pensions and unemployment benefits.76
Many women work informally in occupations that closed
down early in the crisis – for example, the Self Employed
Women’s Association of India reports that daily domestic
workers from Lucknow, Punjab, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala,
and several other states in the country are “facing a lot
of trouble”, as the households where they go regularly
for work are not in a position to give them work.77
Temporary workers are expected to bear the brunt
of job losses during the pandemic. According to the
International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates, on
average about 36 per cent of the female labour force
work on a temporary basis, amounting to some 461
million women.78

The good news is that a number of governments have
moved away from entitlements based on formal employment and linked to previous earnings – in limited
instances, providing emergency assistance in the form
of lump sum payments, sometimes one off or on a
continuing basis, in cash or in kind.
BOX 3:

COVID-19 and the LGBTQ community
There is emerging evidence that the COVID-19
could adversely affect the lives and livelihood
of the LGBTQ community at disproportionate
rates. A recent brief by the Human Rights
Campaign, focused on the US, shows that in
many cases, LGBTQ people in the US are at
greater exposure and risk of both economic
and health complications than non-LGBTQ
people because of the types of jobs they are
more likely to have (for example in restaurants
and hospitality), because of their higher rates
of poverty and lack of paid leave, and health
disparities (such as higher rates of asthma).
OHCHR has highlighted that LGBTQ people
face heightened risks during this pandemic
and called for specific measures in response
plans to address these impacts. Available data
suggests LGBTI people are more likely to work
in the informal sector, and also have higher
rates of unemployment and poverty. Health
services particularly relevant for LGBTQ people
should continue during this crisis, including,
HIV treatment and testing. OHCHR called on
States to address misinformation fueling further stigma and discrimination against LGBTQ
people, including narratives blaming LGBTQ
people for the pandemic.
Sources Human Rights Watch Foundation. 2020. “The
Lives and Livelihoods of Many in the LGBTQ Community
Are at Risk Amidst COVID-19 Crisis; COVID-19 and the human rights of LGBTI people. Available at: https://www.
ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/LGBT/LGBTIpeople.pdf
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A recent estimate suggests that 133 countries have new,
expanded and/or adapted social assistance programs
in response to COVID-19 covering nearly 622 million
beneficiaries – largely in India (440 million people),
and sizable programs in several countries in South East
Asia (i.e., Indonesia, Malaysia, and Philippines).79 Such
interventions are an important feature of the COVID-19
response and are being tracked by the World Bank and
the ILO, among others.80
Female-dominated service sectors such as food, hospitality and tourism have experienced the harshest
contraction. The service sector – where, globally, about
59 per cent of women work – is reeling under restrictions,
closures, and bankruptcies. A recent National Bureau
of Economic Research working paper81 suggests that,
compared to “regular” recessions which tend to affect
men’s employment more severely compared to women,
social distancing measures have hit sectors with significant shares in female employment. As underlined

by the Women’s Budget Group, women are more likely
to be employed in service activities like retail, hotels
and personal care82 and as noted above, more likely to
be on insecure and zero-hours contracts.
The World Bank similarly notes that the Ebola outbreak
in 2014-2015 resulted in increased hardship for women
due to both their higher infection rates (as a result of
their caregiver roles), and because they worked in sectors hardest hit by the outbreak (e.g., retail, hospitality,
and tourism).83 The UN projects “a prolonged dip in
women’s incomes and labor force participation” in view
of COVID-19.84
As front-line providers in health care, comprising 70 per
cent of the global health and social care workforce,85
women work at huge risks to their right to life and
health,86 while also facing restrictions on speaking
out against their working conditions,87and in some
instances, subjected to violence in their homes or in
the workplace.88

2.6

Discriminatory property law and inheritance regimes
It is well-documented that in many countries, women
are disadvantaged in their access and control over
property.89 Many widows, daughters, and divorced
women are already barred, in law or in practice, from
claiming their ownership rights in the case of death or
dissolution of marriage. When a household breaks down,
property rights are “particularly critical as a resource
for women.”90
Widows’ inheritance rights are restricted in approximately
1 in 5 countries.91 In 44 countries (including Afghanistan,
Algeria, Indonesia, Iran, Jordan, Kenya, Pakistan, and
the United Arab Emirates), wives are not permitted to
inherit marital assets, and in 43 countries, daughters do
not possess equal rights to inherit their parents assets
in the same way as sons.92 Based on national population
estimates, this potentially affects some 890 million
women.93 Upon the death of a spouse in these countries,
women typically lose access to and control over property
and for many women, while the home is also their place
of work, they do not have secure tenure.”94

Lessons from the HIV/AIDS crisis in Sub-Saharan
Africa suggest that without the certainty of access to
inheritance and property following a spouse’s death,
women’s opportunities to mitigate COVID-19 are negatively impacted.95 Coupled with discriminatory property
rights, the COVID-19 pandemic is directly impacting
women’s right to housing, shelter and security. The
prospect of losing both home and place of work in these
settings could be devastating for women widowed by
the pandemic – in Iran, for example, 59 per cent of
COVID-19-related deaths are men.96 Rough estimates
based on data published by Global Health 5050 and
Johns Hopkins School of Medicine suggest that as of
April 23, about 114,000 women have been widowed as
a result of COVID-19.97
Women seeking to enforce their rights during the crisis
can face heightened barriers, particularly when court
systems are shuttered.98 Weak implementation can also
impose barriers to women’s land and property rights.
Landesa notes that poor access to legal services and
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a lack of understanding of laws within communities
and households – and by women themselves – “build
an invisible but near impenetrable wall to women
realizing land and property rights in rural and urban
areas alike”.99

In several countries, governments and courts have placed
moratoriums on evictions and foreclosures. This may be
important for COVID-19 widows who were dependent
on their partner’s income.

2.7

Discrimination in legal identity and legal status
As underlined in the Justice for Women report, the possession of “legal identity” influences a woman’s ability
to protect her rights and access benefits and services. In
low income countries, on average, over 45 per cent of
women lack an identification card (ID), compared to 30
per cent of men. Legal identification may be required to
access to health services and public benefits. This can
be especially damaging to the rights of undocumented
migrants.100 Specific examples include:
• An estimated 7.1 million undocumented immigrants
lack health insurance in the US, and the COVID-19
pandemic has “exposed the risk of limiting access to
primary care for segments of the population, including
undocumented immigrants.”101
• As highlighted by the Tahrih Justice Center, undocumented immigrants in the US are ineligible to
file for unemployment benefits and the economic

relief package will not reach most undocumented
immigrants, further affecting over 5 million children
born in the US.102
• In the UK, women with no migration status are
charged for maternity care after treatment as it is
considered ‘immediately necessary’ by the Department
for Health. Treatment is subsequently followed by a
bill of at least 150 per cent of the care’s value, creating
debts many cannot pay.103
• By way of contrast, Portugal announced that people
with pending asylum and residency applications will
be treated as permanent residents, thereby providing
access to healthcare.104
• Italy has also extended all existing residency permits
that were due to expire in order to ensure access to
healthcare.105

2.8

Specific threats facing forcibly displaced women
For many of the 71 million refugees, asylum seekers, or
internally displaced in their own countries, half of whom
are women and girls, movement restrictions are not
new.106 However the impact of the pandemic in fragile
settings such as Afghanistan, South Sudan and Syria is
potentially devastating, given the already weak health
systems and rule of law, and high levels of violence
against women and girls and gender inequality. Refugees
are often stigmatized and unjustly discriminated against
for spreading disease. Such attitudes further risk wider
public health outcomes, including for host populations
since refugees could be fearful of disclosing symptoms
or seek treatment.107

The pandemic has led to border closures and restricted migration policies that have significantly
affected resettlement processes108 as well as safe
passage for people seeking asylum or migrating for
economic reasons. This means that women and girls
fleeing violence and persecution will not be able to leave
their countries of origin or enter asylum countries. In
other instances, mass quarantine measures, involving
confinement are being pursued, placing women and
girls at risk of abuse. Asylum seekers face long delays
where the courts are closed, or are being returned to
their home country without having a chance to pursue
their claims, sometimes in violation of the principle of
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non-refoulement.109 The suspension of visa processing creates long delays for those applying to change
their migration status, as well as exclusion from basic
services.110
Turning to humanitarian settings, an estimated 84 per
cent of the 20 million refugees and internally displaced
live in developing countries, in overcrowded and underserviced camps and informal settlements.111 As noted by
the International Commission of Jurists, when the virus
hits overcrowded displacement sites, the consequences
can be catastrophic, with especially serious risks and
repercussions for women and girls. These include:
• Poor sanitation facilities can make hand-washing and
other basic hygiene practices difficult to undertake.
Because communal facilities in crisis settings are often
shared and distant from residential shelters,112 women
and girls face high risks of gender-based violence in
simply following hand-washing guidance.113 Earlier
studies find that women and girls are often exposed to
sexual violence and exploitation while walking to such
shared sanitation facilities.114 Strategies to mitigate this
risk – such as moving in groups and ensuring adequate
female aid staff – have become increasingly difficult
to continue given COVID-19 distancing practices.115

• The risk of sexual exploitation and abuse can be
heightened during public health crises. Earlier research
on Uganda and Lebanon investigated how sexual
exploitation and abuse manifests in relation to the
distribution of food, water, shelter, fuel and firewood,
and cash assistance.116 During the Ebola response in
West Africa, a range of actors took advantage of
women and girls – including taxi drivers, burial
teams, and even vaccinators.117
• Adolescent girls and those living with disabilities
may face increased risks, given potential shortages
of aid and/or increased difficulties in access due to
containment measures.
• Lack of culturally and linguistically accessible information about COVID-19 and how to protect oneself
and others.118
It is essential that the prevention and response to
sexual violence be considered central to the broader
COVID-19 mitigation and response measures in refugee and internally displaced settings, including the
continued functioning of ‘safe-spaces’ for women
and girls and service delivery in refugee camps and
settlements.119

