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Introduction

Millions of children and adolescents in the world witness violence between parents or guardians.
Analyzes and research by UNICEF and UN agencies indicate the global prevalence of this problem:
worldwide, every fourth child under the age of five lives with a mother who is a victim of violence by
intimate partner (UNICEF, 2017"), and studies of the prevalence of violence against children con-
ductedin several countries (Violence against Children Surveys?; according to: World Health Orga-
nization - WHO, 20208) found that among young women the percentage of those who witnessed
domestic violence before the age of 18 was between 15% (Cambodia) and 67% (Uganda), while
among young men the percentage was between 12% (El Salvador) and 65% (Uganda).

According to data from the Ministry of Family, Youth and Sports of the Republic of Srpska, in the
period from 2020 to the end of the first half of 2024, a total of 2,639 child victims of domestic
violence were registered in the social protection system of the Republic of Srpska, including
those who were directly exposed to violence and those who witnessed violence.

In the same period, 72 women victims of domestic violence and 94 children were accommodated
in the Banja Luka Safe house with different periods of stay. Nine of the children were unaccompa-
nied girls (aged 13 to 17), two were victims of sexual violence (incest), while the rest were victims
of combined forms of domestic violence. Safe house Banja Luka has many years of experience in
providing help and support to women and children who are victims of violence, so in this report we
refer to our knowledge about appropriate support models (see section: Child victim or witness of
violence in Safe house Banja Luka: what kind of support and help do we provide?).

1

UNICEF (2017). A familiar face: violence in the lives of children and adolescents. New York: United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)

2 Violence against Children Surveys: Country Reports, https:/www.cdc.gov/violence-against-children/about/index.html
3 World Health Organization (2020). Global status report on preventing violence against children 2020, Geneva: WHO, https:/iriswho.int/bitstream/handle/10
665/332394/9789240004191-eng.pdf?sequence=1



Consequences of domestic 5
violence on children

Children who are surrounded by domestic violence face harmful consequences that can threat-
en their physical, emotional and social well-being. As relevant research and analysis have shown,
children who have witnessed domestic violence may have more pronounced “adjustment difficul-
ties” compared to children who grew up in a non-violent family environment; they may experience
psychological, physical and behavioral problems of a short-term or long-term nature, for example:
introversion and withdrawal, low self-esteem, fears, insecurity and tensions, sadness and depres-
sion, difficulties in establishing trust in people, poor social skills, problems at school, interruptions
in school, emotional confusion in relationships with parents, bedwetting, nightmares and sleep
disorders, eating problems and weight loss, self-blame and resentment, etc. (Hester et al., 20074).

Researchers have also highlighted the detrimental emotional and behavioral consequences for
children exposed to domestic violence - if there was a pattern of “ coercive control ” that includ-
ed the children, and often continued after the parents’ divorce (Radford and Hester, 20155; Stark,
2007¢). Growing up in a violent family environment can also have consequences for later emo-
tional life and romantic/partner relationships (Jaffe, Wolfe and Campbell, 20127). The latter study
also found that in children who have been in shelters/safe houses, the adverse consequences of
growing up in a violent family environment can be reduced (overcome) if the children are safe and
free from fear of further violence (ibid). A good and emotionally empowering relationship with a
non-violent parent, most often the mother, can significantly contribute to the ability of children who
witness violence to overcome the adverse effects of living in a violent environment (Mullender et
al, 20028). Providing assistance and support to the non-violent parent (most often the mother) is
generally considered the most effective measure of support and protection for children who wit-
ness violence (Laing & Humphreys, 20139; Stanley, 2011°). In other words, the best way to protect
a child witness or victim of violence is to provide protection and support to the non-violent par-
ent (most often the mother).

