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4) The aggravating factors for criminal penalties (Chapter 6, Section 5, Subsection 4 of the Criminal Code) should also include gender identity and gender expression. Article 46 of the Istanbul Convention obliges contracting parties to ensure that the factors mentioned in the article can be considered as aggravating circumstances in the offenses specified in the convention. However, aggravating factors typical of domestic violence are not systematically taken into account in criminal law. These include targeting a former or current partner, abuse of a position of power, repetition of offenses, targeting a vulnerable person, or committing the crime in the presence of a child. The Non-Discrimination Ombudsman recommends adding as an aggravating factor in the criminal law when the offense involves an intimate relationship between the offender and the victim. The aggravating factors outlined in the Istanbul Convention should be systematically considered in the aggravating circumstances of Chapter 6 of the Criminal Code. 
 
5) The current government led by Petteri Orpo has decided not to promote the criminalization of shaming during this term, despite recommendations from the Ministry of Justice memorandum in 2022, several prosecutors, judges, police, and women's and civil society organizations. 
 
6) The Government statement to Parliament on promoting equality, gender equality, and non-discrimination in Finnish society, by the current government, arose from public pressure regarding ministers' racist writings. The statement represents the government's public commitment to promoting equity. However, neither the government program nor the equity statement includes proposals against hate speech. 
 
8) In Finland, hate speech targeting an individual member of a race, skin color, religion, origin, or national or ethnically determined group is still not criminalized.  
 
11) The Police University College's report in 2022 highlighted deficiencies in handling hate crimes. The police do not identify all hate crimes, and the suspicion of a crime's possible bias motive is not always forwarded to the prosecutor. According to the police guidelines, all suspected hate crimes should be classified with a separate hate crime code if the victim or the police considers the act partially a hate crime. However, this classification is not mandatory. The report also revealed shortcomings in justifying even half of the hate-motivated enhanced sentences, where the district court did not justify how the enhancement actually increased the sentence. In cases where the punishment was not enhanced despite the prosecutor's demand, the justifications were also lacking. Inadequate justifications can undermine confidence in the functioning of the justice system, thus perpetuating structures that enable underreporting. 

The solution proposed in the report includes mandatory use of hate crime classification in the context of filing a crime report, improving pre-investigation cooperation, updating police interrogation guidelines, and expanding the discussion of enhanced punishment in court judgments. 
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities obliges Finland to collect statistical and research data as a basis for implementing the convention. This requires statistics, for example, on discrimination against persons with disabilities. Accurate and regularly updated information is lacking because, according to the Act on the Publicity of Government Activities (Section 24, Subsection 25), disability is confidential information. 
 
With the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, disability ceased to be considered an illness and became a human rights issue. Therefore, there is no justification for treating disability as health information. It is essential to ensure that inter-agency information exchange and proactive sharing of information related to violence against women and human trafficking occur. The confidentiality of disability as information in the police registry should be removed so that information about violence against disabled women can be obtained. 
 
12) The Victim Support Finland (RIKU) has organized training sessions on the phenomena of violence against women for judges, prosecutors, police, and legal aid attorneys as part of the Ministry of Justice's Program to Combat Violence Against Women (2020–2023) in the NAKO project. The aim was to organize 10 training sessions across Finland in 2022, but due to low participation numbers, only six were practically held. It was challenging to attract participants, especially judges, prosecutors, and legal aid attorneys. Due to the lower-than-planned number of participants, it was decided to organize one last additional NAKO training in early 2023, which was open to other target groups as well. Approximately 40 new prosecutors attended this training, as they were obligated to do so. This suggests that mandatory participation significantly affects attendance. It seems that voluntary participation in training related to violence against women in this target group is difficult to achieve. Therefore, systematic and mandatory basic training is needed. However, there are no plans for systematic and mandatory training based on available information. 

Currently, police training on sexual offense legislation consists of two three-hour self-study webinars, supplemented with background material. Some police officers feel that the training does not provide enough preparation for the application of new legislation. Proficiency is especially required in investigations but also in fieldwork. 

Typical of training programs implemented with a gender-neutral approach is that violence against women is presented as statistical information, and there is a listing of national legislation and international human rights treaties. However, the gendered nature of the phenomenon is lost in the content. The dynamics of gendered violence, various forms of gendered violence, or different myths, stereotypes, harmful gender roles, or attitudes are not addressed as training themes. The dynamics of gendered violence may also be described using gender-neutral language, distorting the dynamics of the phenomenon. 