2.9

Heightened risks for women deprived of their liberty
Prisons and other places of detention are settings in
which COVID-19 can spread at high rates due to higher
prevalence of risk factors, close contact, overcrowding, poor ventilation and limited access to healthcare
services.120 While there are more men than women in
prison, the number of incarcerated women has been
rising and the number of women in prison globally
now exceeds 700,000, an increase of 50 per cent over
the past 20 years (the male prison population grew by
20 per cent over the same period).121 Most women are
detained for low-risk offences, often associated with
economic and social challenges, and many countries
have high rates of pre-trial detention.122 In the US, close
to 200,000 women and girls are on pre-trial detention
or in prison, according to the American Civil Liberties
Union and Prison Policy Initiative.123 The problems
faced were documented in the 2019 Human Rights

Council report, “Women Deprived of Liberty”, by the
UN Working Group on Discrimination against Women
and Girls.124
It has been reported that women in prison have poorer
health outcomes and are “disproportionately affected
by underlying health conditions” than the broader
population..125 Not only are women at risk of contracting COVID-19, they are also exposed to an increased
threat of sexual violence during the pandemic due to
decreased security in prisons.126
COVID-19 cases have been reported among prisoners
and/or prison employees in multiple countries around
the world, including Austria, Belgium, Canada, China,
France, Germany, Italy, Iran, Moldova, the Netherlands,
Pakistan, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Switzerland,
Turkey, the UK, and the US.127 There are therefore global
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calls to reduce prison overcrowding in order to prevent
COVID outbreaks – for example over 30 civil society
organizations (CSOs) in Africa signed an open letter128
and UNODC issued a COVID-19 preparedness and
responses in prisons position paper.129
These calls include the release of pregnant women,
women with children in detention, pre-trial detainees,
elderly, those with underlying health conditions, those
detained for low-risk offences, and those with less than
12 months to serve on their sentence. In Cambodia, for
example, prison monitors have highlighted the harsh
conditions for pregnant women, who face “severe overcrowding, inadequate food and access to health care,
scarce contact with their families, and limited time and
space for children to play.”130 While the release of the
aforementioned categories of women prisoners is essential, there are indications that such measures must be
accompanied by effective economic recovery and social
welfare services, such as in Afghanistan where over 700
of such women have been released from prison.131
In detention centers, recommended procedures for
preventing COVID-19 (e.g., hand-washing, social
distancing, and quarantine) are difficult to follow.132

Women in Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) detention centers in the US are reportedly “terrified that they have been exposed to a person who
may be ill with the coronavirus, and they fear that
they, too, will get sick.” Detainees report that “no
information about COVID-19” was being provided,
and women were being punished for using videos
to voice their concerns.133
In an order issued March 28, 2020, a federal Central
District of California court held that the 1997 Flores
Settlement Agreement requires both the Office of
Refugee Resettlement and ICE to protect unaccompanied, detained children by providing safe and sanitary
conditions as well as appropriate medical care and
living conditions.134 In another order issued on March
30, 2020, a federal judge acknowledged that the Fifth
Amendment’s due process clause requires ICE to “maintain safe and sanitary conditions of confinement.”135
While the order extended the Flores Agreement to
adults detained with those children,136 it remains to
be seen how these orders will be implemented in US
detention facilities.
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Section 3:

COVID-19-RELATED
JUSTICE INTERVENTIONS
Around the world, innovative interventions are emerging on the parts of states and non-state
actors. While it was not be possible to capture all such interventions, this section focuses on
efforts which address the challenges identified in Section 2. They cover efforts to prevent and
respond to IPV, address legal and other disadvantage for poor and marginalized women, and
overall collective action of women and women’s organizations.

3.1

Preventing and responding to IPV
The surge in IPV under conditions of lockdown poses
major challenges for survivors, and for effective responses. There are lessons and guidance about how
to provide support remotely – such as the International
Rescue Committee’s (IRC) 2018 guidelines for remote
GBV service delivery – which were piloted in Burundi, Iraq
and Myanmar.137 The COVID-19 guidance, “Identifying
and Mitigating Gender-based Violence Risks within the
COVID-19 Response”,138 highlights the need for informed
actions, such as ensuring the Minimum Initial Services
Package, a set of agreed life-saving practices to address
sexual and reproductive health needs in emergencies,
that should be prioritized from the outset.139 Other useful
resources include the “Essential services package for
women and girls subject to violence,” designed by UN
Women, UNFPA, WHO, UNDP and UNODC, to provide
greater access to a coordinated set of essential and
quality multi-sectoral services for all women and girls
who have experienced gender based violence; and
“Preventing and Managing the Spread of COVID-19
Within Domestic Violence Programs”, in shelters, designed by the National Resource Center on Domestic
Violence of Pennsylvania, US. 140

Multiple innovative platforms have emerged during the
COVID-19 crisis to prevent and respond to IPV. Some use
existing programs, like WhatsApp, while others have
developed new free applications or instant messaging.
Others aim at raising awareness, while others are connected to emergency services, such as the police across
different locations. One example is the International
Development Law Organization’s (IDLO) support to
the establishment of a virtual legal aid mechanism
for women facing violence in Tunisia. The mechanism
operates in close collaboration with relevant state
institutions, the national bar association, and other
legal/women’s organizations to establish a platform
for online provision of legal aid. It supplements support
currently provided via hotlines, by providing referral
pathways to ensure legal aid provision. Parallel efforts
are in place to advocate for hotlines and other critical
IPV responses that are considered essential.
Box 4 provides a summary of examples of innovative
legal protection social media platforms.
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BOX 4:

Innovative social media legal protection platforms to combat IPV during COVID-19
• Women in China use social media to disseminate information and resources regarding domestic violence.141 The hashtag #AntiDomesticViolenceDuringEpidemic has been used over 3,000 times on the
Chinese social media platform Sina Weibo along with user-created posters on how to respond to domestic violence. Some women’s rights non-profits, such as Weiping in Beijing, have seen upwards of
a threefold increase of inquiries from victims since the quarantine. These non-profits provide women
with support and resources on how best to handle their situations and who to reach out to different
kinds of services.
• UK police have encouraged the use of a disguised free app called ‘Bright Sky,’ which provides support for survivors, including contact information of all domestic abuse support services in the UK. A
journal function allows episodes of abuse to be securely documented through text, audio, video, or
photo, and the entries are saved in the app as well as a 999-emergency button. This evidence would
be immensely helpful in court proceedings in order to recall the dates, times, and occurrences of
abuse.
• In Madrid, Spain, women can send instant messages to an online chat room, which uses GPS to locate
women who need emergency aid for immediate psychological support.142 Authorities in Spain have
also launched a WhatsApp service for women, and the Equality Ministry has reported a 270 per cent
increase in consultations.
• Italian police are utilizing a “YouPol” app, originally designed to assist young people in reporting bullying and drug dealing, but now adapted to provide survivors with a way in which to message the police
without the knowledge of their partner. Italy’s national network of domestic violence shelters (“DiRe”)
opened emergency phone and Skype calls to provide support, and approximately two-thirds of Italian
domestic violence organizations have emergency phone lines.143
• Women against Violence Europe (WAVE) made available a list of COVID-19 resources for women’s
specialist support services and women’s organizations featuring several ‘counselling at a distance’
manuals.”144

A range of innovative solutions offer direct help to
victims through helplines and emergency services that
do not require cell phones and internet access have
emerged. For example:
• In the Canary Islands, Spain, the Institute for Equality
launched the “Mascarilla-19” (“Mask-19”) campaign to
provide assistance to victims through pharmacies.145
Because pharmacies are one of few essential businesses that remain open during Spain’s quarantine,
any woman who is faced with domestic violence is
encouraged to go to a local pharmacy and request a
“Mask-19.” Pharmacy staff note her name, address,

and phone number, and call the police and support
workers. The survivor can wait until the police and
support workers arrive, or she can return home where
they will meet her. Since the successful implementation of the campaign in Spain, Mask-19 has been
adopted in Argentina, France, Germany, Italy and
Norway.
• Cumbria Police in the UK have appealed to postal
workers, delivery drivers, food delivery companies,
and essential workers who visit homes to look out
for signs of abuse and report them to the police
department.146
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• Italy’s Equality Ministry also launched the “Contingency Plan against Gender Violence,” categorizing
assistance services for victims of violence as “essential
services.”147
• The Canadian Women’s Foundation is encouraging
women to use certain hand signals in video conversations to signal help.148
• The Chilean Ministry of Women and Gender Equality
announced continued operations centers for women
and shelters, campaigns to encourage reporting of
violence, and online prevention training. Italy is also
promoting an awareness campaign designed to reach
victims of violence.149
• To provide outreach to women in public places, France
has implemented hotel rooms, pop-up help centers
within supermarkets and pharmacies.150
• In Palestine, Civil society organizations have in most
cases successfully adapted to virtual methods of
service provision, including psychosocial and legal
support, raising awareness and documentation.151
• In China, over 2,500 volunteers signed up for the
network “Vaccines Against Domestic Violence”; these
volunteers watch for abuse and assist families in
peacefully resolving conflicts.152

• Spectators may be denied entry at the discretion of
the court, and seating of spectators and reporters
are arranged one meter apart
• Staff are monitored for symptoms and a contingency plan which include shifts of the work force
is in place.153
• Canadian courts are offering “online hearings to
reduce the number of attendees, identifying a list
of ‘urgent matters’ which can continue to be brought
to court and, in some cases, hearings over telephone
or videoconferencing.”154
• Recognizing survivors’ emergency needs, courts in the
US are utilising teleconference hearings for “emergency” cases, which include hearings on temporary
protection orders and temporary restraining orders.155
In New York City, family courts are conducting remote
operations via email filings and video or telephone
hearings.156
• The Colombian Government issued an order guaranteeing virtual access to services for survivors of
domestic violence, including legal advice, psychosocial
advice, police and justice services, and court hearings.157
• Courts in Argentina have extended protection orders
for domestic violence survivors for 60 days.158

In response to substantially reduced court services and
the important role that temporary protection orders and
restraining orders play in protecting women and their
families, some countries have taken steps to ensure
access to the courts through virtual means and continued protection through judicial extensions. Several
approaches which have emerged that deal with this
dilemma include the following:

• The Australian Government has modified the family
law to allow the justice system to respond to cases
during the COVID-19 pandemic. These “allow courts to
impose electronic monitoring requirements for bail,
conditionally suspend imprisonment orders, enable
online filing of restraining orders and create a new
offence, increased fine, and extended limitation period
for restraining orders, among other measures.”159

• In Taiwan, courthouses enforce entry and other
restrictions, including:

• In Sierra Leone, AdvocAid, a CSO devoted to providing legal aid to women deprived of their liberty and
affected by violence, is changing its modus operandi
in the wake of the pandemic. For example, instead of
physical contact with correctional centers, paralegals
now hand out forms to detainees and prison staff
to fill out or call Correctional Centre Managers to
determine urgent needs.160

• Temperature checks and face masks are required
for staff and court users
• Alcohol-based hand sanitizer dispensers are provided at the entrance
• The Constitutional Court requires spectators and
reporters to register and submit a health declaration for a hearing
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3.2

Addressing legal and other disadvantages among poor and marginalized
women
Overcoming legal disadvantages for poor and marginalized women requires targeted policies and programs.
Legal aid can enable poor people seek justice in ways
that would be otherwise out of reach. This suggests a
strong role for CSOs, which, in many low and middle
income countries, have better networks of information, awareness and counselling for women.161 Such
services need to be advertised extensively through TV,
social media, public service announcements and other
channels so that women know about them.
Nevertheless, in addition to responding to legal disadvantages, seeking justice also requires addressing
other disadvantages faced by poor and marginalized
women in claiming their rights. Hundreds of millions
of women who were already poor and marginalized
before COVID-19 have lost their livelihoods without any
fallback savings or assets. The World Bank has identified
133 countries that, by mid-April 2020, had created or
expanded social protection or jobs measures to help
address the economic emergency.162
A welcome innovation in this unique crisis is that some
governments are providing emergency assistance regardless of people’s previous legal entitlements. Such
measures could empower some women to secure their
legal rights through violence prevention and access to
essential legal services should these become necessary.
So, while women who were in informal employment
or out of the workforce are normally at an enormous
disadvantage in a recession in terms of benefit eligibility, some may be receiving benefits regardless of their
former job status. This of course depends on their
government’s response to the crisis. Some examples
are outlined in Box 5.

BOX 5:

Social assistance for
COVID-19–selected government
initiatives
Governments are targeting their poorest and
most vulnerable citizens with social assistance, identifying recipients in various ways.
Selected examples are below – in a very fast
changing situation.
• In Nigeria, the governor of Lagos, Babajide
Sanwo-Olu, announced an economic stimulus package that takes food to the doorsteps
of residents in the country’s most populous
city. The package provides 200,000 households with deliveries of rice, beans, garri,
bread, drinking water and vitamins to last
about 14 days.163
• In India, the Government announced a relief package, which includes delivery of free
food, and is now working on a second relief
package for hard-hit sectors of the economy
after the lockdown is lifted.164
• Italy is considering putting into place support
measures to cover informal and temporary
workers once their contracts are over.165
• Canada’s emergency response benefits,
which provide employment insurance benefits during COVID-19, may be leaving out
key populations – namely seasonal workers
and students who were waiting for jobs to
start, workers and freelancers who still have
some income, and workers who were unemployed prior to the COVID-19 outbreak.166
• The assistance provided in Peru is only given
to people already registered on government
welfare programmes, but appears to exclude informal sector workers, whereas
Burkina Faso’s program specifically targets
informal sector workers and women.167
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Some of these measures are a welcome move away
from the conventional linkage of safety nets to formal
sector jobs and is therefore an important way to address
traditional injustices affecting women workers in low
paid and informal work.168 Some caution is nonetheless
in order and should be addressed during the design of
such measures:
• To date, the average fiscal support package introduced
by African governments amounts to a meager 0.8
per cent of GDP, one-tenth the level in developed
countries.169 The debt relief announced by international

financial institutions could well be directed towards
boosting this support, but this is not yet known.
• There is a significant risk of exclusion of women
without cell phones where the delivery of information, applications and sometimes the assistance itself
is all online.
• Moreover, much of the assistance to date has been
immediate but for a short period of time – even though
significant social assistance will likely be needed for
several months, if not years.

3.3

Collective action of women and women’s organizations
Collective action can be a catalyst to inform and educate
people about women’s rights, provide spaces for women’s
and girls’ groups and campaign for reforms.170 Grassroots
justice actors such as civil society justice defenders, community paralegals, public-interest lawyers, human rights
activists, and other community leaders who are involved
in providing justice can play a key role.
In India, for example, women’s groups have taken action to combat the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic by
“meeting shortfalls in masks, sanitizers and protective
equipment, running community kitchens, fighting misinformation and even providing banking and financial
solutions to far-flung communities,” and 67 million Indian
women comprise membership of 6 million self-help
groups.171 These self-help groups have produced more
than 19 million face masks, 100,000 liters of sanitizer,
and 50,000 liters of hand wash, arranged over 10,000
community kitchens across India to “feed stranded
workers, the poor, and the vulnerable” and disseminated
COVID-19 information and messaging to difficult-to-read
populations in rural areas.
Another example comes from Bangladesh, where
Rohingya volunteers, with support from UN Women
are mobilizing communities to prevent the spread of
COVID-19 in refugee camps. Volunteers are trained on
COVID-19 prevention, including “handwashing, respiratory hygiene and social distancing, as well as when
to seek medical help and the importance of staying
calm.”172 They also assist in resolving disputes among
community members and guide women and girls to

the women-friendly areas established by UN Women
in the camps. Given the congested nature of camps and
limited access to treatment and supplies, this provision
of prevention information is invaluable. In early April,
Rohingya volunteers had reportedly reached 2,863 community members in one week.
Connected via an online platform, the Women in Prison
Network covers 21 countries and provides a safe space
for advocates to share information and best practices,
seek collaborations, and build capacity for improved
monitoring and reporting of conditions in women’s
prisons worldwide. Examples of interventions and associated challenges at the local level to protect women
in detention from the threat of the virus include:
• In Kenya, Network member The FARAJA Foundation
is working to ensure access to water and providing
soap and toiletries for women deprived of liberty
in Nairobi. However, detention centers in Kenya do
not provide freely accessible sanitary and cleaning
products to women deprived of liberty and furthermore, the supply of water is not regular. 173
• In Mexico, Network members WOLA and EQUIS –
Justicia para las Mujeres successfully advocated for an
amnesty law that will lead to the release of thousands
of prisoners convicted for minor offenses, including
women detained on abortion charges. While the
capacity of the Mexican prison system is 170,000, it
currently holds 210,000 adult prisoners in facilities
that do not offer adequate healthcare.174
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Global and regional partners can support national and
local action through support to women’s groups and
networks, as well as conducting research on emerging
challenges, disseminating models for providing justice

and online legal aid services, and building a virtual
forum where justice leaders can share experiences
and learning, including impacts on women’s access
to justice.175

BOX 6:

Examples of innovative strategies from members of the International Association of
Women Judges
In Trinidad and Tobago, while there are general court closures, innovative approaches have been adopted
to bring emergency justice services closer to the people. Women judges and court staff are working from
home, using their computers and mobile phones as channels for conducting court proceedings. WhatsApp
groups have been created among members of the Association of Women Judges (IAWJ) of the Caribbean.
Electronic filing of documents is being promoted and as it relates to the prisons, container courts are stationed in prison yards to deal with urgent matters. In the DRC, there are a few court sittings during which
minimum services are provided. Handwashing basins and sanitizers are provided at the main entrance
of courts and offices. Judge Ayitoma Ilonga takes all protective precautions and engages in face to face
meetings and sessions on a case by case basis. Administrative staff work on a rotating basis. In Kenya, Hon.
Hannah Okwengu delivered 57 judgments and rulings of the Court of Appeal via video link. All decisions
are subsequently available online within 48 hours. “For the criminal cases, I basically read the analysis and
conclusion after a brief introduction for the benefit of the appellants who were also connected. For civil
cases, I did not have to read, but a copy of the judgment was forwarded to the parties via email and also
published on the Kenya Law website. We have learnt that technology is a sleeping giant in the dispensation of justice.”
Source: International Association of Women Judges (IAWJ), Webinar on “Comparative Discussion on COVID-19 and the
Courts”, held on April 24th 2020 and http://www.iawj.org/women-judges-respond-to-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/
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Section 4:

TEN-POINT POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
TO ENSURE WOMEN’S
ACCESS TO JUSTICE IN
COVID-19
This report has placed a gender lens on the response of the justice system to women’s justice
needs in the wake of COVID-19, highlighting multiple threats to women’s lives and livelihoods.
The ten-point recommendations below, build on the Call to Action of the Justice for Women
report and complement those highlighted in policy briefs and reports of various organizations.
Measures needed to ensure a healthy justice system more generally are well covered elsewhere.176 Adaptable by all stakeholders, the recommendations suggest ways in which justice
systems can enable full access for women and girls.
Recalibrate justice delivery: There is need to ensure that
justice institutions are fully responsive to the rights
and needs of all population groups during this period
of crisis. One example can be drawn from the UNODC
and the United Nations Development Programme’s
(UNDP) Guidance Note on “Ensuring Access to Justice
in the Context of COVID-19”, which recommends
three-part planning phases consisting of preparation,
response, and recovery. Interrelated actions across
these phases include the design of business continuity
plans, establishing criteria for prioritization of cases,
providing equipment and training to enable formal
and customary court systems to function virtually,
addressing case backlogs, and safeguarding access
to social, psycho-social, economic, and legal services.
To ensure that gender dimensions are not neglected,
gender mainstreaming and women-targeted interventions are necessary to address justice gaps that
women face.