4 Hester, M., Pearson, C, Harwin, N. (2007). Making an impact: Children and domestic violence. A reader, second edition. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers,
London and Philadelphia

5 Radford, L & Hester, M. (2015). More than a mirage? Safe contact for children and young people who have been exposed to domestic violence, in Stanley, N. &
Humphreys, C. (Eds), Domestic Violence and Protecting Children: New Thinking and Approaches. London: Jessica Kingsley

6 Stark, E. (2007). Coercive control: how men entrap women in personal life. Interpersonal violence. New York: Oxford University Press

7 Jaffe, P. Wolfe, D. and Campbell, M. (2012). Growing up with domestic violence. Cambridge Massachussetts, Hograve

8 Mullender, A., Hague, G.Imam, U. Kelly, L. Malos, E. and Regan, L. (2002). Children’s Perspectives on Domestic Violence. London: SAGE

9 Laing, L. &Humphreys, C. (2013). Social work and domestic violence: developing critical and reflective practice. London: SAGE

10 Stanley, N. (2011). Children experiencing domestic violence: A research review. Research in Practice. Devon: Dartington



6 Some analyses also indicate the possibility of cognitive impairment and the possibility of adopting
attitudes about violence that can cause long-term problems in children exposed to domestic vio-
lence (Edleson, 2011)", such as adopting violence as an acceptable pattern of behavior in partner
relationships in later (adult) life. Literature reviews and meta-analyses of existing research have
also shown that children who witness violence are more likely to have emotional and behavioral
problems, as well as anincreased risk of becoming victims or perpetrators of violence in adulthood
(Wood and Sommers, 2011; Kitzmann et al, 20032). This latter pnenomenon is referred to in the lit-
erature as “transgenerational transmission”. For example, some studies have shown that men who
survived physical domestic violence (direct victims) and witnessed domestic partner violence had
amuch higher chance of becoming perpetrators of intimate partner violence in adulthood (see re-
view of research in: Radford et al, 2019'3).

Also, various studies show that women who survived violence in childhood (abuse and neglect,
physical or sexual violence or witnessed domestic violence) are at increased risk of becoming vic-
tims of intimate partner violence in adulthood (e.g. UN Multi-country study , 2017'). We emphasize
that these studies mention “possibilities” or “increased chances” that should not be understood as
apredicted fate. Such findings in no way imply that all boys and girls who grew up in a violent family
environment will later become perpetrators or victims of intimate partner violence. On the contrary,
the individual development of a child depends on numerous factors, including the support of close
people and peer groups. This is precisely why timely psychological support for children exposed
to domestic violence (such as that provided by safe houses, for example) is very important be-
cause it can help child witnesses or victims overcome traumatic experiences. In this way, the
transmission of violent behavior patterns from the primary family can be prevented.

According to the experiences of the Safe house — a specialized support service for women and
children victims of domestic violence in Banja Luka, parents or guardians living in violent relation-
ships often think that the violence between them does not affect their children. However, children
who are not direct victims but witness violence between parents (in 90% of cases violence against
mothers) can develop serious emotional and behavioral problems. These problems are not always
recognized by their parents or guardians. As a result, children do not always receive the help they
need. We also emphasize that some children speak up about violence between parents for the
first time in the Safe house.

The experiences of the Safe house also show that it is most difficult for children to regain a dam-
aged basic sense of security. Once children lose this feeling in their primary family and from those
who are supposed to protect, nurture and provide for them, it is difficult to regainiit. This psycholog-
ical fact negatively affects all their later social relationships and self-image.

11 Edleson, JL (1999). Problems associated with children’s witnessing of domestic violence, VAW Net — Applied Research Forum, National Online Resource
Center on Violence against Women, https://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/materials/files/2016-09/AR_Witness.pdf

12 See, for example: Wood, SL and Sommers, MS (2011). Consequences of Intimate Partner Violence on Child Witnesses: A Systematic Review of the Litera-
ture. Journal of Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing, 24: 223-236, https://doi.org/101111/j1744-6171.2011.00302.x ; Kitzmann, KM, Gaylord, NK, Holt, AR,
&Kenny, ED (2003). Child witnesses to domestic violence: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 71 (2), 339-352. https://doi.
org/101037/0022-006X.71.2.339

13 Radford, L, Richardson Foster, H, Hargreaves, P & Devaney, J. (2019). Research Review: Early Childhood and the ‘Intergenerational Cycle of Domestic Vio-
lence’. London: NSPCC

14 Fulu E, Miedema S, Roselli T, McCook S, Chan KL, Haardorfer R, Jewkes R (2017). UN Multi-country Study on Men and Violence study team. Pathways
between childhood trauma, intimate partner violence, and harsh parenting: findings from the UN Multi country Study on Men and Violence in Asia and the Pacific.
Lancet Global Health. 2017; 5(5 ):e 512-e522

