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Statement by the Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria at the 75th session informal public meeting of the Committee on the elimination of discrimination against women (19.02.2020)
DESTINGUISHED CHAIRPERSON,
DESTINGUISHED MEMBERS OF THE COMMITTEE ON THE ELIMINATION OF THE DISCRIMINATION AGAINST WOMEN

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,

I sincerely thank you for the opportunity to present to the attention the CEDAW committee my position as Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria on the implementation of the CEDAW convention (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).
In view of the short time I would like to bring to your attention two main issues: violence against women and the rights of roma women. 
I will start with the problem of violence against women.

As you are well aware in 2018 the Constitutional Court of Bulgaria ruled on the incompatibility of the Istanbul Convention with the Bulgarian Constitution which hindered its ratification. This triggered in 2019 some amendments in the national legislation aiming to address the gap in the protection of women against domestic violence. The changes in the Criminal Code and the Protection against Domestic Violence Act should be assessed as a positive development. However, as Ombudsman I think that further legislative and other measures are needed such as: 

To incriminate all forms of domestic violence, including sexual and economic violence; 

To incriminate all forms of the psychological violence and improve the existing definition of stalking;

To remove the requirement for the systematic nature of the domestic violence: according the Criminal code a crime is considered committed in the context of domestic violence only if it is preceded by systematic exercise of physical, sexual, psychological violence. I can tell that a woman can be killed by a first act of violence. The statistics for 2019 indicate that at least 2 women per month have lost their lives in result of domestic violence, but more than 30000 women have called the national hotline to look for help. So we speak here for a large scale problem.
Consider incriminating the rape in the marriage; 

Ensure better guarantees for access to justice (burden of proof of the victim) and better legal aid access for women victims of domestic violence and consider the extension of the 30-day deadline for seeking an order for protection;

Provide for measures to oblige the perpetrator of domestic violence to follow the court order for attendance of rehabilitation programs such as trainings for anger management etc.;
Increase the number of free of charge Crisis centers for women, victims of domestic violence. Currently they are only 13 in Bulgaria and just 1 center or almost 2 million Sofia. This is scarcely insufficient. My recommendation to the regional governors from last November was to increase these centers to at least 28 and reach a balanced geographical coverage throughout the country;  
Provide for integrated data collection and official statistic for domestic violence cases; what can’t be measured can’t be fixed’
Establish an efficient coordination mechanism to provide better cooperation among institutions in cases of domestic violence 
More targeted training for professionals working with victims of domestic violence – police, prosecutors, judges, social workers, health care specialists);

Campaigns for zero tolerance to domestic violence to raise public awareness to overcome social stereotypes and empower women not to be silent victims. 
The second issue is related to the rights of Roma women. 
My main concerns as Ombudsman are about the existing deeply entrenched stereotypes and prejudices for the role of roma women and girls in the family and society, domestic violence considered a norm instead of a deviation of the norm, and also low level of education and early drop-out from schools, early marriages, poverty and unemployment. In order to successfully address these issues, multi-sectoral measures should be adopted. 

Distinguished members of the CEDAW Committee,

I am deeply convinced that the discussion and the subsequent recommendations will contribute to improve the protection of the women’s rights in Bulgaria and I take this opportunity to express my respect to your valuable work. 
Thank you for your attention I remain open to further questions. 
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