Rights holders and duty bearers must be protected:
The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women, the UN Special Rapporteur on violence
against women, its causes and consequences and UN
Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and
lawyers recommend attention to safe spaces, hotlines
and instituting urgent judicial proceedings, especially
serious crimes including domestic violence, using
technology.177 Pre-trial detentions should apply only in
extraordinary circumstances and judges, magistrates,
public prosecutors and their staff must be supported to
perform their duties, including through COVID prevention and treatment measures.178
Substitute full trials with interim orders: In place of full
trials, courts can issue interim judicial orders to ensure
the immediate safety and well-being of women and
children. Examples of interim judicial orders of relevance
to women as well as children include protection orders,
restraining orders, orders for child maintenance and/or
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custody, injunction against evicting widows and children
from the matrimonial home, and injunction against
the marriage of a child. Full trials can be initiated or
adjourned until the end of the crisis period while such
interim orders are utilized, enforced, and extended
where necessary.
Protect women deprived of their liberty: To ensure the
health and safety of women who are deprived of their
liberty, pregnant women, imprisoned women with
children, pre-trial detainees, elderly women, those with
underlying health conditions, those detained for low-risk
offences, and those with less than 12 months to serve
on their sentence should be released on a case by case
basis.179 To avoid trapping women who are released from
prison in economic and social distress, such measures
should be accompanied by effective economic recovery
and social welfare services. National guidelines related
to the pandemic’s prevention and treatment must be
disseminated among women deprived of their liberty,
including those under administrative detention. Basic
human rights – adequate nutrition, water, and personal
hygiene and protective supplies, communication with
families must always be guaranteed. Furthermore,
separate facilities for women and men and adolescent
girls and adolescent boys must at all times be in place
and staff dealing with those affected should be of the
same sex.180
Keep the repeal of discriminatory laws on track: Efforts
must be made to use appropriate technology and social
distancing methods to continue with parliamentary
business,181 particularly the repeal of discriminatory laws.
Prioritizing those which can worsen already existing
precarious situations of women and girls during this
period of COVID-19, discriminatory laws or provisions
which should be considered for immediate review and
repeal include statutory provisions which sanction child
marriage, laws which prevent women from passing
on their nationality to their spouses and/or children
and those which deprive widows and/or children of the
right to inherit and to be protected from eviction and
abuse. The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association
illustrates how parliamentary business can continue
during the crisis through guidance provided in a recently
published toolkit on practical methodologies of social
distancing and use of technology.182 This challenge
should be taken up by all parliaments across the world.

Include women as decision makers: Women judges,
police, prosecutors, lawyers and legal aid providers,
and associations thereof, play an important role in
shaping the justice for all agenda.183 In order to ensure
that women effectively participate in decisions which
impact on structural changes to the justice sector during
this COVID crisis and beyond, women’s participation
in justice delivery should be increased to promote its
transformational potential and the essence of equality before the law. Available data demonstrates that
women constitute only 15.4 per cent of the police force
globally184 and while 28 countries have no woman
justices at all, only 24 per cent of constitutional court
justices globally are women.185
Partner with customary and informal justice systems: Although accounting for over 80 per cent of
disputes, customary and informal justice systems
have been under-resourced and under-utilized in
justice delivery.186 In view of the long term impacts
of the pandemic on the ability of formal courts to
fully respond to women’s evolving justice needs, more
attention should be paid to customary and informal
justice systems to ensure alignment of these systems
with national COVID-19 guidelines and gender equality
norms and standards. IDLO’s forthcoming paper on
“Navigating Complex Pathways to Justice: Women
and Customary and Informal Justice” provides insights
into methodologies for strategic engagement with
such systems.187
Address the digital divide and explore alternatives:
Given the digital gender gap, technology must be made
more accessible to poor women, while at the same
time ensuring alternative routes to access justice for
those who are digitally excluded. Community based
paralegal organizations can fill these needs and gaps
by providing legal advice, alternative dispute resolution, and disseminating information more broadly in
partnership with women in the media and local radio
stations.
Sharpen the leave no one behind agenda: Overcoming
legal disadvantages for poor and marginalized women
requires targeted legal empowerment policies and
programs. Accessing legal aid can enable poor people
to seek justice that would otherwise be out of reach.188
Such services should be advertised extensively – in
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public but also on TV, social media, public service
announcements – so that women and their families
know about them. This also suggests a strong role
for women’s organizations, which are often part of
strategic legal and justice networks in low and middleincome countries.
Invest in data and monitoring and evidence-based
policies: It is critical to ensure that relevant data is
collected for purposes of informed decision-making.
As underlined in the recent The Pathfinders report, this

crisis is moving at lightning speed, and to be effective,
justice leaders need timely access to relevant data
and evidence on the justice impacts of COVID-19 and
responses to it, as well as evidence on the extent to
which all population groups are resolving their justice
issues. Across the board, it is important to collect
sex-disaggregated data to understand the social,
economic as well as legal impacts of the pandemic
on women and girls, especially at national and subnational levels.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

36

ENDNOTES
1

2

3

4

5

6
7

8

9
10

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women, Guidance Note on CEDAW and COVID-19,
Geneva, 2020. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/
hrbodies/cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx; UN Special
Rapporteur on Violence against Women, its Causes and
Consequences, ‘States must combat domestic violence
in the context of COVID-19 lockdowns’, Geneva, 27 March
2020. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/
Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25749&LangID=E
and UN Special Rapporteur on the independence of
judges and lawyers “Coronavirus Emergency: Challenges
for the Justice System.” Available at: https://www.
ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25810&LangID=E.
See UNDOC resources for further guidance: Toolkit on
Gender-Responsive Non-Custodial Measures and the
Handbook on Women and Imprisonment, and United
Nations Network on Migration, 2020. COVID-19 does not
discriminate; nor should our response. Available at: https://
unhabitat.org/story-un-network-on-migration-covid-19
See Guidance on how to continue parliamentary business during the pandemic from the Commonwealth
Parliamentary Association, 2020. COVID-19. Delivering
Parliamentary Democracy. CPA Toolkit for Commonwealth
Parliaments. Available at: http://www.cpahq.org/cpahq/
Main/Programmes/Coronavirus_Toolkit.aspx
IDLO. 2018. Women Delivering Justice:
Contributions, Barriers and Pathways. Available
at: https://www.idlo.int/publications/
women-delivering-justice-contributions-barriers-pathways.
See preparatory IDLO events that informed the forthcoming publication, at: https://www.idlo.int/news/
events/csw63-women-and-customary-and-informaljustice-systems, and https://www.idlo.int/news/story/
engaging-informal-systems-enhance-justice-women.
World Bank. 2017. Impact of Legal Aid on Poor Women. ©
World Bank.
Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies, 2020.
Justice in a Pandemic - Briefing One: Justice for All and the
Public Health Emergency (New York: Center on International
Cooperation). Available at https://www.justice.sdg16.plus/
Gutiérrez, Pablo. 2020. “Coronavirus World Map: Which
Countries Have the Most Cases and Deaths?” The Guardian.
Guardian News and Media Limited. April 28. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/28/coronavirus-worldmap-which-countries-have-the-most-cases-and-deaths.
BBC News. 2020. “Coronavirus: The World in Lockdown in
Maps and Charts.” BBC News. BBC. April 7. https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-52103747.
Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies, 2020.
Justice in a Pandemic - Briefing One: Justice for All and the
Public Health Emergency (New York: Center on International
Cooperation). Available at: https://www.justice.sdg16.
plus/. See also Statement by the Director-General of IDLO,
Jan Beagle: A Rule of Law based Response to the Covid-19
Pandemic, 27 March 2020, Available at: https://www.idlo.
int/news/policy-statements/statement-director-generalidlo-jan-beagle-rule-law-based-response-covid-19 [on the
rule of law and the justice sector are concrete enablers of

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18
19
20

21
22
23

the response to COVID-19”, including offering a lifeline for
society’s most vulnerable during this crisis.]
While there appears to be growing awareness about gendered impacts of the COVID-19 emergency, fewer than 1 per
cent of published research papers on the Ebola and Zika
public health emergencies explored the gendered impact
and implications of these outbreaks. See: Davies, Sara E, and
Belinda Bennett. 2016. A gendered human rights analysis of
Ebola and Zika: locating gender in global health emergencies, International Affairs, Volume 92, Issue 5, September,
Pages 1041–1060, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12704
UN Women, IDLO, World Bank and Task Force on Justice.
2019. Justice for Women: High-level Group Report,
prepared by Jeni Klugman. Available at: https://www.
unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/
justice-for-women-high-level-group-report.
UN Women, UNDP, UNODC, and OHCHR. 2018. “A
Practitioner’s Toolkit on Women’s Access to Justice
Programming.” New York: United Nations. Available
at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/
publications/2018/5/a-practitioners-toolkit-on-womensaccess-to-justice-programming
Pleasence, Pascoe, Christine Coumarelos, Suzie Forell, and
Hugh M. McDonald. 2014. ‘Reshaping legal assistance services: building on the evidence base’ (Discussion paper, Law
and Justice Foundation of New South Wales), 9.
OHCHR. 2020. “Coronavirus Emergency: Challenges for the
Justice System.” United Nations Human Rights Office of the
High Commissioner. United Nations. Available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25810&LangID=E.
Hall, Kelli Stidham et al. 2020. “Centring Sexual and
Reproductive Health and Justice in the Global COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet 395 (10231): 1175–77. doi:https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30801-1.
Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security and
Peace Research Institute Oslo. 2019. Women, Peace and
Security Index 2019/20: Tracking sustainable peace through
inclusion, justice, and security for women. Washington, DC:
GIWPS and PRIO.
Marin-Ferrer, M., Vernaccini, L. and Poljansek, K., Index for
Risk Management INFORM Concept and Methodology
Report — Version 2017, EUR 28655 EN, doi:10.2760/094023
https://giwps.georgetown.edu/what-can-the-wps-indextell-us-about-global-risks-like-covid-19/
UN Women, IDLO, World Bank and Task Force on Justice.
2019. Justice for Women: High-level Group Report,
prepared by Jeni Klugman. Available at: https://www.
unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/
justice-for-women-high-level-group-report.
See the discussion regarding property and inheritance
rights, above.
Ibid.
See the discussion regarding property and inheritance
rights, above.
Peterman, Amber, Alina Potts, Megan O’Donnell, Kelly
Thompson, Niyati Shah, Sabine Oertelt-Prigione, and
Nicole van Gelder. 2020. “Pandemics and Violence Against
Women and Children.” Center for Global Development.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