15 Thiara, R.and Harrison, C. (2016). Safe not sorry: Key issues raised by research on child contact and domestic violence. Bristol: Women'’s Aid



Violence does not (often) 7
end with the mother leaving
the abusive community

A review of numerous studies (e.g. Thiara and Harrison , 2016), as well as the basic evaluation re-
ports of the GREVIO Committee’s, have shown that many women victims of violence and their chil-
dren continue to suffer violence even after the breakup of a violent relationship/divorce and that the
violence even intensifies. It has also been found (ibid) that contact between children and a violent
parent, most often the father, including mandatory contact based on court decisions, allows for the
continuation of physical and/or psychological violence against the (ex-) wife/partner and/or chil-
dren, even whenitis supervised by social services. Such contact opens up the possibility for violent
men to continue to control their (ex-) wives/partners, i.e. they can become a form of post-separa-
tionabuse. It has also been shown that mandatory unsupervised contact in extreme cases they can
even lead to the murder of the (ex-) wife/partner or child/children. Cases and studies of child mur-
ders in the context of domestic violence during contacts between an abusive parent and children
have led to a national campaign in the UK led by the women'’s organisation Women'’s Aid.

Also, in the well-known case of Angela Gonzélez Carrefio v. Spain, which was considered by the
CEDAW Committee'” under the Optional Protocol to the CEDAW Convention, an abusive father
killed his daughter during an unsupervised visit and then committed suicide. The CEDAW Commit-
tee'® concluded that the Spanish authorities had failed to fulfil their obligations to protect the mother
and the child by allowing unsupervised contact between the father and daughter without sufficient
consideration of the facts of the prior intimate partner violence (Angela Gonzalez Carrefio was a
victim of domestic violence by her husband). The CEDAW Committee has also recommended that
a history of intimate partner violence must be considered when determining access rights to
children to prevent visits from endangering the safety of the woman victim of violence or the
children themselves. (ibid.).

The above-mentioned issues have also been addressed in the GREVIO Committee’s basic evalu-
ation reports, in line with the provisions of the Istanbul Convention concerning custody of children
and contact with children in situations of previous domestic violence (see section: International le-
gal framework). GREVIO (2020) has, for example, indicated that social services should assess the
risk when determining and implementing contact between children and parents in situations where
there was a history of domestic violence in order to ensure the safety of the non-violent parent (most
oftenthe mother) and the children themselves. GREVIO has also stressed (ibid) that it fully supports
the right of the child to maintain contact with both parents as established by the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, Article 9, paragraph 3, but has also indicated that the exposure of a child to do-
mestic violence, whether as a witness or as a direct victim, sometimes requires exceptions to be
made in order to protect the best interests of the child, i.e. to ensure that contact between parents
and children does not endanger the safety of the non-violent parent and/or the child themselves.

16 The GREVIO Committee is anindependent expert body that oversees the implementation of the Istanbul Convention in the contracting states. The work of
this body and its recommendations to the BiH authorities are discussed in the following text of this report (see - “GREVIO Committee: recommendations to the
BiH authorities regarding children exposed to domestic violence ).

17 The CEDAW Committee is a UN expert body that monitors the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW Convention).

18 CEDAW Committee (2014). Decision adopted by the Committee at its fifty-eighth session, Communication No. 47/2012, submitted by Angela Gonzélez
Carrefio, 15 August 2014, CEDAW/C/58/D/47/2012

19 GREVIO (2020). GREVIO baseline evaluation report on Italy. Strasbourg: Council of Europe



The experiences of the Safe house in Banja Luka, unfortunately, also confirm that exposure to vi-

8 olence often does not end with the mother leaving the abusive relationship — violent ex-partners
often continue to abuse even after the end of their life together, including the abuse of mandatory
parental contact. In these cases, children are exposed to direct violence or witness violent scenes
between parents during the handover to the other parent or during the contact itself. Therefore, the
continuation of violence after divorce/separation against the non-violent parent by the violent par-
ent (post-separation abuse) can have serious consequences for children.

The purpose of this report

Due to the large number of children who suffer from domestic violence, we decided to create this doc-
ument as a special report that brings the unique perspective of the Safe house Banja Luka in working
with children who have survived various forms of domestic violence or continuously witnessed such
violence. Through data analysis, a presentation of the consequences, challenges and needs of chil-
dren who have faced domestic violence and have gone through the protection system, we want to
point out their position and provide guidelines for improving institutional and non-institutional mech-
anisms of support and protection of children, but also to point out the devastating and long-term con-
sequences of domestic violence and violence against women on society as a whole. Therefore, in a
special section, we have also provided an overview of the entire spectrum of support services for
children at the Safe house Banja Luka, which are specifically designed according to their needs in
order to contribute to recovery from traumatic experiences.