There is also no information about whether online courses offered by the Council of Europe on various human rights themes have been utilized by authorities. The European Programme for Human Rights Education for Legal Professionals (HELP) offers a diverse perspective on human rights, including violence against women, in the form of online courses.  

Through practical experience, it is evident that systematic basic and ongoing training on all forms of violence covered by the Istanbul Convention for all law enforcement and prosecutors should be mandatory. Efforts to reduce violence against women and legal changes also need a strong investment in their careful and precise implementation. Shared understanding of the phenomenon and collectively considered practices for addressing violence against women and domestic violence cannot be achieved without interactive learning. Therefore, despite their convenience, online training alone is not sufficient for understanding these phenomena. 
 
16) Changes to restraining orders approved by the parliament in December 2022 improve the effectiveness of restraining orders and strengthen the right to life, personal integrity, and safety of victims or individuals living under the threat of domestic and family violence. The police and prosecutors are obligated to guide those protected by a temporary restraining order to support services. However, the police or the district court should also have an obligation to guide individuals to services when the victim seeks a restraining order. Legislation should ensure that the protection needs of the victim are assessed immediately upon the occurrence or suspicion of domestic violence. 

Despite numerous improvements, there is still room for development in legislation related to restraining orders. For example, the consideration of safety remains on uncertain ground despite improvements. The benefits of the enhanced restraining order law do not extend to community violence where there may be multiple perpetrators. Authorities must ensure adequate protection for victims of honor-related violence outside the scope of restraining orders. Applying for restraining orders against the violent party should be easier, and they should more broadly safeguard the rights of the victim. Especially, police-imposed restraining orders are rare in Finland. 
 
17) Investigations may take years, and even issues such as driving license matters have been prioritized over rape cases, despite them being serious crimes against life and health. By police departments' metrics, the clearance rate for rape crimes is at its worst, below half. Only about 20 percent of reported rape allegations lead to charges, and 15 percent result in a guilty verdict. 

Resources for police and judicial investigation of serious crimes, such as violence against women, must be secured. It is also crucial to ensure police expertise in violence against women, such as sexual violence and digital violence, through training. Crimes should be investigated promptly and thoroughly throughout Finland. According to the Pre-trial Investigation Act (Chapter 4, Section 7), investigative measures involving individuals under 18 must be assigned to investigators specifically trained for this task. Similarly, legislation should be established for the investigation of violence against women. Consideration should be given to legislating the prioritization of investigated criminal suspicions. 
 
19) The results of the multi-professional MARAC model for assessing and supporting domestic violence risks have been extremely positive. The model has significantly reduced the number of crime reports to the police from victims repeatedly in contact with the police due to domestic violence. GREVIO has urged Finland to ensure that systematic and gender-sensitive risk assessment becomes a standard procedure in all authorities' operations. However, the model is currently in use in only 38 locations in Finland, and risk assessment does not have a mandatory basis in legislation. 

There is a lack of structures at the national, municipal, and regional levels for actions aimed at reducing violence against women and domestic violence. Multi-professional collaboration and the involvement of organizations vary significantly. It would be crucial for the training of professionals on risk assessment, especially in the new regional entities, to involve organizations in this collaboration. The MARAC model and, in general, collaboration structures are missing in several locations, making multi-professional risk assessment very challenging. Staff turnovers may disrupt previously effective collaboration. There are also many ambiguities and variations in the interpretation of reporting rights and obligations, leading to their underutilization. 

The new government program mentions that the government will assess the need for legislation to obligate municipalities and regional entities to strengthen the structures for violence prevention and anti-violence work. Women's organizations have long advocated for a law on the prevention of intimate partner violence. The law would clarify the collaboration, roles, and responsibilities of municipalities, regions, and the central government in preventing intimate partner violence, facilitating the creation of consistent structures. The law should stipulate the tasks of the state, municipalities, and regional entities within their organizations, as well as cross-administrative multi-professional collaboration structures for the prevention of intimate partner violence and the organization of effective service chains. Municipalities and regional entities would appoint a violence prevention coordinator and a multi-professional working group coordinating violence prevention. 
 
20) The research has also revealed that the most common reason for not filing a crime report for minor assaults during home visits is that the victim did not want it. It appears that police understanding of the general charge of minor assault is inadequate. 