37

24

25
26

27

28
29

30

31
32

33

34

35

36

37

Available at: https://www.cgdev.org/publication/
pandemics-and-violence-against-women-and-children.
UNODC. 2020. “Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Response –
UNODC Thematic Brief on Gender-Based Violence against
Women and Girls.” United Nations. Available at: https://
www.unodc.org/documents/Advocacy-Section/GBVAW_
and_UNODC_in_COVID19_final_7Apr2020.pdf.
Ibid.
UNICEF, UN Women, UNDP, SAWASYA II. 2020. Brief. Impact
of COVID-19 Crisis on the Access of Women Victims and
Survivors of Violence to Justice and Security Services in
Palestine.
UN Women. 2020. Gender Alert, Issue No. 2. Ensuring Access
to Services for Survivors of Violence Against Women and
Girls’. Available at: https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/
digital-library/publications/2020/04/gender-alert-on-covid19-in-afghanistan-issue-ii--ensuring-access-to-services-forsurvivors-of-vawg
Remote Courts Worldwide. Available at: www.remotecourts.
org
IDLO. 2018. Enabling Sustainable Development: Lessons from
E-Justice Programming in Kyrgyzstan. Available at: https://
www.idlo.int/publications/enabling-sustainable-development-lessons-e-justice-programming-kyrgyzstan.
Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary
General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, Briefing note
on the implications of COVID-19 for the conflict-related
sexual violence agenda. Available at: https://www.un.org/
sexualviolenceinconflict/about-us/about-the-office/
http://www.iawj.org/women-judges-respond-to-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/
See also Fair Trials International: Fair Trials. 2020.
“Safeguarding the Right to a Fair Trial during the
Coronavirus Pandemic: Remote Criminal Justice
Proceedings.” Free Trials. Available at: https://www.fairtrials.org/sites/default/files/Safeguarding the right to a fair
trial during the coronavirus pandemic remote criminal
justice proceedings.pdf.
Peterman, Amber, Alina Potts, Megan O’Donnell, Kelly
Thompson, Niyati Shag, Sabine Oertelt-Prigione, and
Nicole van Gelder. 2020. “Pandemics and Violence Against
Women and Children.” Center for Global Development.
Available at: https://www.cgdev.org/publication/
pandemics-and-violence-against-women-and-children.
Dawuni, Jarpa. 2020. “The Gendered Face of COVID-19:
Women and Access to Justice.” UNODC. United Nations.
Available at: https://www.unodc.org/dohadeclaration/en/
news/2020/04/gendered-face-of-covid19-women-andaccess-to-justice.html.
Peterman, Amber, Alina Potts, Megan O’Donnell, Kelly
Thompson, Niyati Shag, Sabine Oertelt-Prigione, and
Nicole van Gelder. 2020. “Pandemics and Violence Against
Women and Children.” Center for Global Development.
Available at: https://www.cgdev.org/publication/
pandemics-and-violence-against-women-and-children.
Dawuni, Jarpa. 2020. “The Gendered Face of COVID-19:
Women and Access to Justice.” UNODC. United Nations.
Available at: https://www.unodc.org/dohadeclaration/en/
news/2020/04/gendered-face-of-covid19-women-andaccess-to-justice.html.
World Bank 2018. Women, Business and the Law.
Washington, D.C.: World Bank. Available at: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/926401524803880673/
pdf/125804-PUB-REPLACEMENT-PUBLIC.pdf.

38 And without access to financial resources, survivors of

39
40

41
42

43

44
45
46

47

48
49

50

51

52

gender-based violence are more dependent on abusive
partners for shelter, food, and access to resources. Without
access to a mobile phone, a survivor is more likely to be cut
off from her support system. See Tahirih Justice Center,
Analysis: The Impact of COVID-19 on Immigrant Survivors,
March 2020. Available at: https://www.tahirih.org/news/
analysis-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-immigrant-survivors/.
Author estimates based on Gallup World Poll: https://www.
gallup.com/analytics/232838/world-poll.aspx
Barboni, G. et al A Tough Call: Understanding Barriers to
Mobile Phone Adoption and Use. Evidence for Policy Design.
Available at: https://epod.cid.harvard.edu/sites/default/
files/2018-10/A_Tough_Call.pdf
Gallup World Poll; GSMA. 2020. “Connected Women: The
Mobile Gender Gap Report 2020.” GSMA.
A range of methodological approaches were employed,
including nearly 3,000 survey interviews and 55 focus group
discussions, as well as market observations and digital day
snapshots with refugees and host community members.
See: GSMA. 2018. “The Digital Lives of Refugees: How
Displaced Populations Use Mobile Phones and What Gets
in the Way.” GSMA. Available at: https://www.gsma.com/
mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/TheDigital-Lives-of-Refugees.pdf.
UNICEF. 2020. “Not Just Hotlines and Mobile Phones:
GBV Service Provision during COVID-19.” United
Nations. Available at: https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/
files/2020-04/Not just hotlines and mobile phones-GBV
Service Provision during COVID-19f.pdf.
Estimates based on BBC and State Department reporting, for
the period January 1 – April 15.
Estimates were calculated. For published sources see:
add https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/research-projects/
coronavirus-government-response-tracker
Feminist Alliance for Rights. 2020. “Call for a Feminist
COVID-19 Policy.” Feminist Alliance for Rights. Center for
Women’s Global Leadership, Rutgers University. Available
at: http://feministallianceforrights.org/blog/2020/03/20/
action-call-for-a-feminist-covid-19-policy/.
UNODC. 2020. “Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Response –
UNODC Thematic Brief on Gender-Based Violence against
Women and Girls.” United Nations. Available at: https://
www.unodc.org/documents/Advocacy-Section/GBVAW_
and_UNODC_in_COVID19_final_7Apr2020.pdf
Ibid
OHCHR. 2020. “Statement by the UN Working Group on
Discrimination against Women and Girls* Responses to
the COVID-19 Pandemic Must Not Discount Women and
Girls.” OHCHR. United Nations. Available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25808&LangID=E.
National Commission for Lebanese Women, UN Women,
WHO, UNFPA, 2020. Gender Alert on COVID-19, Lebanon. In
Focus: Access to Justice and Gender Based Violence. April 10,
2020. Issue N0. 1.
WHO. 2020. “COVID-19 and Violence against Women
What the Health Sector/System Can Do.” United Nations.
Available at: https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331699/WHO-SRH-20.04-eng.pdf.
Chipakupaku, David. 2020. “Coronavirus: Calls to National
Domestic Abuse Helpline Rise by 25% in Lockdown.” Sky
News. Sky. April 6. Available at: https://news.sky.com/story/

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

38

53

54

55

56
57
58

59

60

61

62

63

64

coronavirus-calls-to-national-domestic-abuse-helpline-riseby-25-in-lockdown-11969184.
Gaviria, Pablo. 2020. “Police report jump in domestic
violence cases amid coronavirus crisis,” Komo News, April
2; Available at: https://komonews.com/news/local/policereport-jump-in-domestic-violence-report-amid-coronaviruscrisis.
Emma Graham-Harrison, Angela Giuffrida, Helena Smith
and Liz Ford, “Lockdowns around the world bring rise in
domestic violence,” The Guardian, March 28, 2020; Available
at: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/28/
lockdowns-world-rise-domestic-violence
UN Women. 2020. COVID-19 and Ending Violence Against
Women and Girls. Available at: https://www.unwomen.
org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/
publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.theguardian.com/world/italy
Klugman, Jeni et al. 2014. Voice and Agency: Empowering
Women and Girls for Shared Prosperity. Washington, D.C.:
World Bank Group.
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights.
2015. “VioVolileoenlnecnecaegaginasisntswt
Owomoemene:n: AnaEnUE-Uw-Iwideiedseusrvuverevye.”
European Union. Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/
fra-2014-vaw-survey-main-results-apr14_en.pdf.
Fraser, Erika. 2020. “Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on
Violence against Women and Girls.” UK Aid. Available at:
http://www.sddirect.org.uk/media/1881/vawg-helpdesk284-covid-19-and-vawg.pdf.
ICJ. 2020. “State Measures to Address COVID-19 Must Be
Gender Responsive.” International Commission of Jurists.
April 6. Available at: https://www.icj.org/state-measuresto-address-covid-19-must-be-gender-responsive/.
United Nations. Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19
on Women, p17. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/
policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women
Townsend, Mark. 2020. “Domestic Abuse Cases
Soar as Lockdown Takes Its Toll.” The Guardian.
Guardian News and Media. April 4. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/04/
domestic-abuse-cases-soar-as-lockdown-takes-its-toll.
UN Women, and ESCWA. 2020. “The Impact of COVID-19
on Gender Equality in the Arab Region.” United Nations.
Available at: https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field
office arab states/attachments/publications/2020/04/
impact of covid on gender equality - policy brief.
pdf?la=en&vs=4414. See also: CARE, and IRC. 2020. “Global
Rapid Gender Analysis for COVID-19.” Available at: https://
www.care-international.org/files/files/Global_RGA_COVID_
RDM_3_31_20_FINAL.pdf. (“GBV response and prevention
services may be weakened as already limited resources
are diverted to fund infection control and treatment.
Movement restrictions and court closures could prevent or
delay legal protection for survivors. Access to services could
be further restricted for survivors with unclear immigration
status, sex workers, and/or homeless and street-entrenched
populations.”)
UN Women Lebanon. 2020. “Gender Alert No. 1 on
COVID-19 Lebanon In Focus: Access to Justice and GenderBased Violence.” United Nations. Available at: https://
www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office arab states/