We hope that the long-standing experiences of the Safe house Banja Luka in empowering women
victims and children victims or witnesses of domestic violence will serve as possible guidelines for
improving institutional practices in the Republic of Srpska (see the section later in the text: Space for
improving the protection of child victims and witnesses of domestic violence: conclusions arising from
the experiences of the Safe house Banja Luka).

Defining violence against
children in a family context

Violence against children includes any form of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, ne-
glect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse by a parent, legal
guardian or any other person caring for a child.2°

Possible indicators of physical abuse of a child include: bruises or marks on the face or other parts
of the body including the back, legs, buttocks, arms, inner thighs; any bruises or wounds in unusu-
al configurations or those that look like an object used to cause injury, e.g. fingerprints, teeth, iron,
etc.; burns in the form of an object used to cause a burn, e.g. iron, needle, cigarette, flame, oil, boil-
ing water; fractures of the skull, jaw, nose or limbs, especially those that are not consistent with the

20 Elements of the definition taken from the Convention on the Rights of the Child, see: UNICEF (2017). Preventing and Responding to Violence Against Chil-
dren and Adolescents: Theory of Change. New York: Child Protection Section, Program Division

21 UNICEF WCARQO, Definitions of Child Abuse and Possible Indicators of Harm,
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/SAMPLE+DRAFT_Definitions+of+Child+Abuse+and+Possible+indicators.doc/

22 Source: Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention)



explanation offered or with the type of injury that is possible/likely in the child’s development; cuts
and scratches in the mouth, on the lips, gums, area around the eyes, ears and external genitalia; bite 9
marks; areas of the scalp where hair has been pulled out; multiple/repeated injuries (old and new);

signs of poisoning; internal injuries.?!

Sexual abuse is understood?? as engaging in sexual activities with a child who, in accordance with
the relevant provisions of internal law, has not reached the legal age at which sexual activities are
permitted (this does not apply to sexual activities between minors that take place with mutual con-
sent), as well as engaging in sexual activities with a child using coercion, force or threats, abuse of a
recognized position of trust, authority or influence over the child, including the positionin the family
or abuse of a particularly sensitive situation in which the child is, his vulnerable position, primarily
due to mental or physical handicap or addiction.

Furthermore, according to UNICEF analyses?? child neglect is defined as failing to meet the child's
basic life needs related to nutrition, medical care, clothing, shelter or supervision to an extent that
can significantly impair the child’'s health and well-being or put the child in a situation of serious risk.
A child is considered neglected if he is left without care and protection for a long period of time
or is abandoned. Child neglect occurs when the child’s needs, the satisfaction of which is neces-
sary for normal and healthy development, are threatened: quality nutrition, clothing and footwear,
emotional security, health care, education, care for hygiene, supervision, protection from violence,
adequate living space, safety and protection from injuries, etc. Signs that a child is neglected ap-
pear in physical appearance through malnutrition, untidiness, clothes and shoes inappropriate for
the weather. Other signs are possible, such as: poor oral hygiene, growth and development delays
in babies and young children, irregular visits to the doctor, irregular use of prescribed medication,
irregular vaccinations, failure to fulfill school obligations, irregular attendance at parent-teacher
conferences, and lack of concern for the child’s academic success (Konakovi¢, 2022)24. Chronic
child neglect, according to UNICEF?25, includes situations in which a parent or guardian continu-
ously and consistently fails to meet the child’s basic needs related to nutrition, shelter, hygiene, or
adequate supervision to an extent that leads to serious consequences for the child. Indicators of
chronic neglect (ibid) may include the following: the child lives in an environment that is dirty or dan-
gerous to an extreme degree and poses a threat to the child's immediate safety or development
(e.g.,animal or human feces or urine, rotten food, syringes, or other dangerous objects are present
inthe child’s environment); the child is constantly receiving insufficient food or inadequate food that
is not sufficient for healthy development; the child has serious illnesses or medical conditions that
the parent or guardian constantly neglects and fails to provide the child with appropriate medical
treatment or medication; the parent or guardian constantly leaves the child without supervision/
care or leaves himin the care of unknown persons who may harm him.