Alongside delays in pre-trial investigations, several serious deficiencies and neglects were identified by the own-initiative investigation by Deputy Chancellor of Justice Mikko Puumalainen. These include shortcomings in assessing the need for victim protection, guiding to support services, and informing the victim about their rights. Additionally, Puumalainen drew attention to a case where the proceedings were delayed by almost three years because the initial police handling the case had failed to recognize the characteristics of a rape offense, leading to the case being mistakenly prioritized. In another case involving an assault that included strangulation, it had been investigated under the charge of minor assault. Puumalainen refers to the Supreme Court's precedent, stating that, concerning such life-threatening violence, the charge should not be classified as minor assault. Finally, Puumalainen notes that his observations raise the question of whether, despite the training and guidelines provided to police departments, the obligations set by the Istanbul Convention, the Victims' Directive, the Pre-trial Investigation Act, and the guidelines of the Police Administration regarding victim encounters have been effectively adopted in practice, especially in cases of domestic violence or sexual crimes.  

Special attention should be directed towards deficiencies in recognizing the gendered nature of violence and the persistent dismissive and victim-blaming attitude within the police organization, which, so far, has not been adequately addressed through the training implemented. 
 
23) Shelter accessibility is challenging in many places due to lack of space or geographical distance, and not all shelters are accessible. According to the Council of Europe's recommendation, Finland should have 550 shelter places instead of the current 228. Although the number of shelter places has increased in recent years, there were over 2000 instances in 2019 where those experiencing violence were directed to another shelter.  

Even though there has been positive development in recent years regarding the funding of shelters and family placements, the funding for these is still not at a sufficient level. In the state budget for the year 2024, 26.55 million euros are allocated for state funding of shelter operations. While it is positive that there is an increase of 1.4 million euros compared to 2023, funding the necessary 262-367 family placements would require an annual budget increase from 29.6 million to 36.7 million euros, according to a report by the National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL). It should also be noted that, considering the 2 million euro increase in salary and other costs for shelter service providers in the budget for 2024, the additional funding of 1.4 million euros is insufficient to cover the rising costs. 

In July 2023, the Parliamentary Ombudsman pointed out that shelters had not yet become accessible by the end of 2022. Improving the accessibility of shelter services is essential to ensure equal treatment of disabled individuals and safeguard rights stipulated by law. Therefore, it is concerning that funding for improving the accessibility of shelters is being reduced by 600,000 compared to the previous year. 
 
The budget allocated for shelter operations should be larger to increase the number of shelter places, improve the accessibility and inclusivity of shelters, and not just cover a fraction of the increased costs. There is no dedicated shelter for individuals with substance abuse problems. A pilot project for such shelters is underway in Pirkanmaa but not in the capital region. Particularly in large cities, finding rental housing after a shelter stay has become a barrier to starting a new, safer life. 
A significant problem is that individuals suspected of being victims of human trafficking only have access to shelters if they are also victims of domestic violence. 
 
24) Welfare regions began their operations at the turn of 2022-2023, but so far, no specific funding has been allocated for anti-violence work. The deficits and cost-cutting pressures of welfare regions also threaten services aimed at victims of violence, such as the potential deterioration of sexual violence support centers. The National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) coordinates activities with a 30% workload in 2024, and there are no resources planned for 2025. The need for support has been growing annually. According to the state budget proposal and government program, sexual violence support centers assist adults with the welfare regions' own funding. The mention of adulthood is problematic because sexual violence support centers serve all those aged 16 and above, and some centers accept those aged 13 and above. According to this entry, underage victims of sexual violence would be entirely excluded from the services of sexual violence support centers. 

Additionally, survivors can only seek sexual violence support center services within one month of experiencing violence. Especially regarding psychosocial support, this time frame is too short. The CEDAW Committee has recommended flexibility for Finland regarding the one-month deadline. 
Without separate and sufficient funding, the cost-cutting pressures of welfare regions also affect sexual violence support centers, where, due to budget cuts, psychosocial work is at risk. There is a significant need, especially in university hospitals, for funding dedicated to psychosocial work. Untreated rape survivors face mental and physical health challenges, the treatment of which becomes much more expensive than acute-phase care. Sexual crime statistics steadily increase each year. For example, the capitol region’s Sexual Violence Support Center investigates and treats nearly 600 rape cases annually, so many clients are at risk of being left without treatment. 