65

66

67

68
69

70

71

72
73
74
75
76
77

78

79

attachments/publications/2020/04/gender and covid-19
in lebanon/updated/gender alert on covidlebanon english.
pdf?la=en&vs=1838.
UNFPA. 2020. “COVID-19: A Gender Lens: Protecting Sexual
and Reproductive Health and Rights and Promoting Gender
Equality.” United Nations. Available at: https://www.unfpa.
org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_A_Gender_
Lens_Guidance_Note.pdf.
Hall, Kelli Stidham et al. 2020. “Centring Sexual and
Reproductive Health and Justice in the Global COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet 395 (10231): 1175–77. doi:https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30801-1.
Julia Smith. 2019. “Overcoming the ‘Tyranny of the Urgent’:
Integrating Gender into Disease Outbreak Preparedness and
Response,” Gender & Development, 27:2, 355-369, https://
doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2019.1615288; and Think Global
Health. Julia Smith. Gender and the Coronavirus Outbreak. 4
February 2020.
Sochas L., Counting Indirect Crisis-Related Deaths In The
Context Of A Low-Resilience Health System, Available at:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29149310
Susan A Jones, et al ‘Women and babies are dying but not
of Ebola’: the effect of the Ebola virus epidemic on the
availability, uptake and outcomes of maternal and newborn
health services in Sierra Leone. BMJ Global Health Volume
1, Issue 3. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/28588954
Delamou A et al. 2017. Effect of Ebola virus disease on
maternal and child health services in Guinea: a retrospective observational cohort study. Lancet Glob Health. 2017
Apr;5(4):e448-e457. doi: 10.1016/S2214-109X(17)30078-5. Epub
Feb 23.
OHCHR. 2020. “Statement by the UN Working
Group on Discrimination against Women and Girls*
Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic Must Not
Discount Women and Girls.” Available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25808&LangID=E
Ibid.
UNESCO, 2020. COVID-19 Educational Disruption and
Response. Available at: https://en.unesco.org/covid19/
educationresponse
Ibid.
UN Women. 2020. Women in the Informal Economy.
Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/
csw61/women-in-informal-economy
Ibid.
Reema Navatny. 2020. Building informal workers capacity to
manage the Pandemic and Economic Slow-down. Personal
communication. March 30. In Ahmedabad, the hub of
textile and garment industry, home-based work (on such
tasks as finishing of the garment by cutting threads for INR
70 – 125, or $0.92 – $1.65 USD per day) has plummeted since
the factories closed.
ILO. 2018. Women and men in the informal economy: A
statistical picture. Third edition. Available at: https://www.
ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_626831/lang--en/
index.htm
Alfers, Laura, Rachel Moussié, and Jenna Harvey. 2020. “The
COVID-19 Crisis: Income Support to Informal Workers Is
Necessary and Possible.” Development Matters. OECD.
April 22. Available at: https://oecd-development-matters.
org/2020/04/22/the-covid-19-crisis-income-support-toinformal-workers-is-necessary-and-possible/.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

39

80 ILO. 2020. “Country Policy Responses (COVID-19 and the

81

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

World of Work).” Country Policy Responses. Available at:
https://ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm.
The Impact of COVID-19 on Gender Equality, Titan M.
Alon, Matthias Doepke, Jane Olmstead-Rumsey, Michèle
Tertilt, NBER Working Paper No. 26947, Issued in April 2020.
Available at: https://www.nber.org/papers/w26947
Women’s Budget Group. 2020. “Covid-19: Gender and Other
Equality Issues.” Women’s Budget Group. Available at:
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/FINALCovid-19-briefing.pdf.
OECD. 2020. Women at the core of the fight against
COVID-19 crisis. Available at: https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-thecore-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.
The Guardian. 2020. ‘Coronavirus pandemic exacerbates
inequalities for women, UN warns’, April 11. Available
at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/11/
un-coronavirus-pandemic-gender-inequalities-women
Hall, Kelli Stidham et al. 2020. “Centring Sexual and
Reproductive Health and Justice in the Global COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet 395 (10231): 1175–77. doi: Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30801-1.
WHO. 2020. “Shortage of Personal Protective Equipment
Endangering Health Workers Worldwide.” World
Health Organization. World Health Organization. March
3. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/
detail/03-03-2020-shortage-of-personal-protective-equipment-endangering-health-workers-worldwide.
Campbell, Denis. 2020. “NHS Staff ‘Gagged’ over Coronavirus
Shortages.” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media.
March 31. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/
society/2020/mar/31/nhs-staff-gagged-over-coronavirusprotective-equipment-shortages.
WHO. 2020. “COVID-19 and Violence against Women
What the Health Sector/System Can Do.” United Nations.
Available at: https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331699/WHO-SRH-20.04-eng.pdf.In India for
example, there are some 900,000 female community
health workers, who are poorly paid (about USD 13 monthly),
ill-prepared, and lacking appropriate personal protective equipment. See, BBC. 2020. ‘India coronavirus: The
underpaid and unprotected women leading the Covid-19
war’, April 17. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-india-52279025
UN Women, IDLO, World Bank and Task Force on Justice.
2019. Justice for Women: High-level Group Report, prepared
by Jeni Klugman. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/
en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/justice-for-womenhigh-level-group-report. See also FAO (2011), The State of
Food and Agriculture 2010–2011, Rome. Available at: http://
www.fao.org/docrep/013/i2050e/i2050e.pdf.
Rabenhorst, Carol S. 2011. “Gender and Property Rights:
A Critical Issue in Urban Economic Development.”
International Housing Coalition and the Urban Institute.
Available at: https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/
publication/27491/412387-Gender-and-Property-Rights.
PDF.
UN Women, IDLO, World Bank and Task Force on Justice.
2019. Justice for Women: High-level Group Report, prepared
by Jeni Klugman. Available at: https://www.unwomen.
org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/justice-forwomen-high-level-group-report. See also World Bank (2018).

92

93
94

95

96
97

Women, Business and the Law. Washington, D.C.: World
Bank.
World Bank 2018. Women, Business and the Law.
Washington, D.C.: World Bank. Available at: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/926401524803880673/
pdf/125804-PUB-REPLACEMENT-PUBLIC.pdf.
Author estimates based on Women, Business and the Law
(WBL) data, 2020. UN, Department of Economic and Social
Affairs (Population by age and sex, 2020)
UN Women, IDLO, World Bank and Task Force on Justice.
2019. Justice for Women: High-level Group Report, prepared
by Jeni Klugman. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/
en/digital-library/publications/2020/03/justice-for-womenhigh-level-group-report. See also Slavchevska, Vanya et al.
2016. Beyond Ownership: Tracking Progress on Women’s
Land Rights in Sub-Saharan Africa. FAO Working Paper No.
15. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations. Available at: http://gsars.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/WP-14.12.2016-Beyond-Ownership.pdf.
See, e.g., ICRW. 2004. To Have and to Hold: Women’s
Property and Inheritance Rights in the Context of HIV/AIDS
in Sub-Saharan Africa, June. Available at:https://www.icrw.
org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/To-Have-and-To-HoldWomens-Property-and-Inheritance-Rights-in-the-Contextof-HIV-AIDS-in-Sub-Saharan-Africa.pdf (discussing the links
between property rights, inheritance rights, and the mitigation of HIV/AIDS.) This potential for loss of household may
also lead a woman to “endure an abusive relationship to
safeguard [her] access to property through [her] husband,
rather than seeking a divorce.”
Global Health 5050. 2020. COVID-19 sex-disaggregated data
tracker, April. Available at: https://globalhealth5050.org/
covid19/.
This estimate may be high. Worldwide, there are 187,330
COVID-19 deaths as of April 23, around 114 thousand are
male. If we assume all of them are adults and their partner
is not one of the victims of COVID-19, there are 114 000
widows as a result of COVID-19
Method:
Calculate an average per centage of male/female using the

data from Global Health 5050.
Calculate number of deaths that are male using the average
per centage calculated in step 1 times the total number of
deaths worldwide (from JHU Medicine).
Sources: Global Health 5050. 2020. “COVID-19 SexDisaggregated Data Tracker.” Global Health 5050. https://
globalhealth5050.org/covid19/ and Johns Hopkins
University & Medicine. Available at: https://coronavirus.jhu.
edu/map.html
98 CWEEE. 2020. “COVID-19 and Women’s Economic
Empowerment.” ICRW. Available at: https://reliefweb.int/
sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/cweee_covid_and_wee_
brief_final.pdf.
99 Landesa. 2019. “Women in Half the World Still Denied Land,
Property Rights Despite Laws.” Landesa. Landesa. March 25.
Available at: https://www.landesa.org/press-and-media/
women-in-half-the-world-still-denied-land-property-rightsdespite-laws.
100 OHCHR has outlined the risks being faced by migrants,
including undocumented migrants, and issued specific
Guidance on the Human Rights Dimensions of COVID-19:
Migrants. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/
NewsEvents/Pages/COVID19Guidance.aspx