In the context of violence that children can experience in the family, it is important to specifically
highlight physical punishment and discipline of children. This type of violence against children
is prohibited by law in the Republic of Srpska, both in the family environment and in all institutions
and environments where children live. However, this type of violence against children in the fam-
ily is very widespread because it represents a culturally rooted “educational method” and there
is strong public resistance to the consistent implementation of these legal provisions. According
to the results of the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey — MICS (UNICEF, 2011-201226), 55% of chil-
drenin BiH aged 2 to 14 years were subjected to some form of “disciplinary” violence, while 40% of
children suffered physical punishment and 42% psychological aggression. Although this research
was conducted a long time ago, we cite it because after it there was not so much extensive re-
search that would deal with this topic, and because the results acctually relate to the cultural pat-
terns of raising children in our country, which have not changed much until this period.

23 UNICEF WCARQO, op.cit.

24 Konakovi¢, M: Domestic violence as a cause of children being placed in social welfare institutions in BiH, Master’s thesis, Department of Social Work, Faculty
of Political Sciences, University of Sarajevo, October 2022.

25 UNICEF WCARO, op. cit.

26 UNICEF (2011-2012). Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey — MICS, available at:
http://ba.one.un.org/content/unct/bosnia_and_herzegovina/en/home/publications/istra_ivanje-vi_estrukinpokazatelja--mics--bih-2011----2012--/



10 International legal framework

The international legal framework contains defined standards regarding the protection of children
from violence and neglect, as well as the protection of women from gender-based violence.

These standards were mostly accepted in our country by the ratification of several important in-
ternational conventions (at the UN level) or regional conventions (at the Council of Europe level),
which started the process of harmonizing the situation in BiH with these standards both through
the improvement of domestic laws and through the improvement of practices and services. Here
we will mention a few of the most important ones: the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the
Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domes-
tic violence (Istanbul Convention), the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children
from Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention), as well as the Convention on
Contact Concerning Children. There is also a whole series of protocols, decisions, initiatives and
instruments that touch on this area .2”

By accepting the obligations assumed by ratifying conventions and joining these initiatives, BiH
and its entities are in a continuous process of monitoring the situation, adjusting the legal frame-
work and practices, promoting and raising awareness about these problems and ways to over-
come them, which we as a society provide to our citizens throughout their lives.

The sole responsibility for the quality of protection against domestic violence lies with the state
and its structural and departmental elements. These efforts have been joined by associations,
foundations and organizations that, within the scope of their activities, aim to protect women and
children from all forms of violence and which, with their activities, significantly contribute to rais-
ing the standards of protection through various advocacy campaigns for changes in legislation,
education, raising public awareness of the problem and providing specific services. It is import-
ant to note that regardless of the quality and degree of compliance with international standards
in domestic laws, in countries that have ratified international conventions, the standards defined
by these international instruments have higher legal significance and can be applied even when
domestic laws are not in compliance with them. In BiH, this legal fact is very rarely used in legal
proceedings or protection procedures, but these practices still exist.

*  The Convention on the Rights of the Child?2 is the most ratified international legally bind-
ing instrument in the world. It recognizes and specifies the human rights of the child, de-
fined as a person below the age of 18 years (unless, under the law applicable to the child,
legal age for adults is attained earlier). The Convention obliges States Parties to take ap-
propriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child
from all forms of physical and mental violence, injury and abuse (Article 19, paragraph 1).
Such protective measures should include, where appropriate, effective procedures for
the establishment of social programmes to provide the child and those who have the care
of the child with necessary support, as well as other forms of protection and for the pre-
vention, identification, reporting, referral, investigation, action and monitoring of cases of
child abuse and, in appropriate cases, bringing them to justice (Article 19, paragraph 2). We
emphasize that the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in its General Comment ad-

27 For example: Recommendation CM/Rec (2011)12 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on children’s rights and social services friendly to children
and families (Recommendation CM/Rec(2011)12 on children’s rights and social services friendly to children and families), Recommendation (2005)5 of the
Committee of Ministers to member states on the rights of children placed in institutions (Rec/CM(2005)5 on the rights of children living in residential institutions),
Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers to member states on Guidelines for the respect, protection and exercise of the rights of the child in the digital
environment (CM/Rec(2018)7)

