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Vi ol ence agai nst wonen _and the right to adequate housing

1. A mjority of the world's 1 billion people living in conditions of

abj ect poverty are women. They nake up the plurality of the world's

50, 000 i nhabitants who die daily from di sease resulting from i nadequate

housi ng. They live without access to secure shelter, sanitary water and food,
or sufficient services. Denied any right to rent or to own |and or property,
mllions of wonen are dependent upon marriage to obtain adequate housing. !

2. These insecure and inadequate living conditions contribute to and can be
the cause or result of violence against wonen. 2 Though vi ol ence agai nst
worren does not differentiate between rich and poor, when experienced by women
with mnimal econom c i ndependence or access to adequate housing, it has a
strong and devastating effect. Wnmen nust face the choice between being

homel ess or bei ng beaten

3. Whi | e housi ng and vi ol ence agai nst wonen have been addressed, ® the

rel ati onship between the two factors has not been thoroughly exam ned.

Ms. Radhi ka Coomar aswany, the Special Rapporteur on viol ence agai nst wonen,
has been requested by the Sub-Comm ssion on Prevention of Discrimnation and
Protection of Mnorities to study the relationship between viol ence agai nst
worren and their |ack of adequate housing and security of tenure. *

4, Human Ri ghts Advocates (HRA) supports this recomrendati on in encouraging
further research. To the extent that current information is avail able,

HRA mai ntains that a causal relationship exists between the |ack of adequate
housi ng and vi ol ence agai nst wonen.

5. An illustrative exanple of this relationship is found in the
United States, where half of all homel ess wonen experi ence honel essness
because of high rates of donestic violence. °

6. In the United States, between 1.3 and 2 m|lion people experience
honel essness at | east once a year, while 750,000 are honel ess on any given
night. One third are famlies with children, 75 per cent of which are headed

by wonen. In addition, 15 to 25 per cent of the population are “single”
wonen. °©
7. In the United States also, 3 to 4 mllion wonen every year are battered

by their husbands or partners. Alnost 70 per cent of all violence against
woren is conmitted by soneone the worman knows. 7 Wonen in the United States
are nore likely to be injured by donestic violence than by autonobile

acci dents, muggi ngs and cancer conbi ned, as battering accounts for one fifth
to one third of all emergency roomvisits. 8

8. Wil e donestic violence is an endem c problemin the United States,
cutting across lines of econom c status, donestic violence rates are five
ti mes higher anong famlies bel ow the poverty line. |In supported or public

housing, it is reported that 17 to 70 per cent of all nothers may be victins
of abuse. ° This puts already poorly housed wonen at an even greater risk.

9. An average of 50 to 60 per cent of all homel ess wonen report they are
honel ess because they are fleeing donestic violence. Eighty-one per cent of
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all honel ess wonmen have at sonme tinme in their |lives experienced either sexua
or physical abuse, and 65 per cent reported physical abuse by a current
partner.

10. The United States has three times as nmany animal shelters as shelters
for battered women. * While many wonen do flee to State-run or
conmuni ty- based shelters, of those, over 30 per cent return to their abusers.
Si xty per cent of those who return do so because of a lack of adequate and

af f or dabl e housing. 2

11. Shelters often have stay limts or a | ack of beds, which results in as
many as 59 per cent of wonmen seeking shelter there being turned away. O her
shelters only house nothers, sending the children to another facility,

separating the battered wife fromher children. Still others are not secure,
poorly maintained or in dangerous nei ghbourhoods. These factors often make a
woman have to find alternate housing, live on the street or return hone to her

batterer. %

12. Shelters which provide an intricate systemof care, with intensive
support systenms, such as housing assistance, child care, and abuse and | ega
counsel ling, offer women the best step towards stability. Aiding wonen to
find adequate |ong-term housing or, alternatively, allow ng |onger shelter
stays with services is needed, so that victinms can recover from abuse and gain
i ndependence.

13. The United States experience provides a clear exanple of the correlation
bet ween | ack of adequate housi ng and viol ence agai nst wonmen, and nmay provide
the world with an indicative guide as to howto deal with this problem

Wonen, because of their gender, have been accorded a | ower status in society;
this is manifested in extrene violations of their rights. Throughout the
wor | d, women face inadequate housing situations, with lack of property rights
or security of tenure, breeding dependence upon often abusive spouses and
partners. High donmestic violence rates worl dwi de augnment this problem
revealing a reciprocal relationship between housing and vi ol ence.