To ensure the continuity of operations, it would be crucial to secure funding for sexual violence support centers through state grants, like shelter funding (even though there is no specific law for Sexual Violence Support Centers), or otherwise with state funding and ensure coordination by the National Institute for Health and Welfare. Support for organizations must be ensured to prevent the disruption of the client's care chain.  

25) Support services for those who have experienced violence are mainly provided by organizations. However, there are insufficient services, and their long-term funding is uncertain. The COVID-19 period increased the demand for low-threshold outpatient services, but the only earmarked funding during the COVID years 2020-2021 for combating domestic violence was 26,000 euros used to open the Nollalinja chat service. 
 
27) The reform is historic and highly commendable. The main issue with the law pertains to the section on sexual abuse (Section 5) and situations involving the abuse of a position of power. The law defines situations as sexual abuse that should be interpreted as rape: if a rape occurs in institutional settings (e.g., facilities for the housing of persons with disabilities), the length of the sentence is shorter, and it is classified as sexual abuse. This also applies to 16-18-year-olds who, due to school or leisure activities, are in a subordinate position to the perpetrator. This places young people and persons with disabilities in a legally unequal position. The provision was criticized by many experts during the consultation process, but for some reason, it was left in the legislative proposal. 
 
28) A victim of forced marriage has the right to annul the marriage. Women's organizations propose that individuals forced into marriage should have the option to choose between nullifying the marriage, an annulment, and divorce, as annulment and divorce would maintain the legal implications of the marriage regarding shared children and property. The same recommendation has been made by the CEDAW Committee (2022). Forced marriage should also be a criminally prosecutable offense. Child marriages contracted abroad for individuals under 18 should, in all cases, be considered contrary to the principles of the Finnish legal system without case-by-case consideration, unlike the current legislation. Forced marriages should be explicitly criminalized, as condemning them as human trafficking or coercion does not cover all situations of forced marriage. 
 
35) The non-discrimination ombudsman has investigated the implementation of the principle of impunity for victims of human trafficking in Finland. According to the report, victims of trafficking in human beings who are forced to commit a crime are not identified in the criminal process.  
The main obstacles to the application of the principle of impunity are the poor identification of victims of trafficking, the lack of practical experience in its application and the lack of attention during the criminal procedure to the underlying exploitation that contributed to the crime committed by the victim.  
Police expertise on violence against women, sexual violence, digital violence and human trafficking must be ensured by concentrating investigations on investigators and investigators who are specifically trained in the Pre-Trial Investigation Act.  

The key piece of evidence in cases of trafficking in human beings remains the reports of those involved. This have often led to the prosecution of trafficking charges have been dismissed based on insufficient evidence. However, several coercive measures could be used in the investigation of trafficking in human beings if the conditions for their use are met.   

Better consideration of the violence and intimate partner violence experienced by immigrant women in the criteria for a residence permit should be ensured. The criteria for a residence permit for victims of human trafficking should include “vulnerable position” instead of “particularly vulnerable position”. According to the researchers, the threshold for interpreting a victim of trafficking as being in a particularly vulnerable situation is very high in the practice of the Immigration Service, and victims of trafficking have not usually received a residence permit on this basis.  

The current referral clause on the sale of sexual services makes it more difficult for people from outside the EU to be recognized as victims of trafficking.   
 
36) The Finnish government presented a proposal to the parliament regarding the Sámi Parliament Act on December 14 2023. According to the Sámi Parliament, the proposed amendments to the Sámi Parliament Act promote the self-determination of the Sámi people, and it is crucial to finalize the law. At the same time, it is important to continue the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and continue psychosocial support to the Sámi people during the process. 
 
The right of Sámi individuals residing outside their homeland to learn their mother tongue is poorly realized, as funding is secured only within the homeland area. Sámi-related knowledge in school education is still limited, impacting positive community relations, and perpetuating Finnish stereotypes about the Sámi people. 

The Action Plan of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples would bring concreteness to advancing the rights of the Sámi people. The Sámi Parliament and the CEDAW Committee have highlighted the absence of shelters in the Sámi homeland areas. 

Improvements in the status of women in traditional Sámi livelihoods can be achieved by reforming the Substitute Help Act for reindeer herders (1238/2014). This reform would provide Sámi women the opportunity to receive substitute help for reindeer herding tasks during pregnancy, childbirth, and childcare. In contrast, other substitute help laws in agriculture allow women to receive substitute help for childbirth and childcare. 
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