28 Convention on the Rights of the Child, https:/www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child . A BHS translation of the
Convention is available at: https://www.ombudsmen.gov.ba/documents/obmudsmen_doc2013031807224360cro.pdf



opted in 20112° pointed out that the exposure of a child to violence in the family is a form of 1 1
mental violence that is prohibited by Article 19, paragraph 10of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child. Also, in this general comment (ibid), the Committee on the Rights of the Child
emphasizes that “the interpretation of the best interests of the child must be consistent
with the Convention as a whole, including the obligation to protect children from all forms
of violence.”

»  The Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploita-
tion and Sexual Abuse, better known as the Lanzarote Convention?°, requires the crimi-
nalization of all forms of sexual acts against children. It obliges contracting states to adopt
specific laws and take measures to prevent sexual violence against children, to protect child
victims and to prosecute perpetrators. The adaptation of domestic laws to the standards of
this convention, which began after its ratification by BiH, has not yet been completed.

e The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against wom-
en and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention3') contains a number of relevant provi-
sions concerning the protection of children who are witnesses of domestic violence, as well
as all other forms of violence covered by the Convention. As explained in the Explanatory
Memorandum to the Istanbul Convention, exposure of children to physical, sexual or psy-
chological violence between parents or other family members has a serious impact on chil-
dren, causing fear, trauma and adversely affecting their development. Therefore, Article 26
of the Conventionintroduces an obligation for States Parties to take into account the needs
and rights of children who have witnessed violence when providing services and support to
victims of violence who have children. While this is most important in the context of domes-
ticviolence, it should be borne in mind that children can also witness other forms of violence
covered by the Convention. The term “child witnesses” refers not only to children who are
present when violence occurs and actively witness that violence, but also to children who
have been exposed to screams and other sounds while hiding nearby during the violent
scene or children who are exposed to the long-term consequences of that violence. It is
therefore important to recognise and respond to the victimisation of child witnesses of any
form of violence covered by this Convention, as well as their right to support and protection.
Article 26, paragraph 2, requires States parties to establish psychological interventions, i.e.
psychological counselling appropriate to the age and stage of development of the child,
specifically tailored to the child, with the aim of overcoming traumatic experiences and in
accordance with their needs. When providing all psychological interventions/services to
child witnesses, it is essential to ensure due respect for the best interests of the child. In
the context of this report, the provisions of Article 31 of the Convention are relevant. As ex-
plained by the GREVIO Committee (2022 ), this article establishes the obligation to take
into account acts of all forms of violence covered by the Convention, in particular domestic
violence, when making decisions on custody and contact with children, in order to ensure
that the exercise of rights to custody and access to children does not undermine the rights
and safety of the victim of violence or the children. As can be concluded, based on the ba-
sic evaluation reports of the GREVIO Committee ( ibid ), it is continuously indicated that
children who witness violence in the family (most often violence by the father against the
mother) may have harmful long-term consequences in their adulthood. Professionals in the
judiciary and centers for social work are often not aware of these harmful consequences.

29 Committee on the Rights of the Child (2011). General comment No. 13 (2011): The right of the child to freedom from all forms of violence, CRC/C/GC/13,
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2011/en/82269

30 Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, videti: https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/
full-list?module=treaty-detail&treatynum=201. BHS verzija Konvencije dostupna je na: https://ravnopravnost.gov.rs/wp-content/download/konvencija_save-
ta_evrope_o_zastiti_dece_od_seksualnog_iskoriscavanja_i_seksualnog_zlostavljanja-se.pdf

31 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, https:/www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/
full-list?module=treaty-detail&treatynum=210 Prevod Konvencije na BHS dostupan je na: https:/rm.coe.int/1680462540

32 Paragrafi143-144

33 GREVIO (2022). Mid-term horizontal review of GREVIO baseline evaluation reports. Strasbourg: Council of Europe

34 Brankovic, B, on behalf of GREVIO (2023). Overview of trends related to custody and visitation arrangements in EU member states, Speech presented at the
event “Domestic violence and custody rights: The protection of women and children from violence in light of the new Commission proposal for a Directive”, hosted
by MEP Elena Kountoura (FEMM Committee), European Parliament, Brussels, Belgium, 24 January 2023
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GREVIO stated that in many contracting states the courts give priority to the best interest
of the child, considering that this best interest implies maintaining contact with both par-
ents after the divorce at all costs, regardless of the violence the child witnessed. GREVIO (
Brankovic, 2013) certainly recognizes the child’s right, which is defined by the Convention
on the Rights of the Child, to maintain contact with both parents, but also points to the need
for relevant professionals (especially judges) to take into account and recognize that chil-
dren witnessing violence against a close person (most often the mother by the father) can
endanger the best interests of the child.