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

40

101 Page, Kathleen R, Maya Venkataramani, Chris

Beyrer, and Sarah Polk. 2020. “Undocumented U.S.
Immigrants and Covid-19.” The New England Journal
of Medicine. Massachusetts Medical Society. March 27.
Available at: https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/
NEJMp2005953?cookieSet=1.
102 Ibid.
103 Women’s Budget Group. 2020. “Covid-19: Gender and Other
Equality Issues.” Women’s Budget Group. Available at:
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/FINALCovid-19-briefing.pdf.
104 HRW. 2020. “COVID-19 Offers Chance to Address
Human Rights Concerns.” Human Rights
Watch. Human Rights Watch. April 14. Available
at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/14/
covid-19-offers-chance-address-human-rights-concerns#.
105 HRW. 2020. “COVID-19 Offers Chance to Address
Human Rights Concerns.” Human Rights
Watch. Human Rights Watch. April 14. Available
at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/14/
covid-19-offers-chance-address-human-rights-concerns#.
106 UNHCR. 2018. “Global Trends: Forced Displacement in
2018.” United Nations. Available at: https://www.unhcr.
org/5d08d7ee7.pdf.
107 Kluge, HHP., Z. Jakab, V. D’Anna, and S. Severoni.
2020. “Refugee and Migrant Health in the COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet395 (10232): 1237–39. doi:10.1016/
S0140-6736(20)30791-1 ; OHCHR, IOM, UNHCR and
WHO. 2020. “The Rights and Health of Refugees,
Migrants and Stateless Must Be Protected in COVID-19
Response.” International Organization for Migration. March
31. Available at: https://www.iom.int/news/rights-andhealth-refugees-migrants-and-stateless-must-be-protected-covid-19-response.
108 UN News. 2020. “COVID-19: Agencies Temporarily Suspend
Refugee Resettlement Travel | UN News.” UN News. United
Nations. March 17. Available at: https://news.un.org/en/
story/2020/03/1059602.
109 Hackman, Michelle. 2020. “Trump Administration Pauses
Court Proceedings for Asylum Seekers.” The Wall Street
Journal. Dow Jones & Company. March 23. Available at:
https://www.wsj.com/articles/trump-administration-pauses-court-proceedings-for-asylum-seekers-11585019817.
110 Kluge, HHP., Z. Jakab, V. D’Anna, and S. Severoni.
2020. “Refugee and Migrant Health in the COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet 395 (10232): 1237–39. doi:10.1016/
S0140-6736(20)30791-1.
111 CARE, and IRC. 2020. “Global Rapid Gender Analysis for
COVID-19.”Available at: https://www.care- international.
org/files/files/Global_RGA_COVID_RDM_3_31_20_FINAL.
pdf. Also see, UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR). 2020. “UN Refugee Agency Steps Up COVID-19
Preparedness, Prevention, And Response Measures,” UNHCR,
March 10. Available at: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/
news/press/2020/3/5e677f634/un-refugee- agency-stepscovid-19-preparedness-prevention-response-measures.
html; and WHO. 2019. “Promoting the Health of Refugees
and Migrants: Draft Global Action Plan, 2019–2023.” United
Nations. WHO reference number A72/25 Rev.1. Seventysecond World Health Assembly, agenda item 12.4.
112 Poole, D.N., Escudero, D.J., Gostin, L.O. et al.
2020. Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic in complex
humanitarian crises. Int J Equity Health 19, 41. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12939-020-01162-y

113

114

115

116
117
118

119
120

121

122

123
124
125

Sommer, Marni, Suzanne Ferron, Sue Cavill, and Sarah
House. 2015. “Violence, Gender and WASH: Spurring Action
on a Complex, under-Documented and Sensitive Topic.”
Environment and Urbanization 27, no. 1 (April): 105–16.
doi:10.1177/0956247814564528.
Kayser, Georgia L, Namratha Rao, Rupa Jose, and Anita Raj.
2019. “Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: Measuring Gender
Equality and Empowerment.” World Health Organization.
United Nations. May 14. WHO. 2019. “Promoting the
Health of Refugees and Migrants: Draft Global Action
Plan, 2019–2023 https://www.who.int/bulletin/
volumes/97/6/18-223305/en/.
Potts, Alina, in Pandemics in Crisis-Affected Settings: Ensuring
Women and Girls are Not Forgotten. 31 March 2020. WHO.
2019. “Promoting the Health of Refugees and Migrants:
Draft Global Action Plan, 2019–2023 https://giwps.georgetown.edu/pandemics-in-crisis-affected-settings/
The Global Women’s Institute. Conflict and Crisis. Available
at: https://globalwomensinstitute.gwu.edu/conflict-crisis
ibid
Kluge, HHP., Z. Jakab, V. D’Anna, and S. Severoni.
2020. “Refugee and Migrant Health in the COVID-19
Response.” The Lancet 395 (10232): 1237–39. doi:10.1016/
S0140-6736(20)30791-1.
Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary General
on Sexual Violence in Conflict, op cit.
The Global Health Network, COVID-19, April 2020. WHO.
2019. “Promoting the Health of Refugees and Migrants:
Draft Global Action Plan, 2019–2023 https://wephren.
tghn.org/covid-19-prisons-and-places-detention/. See also:
Buttenwieser, Susan. 2020. “‘A Powder Keg Waiting to
Explode’: COVID-19 and Incarcerated Women.” Women’s
Media Center. Women’s Media Center. April 1. https://
womensmediacenter.com/news-features/a-powder-kegwaiting-to-explode-covid-19-and-incarcerated-women. “In
prisons, jails, and detention facilities there is little to no access to basic hygiene and supplies such as disinfectant soap,
hot water, paper towels, clean laundry, and daily showers,
making it impossible to maintain the level of cleanliness required to ward off this highly contagious virus and creating
a fertile breeding ground for a pandemic.”
Irminger, Florian. 2020. “Women’s Rights Matter More than
Ever for the Future of Criminal Justice Systems, and for
PRI’s.” Penal Reform International. March 10. WHO. 2019.
“Promoting the Health of Refugees and Migrants: Draft
Global Action Plan, 2019–2023 WHO. 2019. “Promoting
the Health of Refugees and Migrants: Draft Global Action
Plan, 2019–2023 https://www.penalreform.org/blog/
womens-rights-matter-more-than-ever-for-the/.
University of London. 2017. “Around 3 Million Held in
Pre-Trial Detention Worldwide: New Report.” Birkbeck,
University of London. Birkbeck, University of
London. February 23. http://www.bbk.ac.uk/news/
around-3-million-held-inpre-trial-detention-worldwide.
Kajstura, Aleks. 2019. “Women’s Mass Incarceration: The
Whole Pie 2019.” Prison Policy Initiative. October 29. https://
www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2019women.html.
See: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/
WGWomen/Pages/WomenDeprivedLiberty.aspx
Women in Prison. 2020. “Briefing: Covid-19 &
Prisons.” Women in Prison. Available at: https://
www.womeninprison.org.uk/news-and-campaigns.
php?s=2020-03-24-briefing-covid-19-prisons.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

41

126 UN Peacekeeping. 2020. “COVID-19 Prison Decongestion

Measures.” United Nations.
127 UNODC. 2020. “COVID-19 Preparedness and Responses in
Prisons.” United Nations.
128 Avocats Sans Frontières. 2020. “The Spread of COVID-19
Requires Urgent and Immediate Measures to Be Taken to
Protect the Rights of Detainees in Africa.” Avocats Sans
Frontières. March 24. Available at: https://www.asf.be/
blog/2020/03/24/the-spread-of-covid-19-requires-to-takeurgent-and-immediate-measures-to-protect-the-rights-ofdetainees-in-africa/?fbclid=IwAR0HY-STkYm_qTX19quu9zcsAaLTTOTmO3pav4R8UYkgFr-7LvgO79pwHlQ.
129 UNODC. 2020. “COVID-19 Preparedness and Responses in
Prisons.” United Nation.
130 HRW. 2020. “Cambodia: Prisons Potential COVID-19
Epicenters.” Human Rights Watch. April 5. Available at:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/05/cambodiaprisons-potential-covid-19-epicenters. See also: HRW.
2020. “Latin America: Cut Prison Crowding to Fight
COVID-19.” Human Rights Watch. April 2. Available at:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/02/latin-americacut-prison-crowding-fight-covid-19. (calling for alternatives
to detention for “[p]eople with care-giving responsibilities
accused or convicted of nonviolent crimes, including women
and girls incarcerated with their children and prisoners who
are primary caregivers to children.”).
131 UN Women. 2020. Gender Alert, Issue No. 1.
Ensuring A Gender Responsive Humanitarian
Response. Available at: https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/
gender-alert-on-covid-19-l-afghanistan#view
132 Women’s Refugee Commission. 2020. “Protecting Detained
Immigrant Children and Families from COVID-19: FAQs
on Flores v. Barr and O.M.G. v. Wolf.” New York: Women’s
Refugee Commission, Inc.
133 The Intercept. 2020. Women in ICE Detention, Fearing
Coronavirus, Make Video to Protest Unsafe Conditions,
March. Available at: https://theintercept.com/2020/03/30/
coronavirus-ice-detention/.
134 Women’s Refugee Commission. 2020. “Protecting Detained
Immigrant Children and Families from COVID-19: FAQs
on Flores v. Barr and O.M.G. v. Wolf.” New York: Women’s
Refugee Commission, Inc.
135 Women’s Refugee Commission. 2020. “Protecting Detained
Immigrant Children and Families from COVID-19: FAQs
on Flores v. Barr and O.M.G. v. Wolf.” New York: Women’s
Refugee Commission, Inc.
136 Women’s Refugee Commission. 2020. “Protecting Detained
Immigrant Children and Families from COVID-19: FAQs
on Flores v. Barr and O.M.G. v. Wolf.” New York: Women’s
Refugee Commission, Inc.
137 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.
pdf
138 https://gbvguidelines.org/cctopic/covid-19/
139 https://iawg.net/resources/
minimum-initial-service-package-misp-resources
140 Women’s Refugee Commission. 2020. “Protecting Detained
Immigrant Children and Families from COVID-19: FAQs
on Flores v. Barr and O.M.G. v. Wolf.” New York: Women’s
Refugee Commission, Inc.
141 Lara Owen. 2020. “Coronavirus: Five ways virus upheaval is
hitting women in Asia,” March 8. https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-asia-51705199