14. The preval ence of domestic violence in the United States reflects a
wor | dwi de probl em Exanpl es of sone of the worst cases are:

(a) Bangl adesh, Brazil, Kenya and Thail and, nurders of wonmen commtted
by current or forner partners account for 50 per cent of all fenale deaths
reported;

(b) Spousal abuse is pervasive in such countries as Chile, Ecuador
Sri Lanka and Tanzania, at a rate of 60 per cent;

(c) Severe and systematic violence occurs in at |east five of every
hundred marriages in Britain. 1In Ireland, 40 per cent of all non-politica
deaths reported in 1991-1992 were the result of donmestic violence. 1°

15. There is also a shortage of shelters for wonen who are escapi ng
batterers in countries other than the United States. In the United Kingdom a
shelter in the south-west of England was only able to help one fourth of the
women referred to it “in desperate need of help”. ¥ |In Brazil, where
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80 per cent of the 13,000 reported assaults on wonen are by a donestic
partner, there are only six shelters for victinms of domestic violence. In
Ni geria, there are no reported shelters or services to protect victinms of
donestic viol ence.

16. In many countries, wonen have neither the right to the hone in

whi ch they were born nor the right to the house in which they live a married
life. A woman's access to |l and and property is dependent upon narriage.
Oten, a married woman's land rights are limted to “use” rather than

owner ship. *°

17. In Rwanda, a woman cannot buy or sell property, enter into contracts, or
even open a bank account wi thout the witten consent of her husband. These
worren are conpletely at the whimof their spouses. %

18. In many countries in Africa, a woman is viewed under customary |aw as a
m nor and has no right to any property, her husband has total control over it.
Even nodern civil law restricts the wonen to land “use” only. This presents

extreme hardship for the woman after a divorce, for she is not entitled to
anything of value. Additionally, because of the stigma of divorce, she is
often left without the support of her famly. Frequently, a wife will opt
agai nst divorce and remain with her abuser, for otherw se she faces a
destitute life, with no other option than prostitution for some security or
guar ant eed homel essness. 2

19. In Maharasthtra, a rural area of India, 60 mllion wonen are estimated
to be displaced fromtheir marital hones by their husband. It is easy for the
husband to drive the wife out of the hone, as all property is in his nane. ?2?

20. In countries where wonen have no rights to any housing or property, they
must stay with their abuser or face destitution and homel essness. This

vi ol ates wonen's fundamental rights, their right to ownership, their right to
security of person and autonony and their nost basic right, to life.

Recomendat i ons

21. Consistent with the Sub-Conm ssion's recomrendation in its

resolution 1997/19, HRA urges the Conm ssion to request the Special Rapporteur
to include in her next report an in-depth analysis of the relationship between
vi ol ence agai nst wonen and violations of the right to adequate housing. |If
necessary, HRA requests that the Special Rapporteur's mandate be extended to
all ow her sufficient time to address this conplex issue.

22. HRA al so specifically recomrends the Conmmi ssion to urge Governments to
consi der the follow ng:

(a) Short-term proposal s;

(i) Provi de funding to wonmen's organi zati ons to open innovative
shelters and provi de ongoi ng services for abused wonen;

(ii) Mandate cities to extend their own shelter services to
address specifically the needs of abused wonen;
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(iii) I ncrease awar eness anong police and other officials that
donestic violence is a problem

(iv) Expedite the processing of abused wonen's applications for
gover nnment - assi st ed housi ng;

(v) I ncrease | andl ord cooperation in renting to wonen;
(vi) Encourage wonmen to form conmunal garden plots and farns;
(b) Long-term proposal s

(i) Abol i sh traditional conceptions and practices which
promul gate wonen's subordi nate position to and dependence
upon men;

(ii) Enact property |aws favourable to wonen owni ng and securing
| and and housi ng;

(iii) Enact credit |aws that enable women to secure credit on
t heir own;

(iv) Enact crimnal |aws which punish the abuser and protect
the victim Laws should facilitate the execution and
enforcenent of protection orders, requiring the abuser, not
the victim to |leave the hone. Defences of provocation
shoul d not be all owed, and wonen should be allowed to
testify in court against their abuser
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