142 UN Women. 2020. COVID-19 and Ending Violence Against

Women and Girls. Available at: https://www.unwomen.
org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/
publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
143 Fraser, Erika. 2020. “Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on
Violence against Women and Girls.” UK aid. Available at:
http://www.sddirect.org.uk/media/1881/vawg-helpdesk284-covid-19-and-vawg.pdf.
144 WAVE (Women Against Violence Europe) Network. 2020.
“Covid-19 Resources for Women’s Specialist Support
Services & Women’s Organisations.” WAVE Network.
March 18. https://www.wave-network.org/2020/03/18/
covid-19-wave/.
145 Natalie Higgins. 2020. “Coronavirus: When home gets
violent under lockdown in Europe,” April 13. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-52216966
146 Cumbria Police. 2020. “Police appeal to neighbours and
workers to help victims of domestic abuse,” March.
Available at: https://www.cumbria.police.uk/News/NewsArticles/2020/March/Police-appeal-to-neighbours-andworkers-to-help-victims-of-domestic-abuse.aspx
147 OECD. 2020. Women at the core of the fight against
COVID-19 crisis. Available at: https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-thecore-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.
148 Sarah Boesveld, April 17, 2020. Canada’s Domestic Violence
Problem Was Already Critical. COVID-19 is Making It Worse.
Current calls for us all to stay home create prime conditions
for abuse, but gender-based violence was already an emergency. Available at: https://www.chatelaine.com/opinion/
domestic-violence-covid-19-worse/
149 OECD. 2020. Women at the core of the fight against
COVID-19 crisis. Available at: https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-thecore-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.
150 Reuters, March 10. France to put domestic abuse victims in
hotels after jump in numbers. Available at: https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-women-abusetrfn/france-to-put-domestic-abuse-victims-in-hotels-afterjump-in-numbers-idUSKBN21H37P
151 UNICEF, UN Women, UNDP, SAWASYA II. 2020. Brief. Impact
of COVID-19 Crisis on the Access of Women Victims and
Survivors of Violence to Justice and Security Services in
Palestine.
152 Fraser, Erika. 2020. “Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on
Violence against Women and Girls.” UK aid. Available at:
http://www.sddirect.org.uk/media/1881/vawg-helpdesk284-covid-19-and-vawg.pdf.
153 International Association of Women Judges. 2020. Women
Judges Respond to the Corona Virus COVID-19 Pandemic.
Available at: http://www.iawj.org/women-judges-respondto-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/
154 OECD. 2020. Women at the core of the fight against
COVID-19 crisis. https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-thecore-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.
155 See: Paul Hastings. 2020. “U.S. Court Closings, Cancellations
and Restrictions Due to COVID-19.” Paul Hastings. April 28.
Available at: https://www.paulhastings.com/about-us/
advice-for-businesses-in-dealing-with-the-expandingcoronavirus-events/u.s.-court-closings-cancellations-andrestrictions-due-to-covid-19.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

42

156 OECD. 2020. Women at the core of the fight against

COVID-19 crisis. Available at: https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-thecore-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.
157 UN Women. 2020. COVID-19 and Ending Violence Against
Women and Girls. Available at: https://www.unwomen.
org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/
publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violenceagainst-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
158 UN Women. 2020. COVID-19 and Ending Violence Against
Women and Girls. Available at: https://www.unwomen.
org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/
publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violenceagainst-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
159 UNICEF. 2020. Five ways governments are responding to
violence against women and children during COVID-19, April.
Available at: https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/
five-ways-governments-are-responding-to-violence-againstwomen-and-children-during-covid-19/.
160 AdvocAid. 2020. COVID-19: How AdvocAid is Responding and
Adapting. Available at: https://advocaidsl.org/2135-2/
161 World Bank. 2017. Impact of Legal Aid on Poor Women. ©
World Bank.
162 Alfers, Laura, Rachel Moussié, and Jenna Harvey. 2020.
“The COVID-19 Crisis: Income Support to Informal Workers
Is Necessary and Possible.” Development Matters. OECD.
April 22. Available at: https://oecd-development-matters.
org/2020/04/22/the-covid-19-crisis-income-support-to-informal-workers-is-necessary-and-possible/.
163 Egbas, Jude. 2020. “Sanwo-Olu: ‘We’ll Be Bringing Food to
You, Lagosians, Just Stay at Home’.” Pulse Nigeria. March 27.
Available at: https://www.pulse.ng/news/local/sanwo-oluwell-be-bringing-food-to-you-lagosians-just-stay-at-home/
vjz5vyk.
164 The Economic Times. “COVID-19: Fin Min working on second
relief package to revive battered economy”. April 6, 2020.
Available at: https://auto.economictimes.indiatimes.com/
news/industry/covid-19-finmin-working-on-second-reliefpackage-to-revive-battered-economy/75014892
165 Follain, John. 2020. “Italy Readies Emergency Cash for
Workers in Underground Economy.” Bloomberg. Bloomberg.
April 31. Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-31/italy-readies-emergency-cash-for-workersin-underground-economy.
166 MacEwen, Angella. 2020. “COVID-19 Emergency Benefits:
Who’s Included, Who’s Left out and the Role of
Provinces.” The Broadbent Institute. April 7. Available at:
https://www.broadbentinstitute.ca/angellamacewen/
covid_19_emergency_benefits_who_s_included_who_s_left_
out_and_the_role_of_provinces.
167 WIEGO (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and
Organizing). 2020. “Government Responses to COVID-19
Crisis.” WIEGO. April 23. Available at: https://www.wiego.
org/government-responses-covid-19-crisis.
168 See also United Nations. 2020. “Shared Responsibility, Global
Solidarity: Responding to the Socio-Economic Impacts of
COVID-19.” New York: United Nations.
169 UNECA. 2020. “Communiqué - African Ministers of Finance Immediate Call for $100 Billion Support and Agreement the
Crisis Is Deep and Recovery Will Take Much Longer.” UNECA.
United Nations. March 31. Available at: https://www.uneca.
org/stories/communiqué-african-ministers-finance-immediate-call-100-billion-support-and-agreement-crisis.

170 Brenda Kombo, Rainatou Sow, and Faiza Jama Mohamed

(eds.), Journey to Equality: 10 Years of the Protocol on the
Rights of Women in Africa (New York: Equality Now, 2013).
171 World Bank, In India, women’s self-help groups combat the
COVID-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic, April 2020. Available at:
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/04/11/
women-self-help-groups-combat-covid19-coronavirus-pandemic-india.
172 UN Women. 2020. Women mobilize to prevent COVID-19 in
crowded Rohingya refugee camps, April. Available at: https://
reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/women-mobilize-preventcovid-19-crowded-rohingya-refugee-camps.
173 Allen and Overy. 2020. Women in Prison. Africa Regional
Initiative. Available at: https://www.vancecenter.org/wpcontent/uploads/2019/10/WIP_ARI_Report-Final-10-15-2019compressed.pdf
174 See: https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020-04-21/mexico-abrela-via-para-la-liberacion-de-miles-de-presos-en-medio-de-lapandemia.html
175 See, for example: https://community.namati.org/c/
covid19/108
176 Task Force on Justice, Justice for All – Final Report. (New
York: Center on International Cooperation, 2019), available
at https://www.justice.sdg16.plus/
177 The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women, Guidance Note on CEDAW and COVID-19, Geneva,
2020. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/
cedaw/pages/cedawindex.aspx; UN Special Rapporteur on
Violence against Women, its Causes and Consequences,
‘States must combat domestic violence in the context of
COVID-19 lockdowns’, Geneva, 27 March 2020. Available at:
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25749&LangID=E and UN Special Rapporteur
on the independence of judges and lawyers “Coronavirus
Emergency: Challenges for the Justice System.” Available at:
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=25810&LangID=E.
178 “Coronavirus Emergency: Challenges for the Justice System.”
Ibid
179 See UNDOC resources for further guidance: Toolkit on
Gender-Responsive Non-Custodial Measures and the
Handbook on Women and Imprisonment, and United Nations
Network on Migration, 2020. COVID-19 does not discriminate; nor should our response. Available at: https://unhabitat.org/story-un-network-on-migration-covid-19
180 See the following UNDOC resources for further guidance:
UNODC. 2020. “COVID-19 Preparedness and Responses in
Prisons.” United Nations.; UNODC, and Thailand Institute of
Justice. 2020. “Toolkit on Gender-Responsive Non-Custodial
Measures.” United Nations. Available at:https://www.
unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/20-01528_
Gender_Toolkit_complete.pdf. Also see, UN Habitat. 2020.
“UN Network on Migration: COVID-19 Does Not Discriminate;
nor Should Our Response: UN-Habitat.” UN Habitat. United
Nations. March 24. Available at: https://unhabitat.org/
story-un-network-on-migration-covid-19.
181 Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, 2020. COVID-19.
Delivering Parliamentary Democracy. CPA Toolkit for
Commonwealth Parliaments. Available at: http://www.
cpahq.org/cpahq/Main/Programmes/Coronavirus_Toolkit.
aspx
182 Ibid.
183 IDLO. 2018. Women Delivering Justice:
Contributions, Barriers and Pathways. Available

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

43

at: https://www.idlo.int/publications/
women-delivering-justice-contributions-barriers-pathways.
184 See The Women in the Public Service Project: Available
at: http://www.50x50movement.org/article/
data-brief-toward-gender-parity-police-forces
185 Justice for Women, p33. OP. Cit.
186 UN Women and UNDP, 2014. Improving Women’s Access to
Justice: During and After Conflict: Mapping UN Rule of Law
Engagement, New York, 2014 and UNDP, UNICEF and UN
Women, 2012. Informal Justice Systems: Charting a Course
for Human Rights-Based Engagement. See also, IDLO. 2018.
Policy and Issue Brief: Navigating Complex Pathways to
Justice: Engagement with Customary and Informal Justice
Systems, Available at: https://www.idlo.int/publications/
policy-and-issue-brief-engagement-customary-and-informaljustice-systems.
187 See, for example, preparatory IDLO events that informed
the forthcoming publication, at: https://www.idlo.int/
news/events/csw63-women-and-customary-and-informaljustice-systems, and https://www.idlo.int/news/story/
engaging-informal-systems-enhance-justice-women.
188 World Bank. 2017. Impact of Legal Aid on Poor Women. ©
World Bank.

Justice for Women
Amidst COVID-19

44

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a global emergency of multiple dimensions. In the several weeks since
the pandemic has exploded around the world, a multitude of repercussions are emerging – beyond the
threats to life and health associated with the virus itself. The urgent need to contain and mitigate COVID-19 has brought unprecedented disruption to the ways that people live and work, with most countries
having introduced some form of social distancing, lockdowns, and quarantines.
There is major concern that COVID-19 and its impact will push back fragile progress on gender equality,
including slowing progress in reversing discriminatory laws, the enactment of new laws, the implementation of existing legislation and broader progress needed to achieving justice for all.
Using a gender lens, the report documents major threats to women’s lives and livelihoods associated
with COVID-19 – namely, curtailed access to justice institutions, rising intimate partner violence, threats
to women’s rights to sexual and reproductive health, growing injustice for workers, discriminatory laws
and lack of legal identity, as well as repercussions on forcibly displaced women and those deprived of their
liberty.
Building on what we know about women’s existing justice needs, the report sheds light on ongoing policy
responses and outlines policy recommendations for the period ahead.
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