Through the ratification processes of international conventions, the contracting states also under-
take the obligation to regularly report to international/regional bodies (such as the UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child, the GREVIO Committee etc.) on progress in achieving accepted standards,
as well as the current situation. Regarding the situation in the field of domestic violence against chil-
dren, there are current recommendations forimprovement under several relevant conventions.

Committee for the Rights of
the Child: recommendations to
the BiH authorities on violence
against children

The Committee on the Rights of the Child is a body composed of independent experts that over-
sees the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the accompanying op-
tional protocols. This includes the analysis of reports on the implementation of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child in the contracting states, as well as the issuing of appropriate recom-
mendations. Bosnia and Herzegovina submitted its last regular report in 201, after whichit received
concluding considerations and recommendations for improving the situation in the next four years
(until the next report).

Inthese recommendations, the Committee on the Rights of the Child recalls the recommendations
repeated in previous reports, which relate to the harmonization of relevant regulations on the pro-
tection of children from all forms of violence at the state, entity, cantonal and Brcko District levels,
as well as the allocation of sufficient human and financial resources for the effective implementa-
tion of the Guidelines for the management of child protection cases in social work centers in identi-
fying, reporting, preventing and monitoring cases of violence and child abuse. The Committee also
requests that BiH accelerate activities to establish a state database on all cases of violence against
children, including domestic violence, in order to assess the extent, causes and nature of such vi-
olence, and to continuously work to raise awareness of different types of violence and child abuse
(including children themselves), in order to prevent and establish clear procedures for reporting
violence for children, parents, professionals and citizens, and to ensure an optimal system of pro-
tection (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2019)35.

35 Committee on the Rights of the Child (2019). Concluding observations on the combined fifth and sixth periodic reports of Bosnia and Herzegovina, CRC/C/BIH/
CO/5-6,05 December 2019, https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/concluding-observations/crcchihco5-6-committee-rights-child-concluding-observations



GREVIO Commiittee:
recommendations to the BiH
authorities regarding children
exposed to domestic violence

The Group of Experts on Action against Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (GREVIO)
is anindependent expert body that follows and monitors the implementation of the Istanbul Conven-
tion. Inits latest report (GREVIO, 2022)39, this body draws attention to children in several key recom-
mendations. Although GREVIO noted in this report (ibid) that there is a Center in Republic of Srpska
that provides expert psychological and social support to child victims of domestic violence, it also
emphasized that the staff of centers for social work in BiH are not sufficiently familiar with the issue
of domestic violence and are unable to provide children with long-term psychological counseling in
order to overcome traumatic experiences. Safe houses provide this type of specific support for chil-
dren. However, when mothers and children leave these houses, this necessary type of supportis un-
fortunately interrupted, which GREVIO also noted. Another serious objection regarding the applica-
tion of Article 26 of the Convention (ibid) concerns certain cases in which children are placedin foster
families with the justification given by professionals that the mother victim of intimate partner violence
“failed to protect the children”. GREVIO therefore stressed that the protection of the mother victim of
domestic violence is crucial for ensuring the protection and safety of the child and pointed out that
the process of children’s recovery from traumatic experiences s facilitated if they can remain in their
own home with close and trusted persons, including a non-violent parent (most often the mother).
For these reasons, supporting and empowering the non-violent parent should be the primary mea-
sure of the responsible institutions, rather than resorting to other child protection measures. GREVIO
therefore strongly encouraged the BiH authorities to provide child witnesses of domestic violence
with long-term support in the form of psychological counselling, specifically tailored to children.
He also strongly encouraged the authorities to ensure the safety of these children in conditions that
allow them to remain with a non-violent parent, preferably in their own home.

GREVIO (ibid) noted with concern that the existing legal framework and practice relating to custody
and contact issues with children in both entities (RS and FBiH), as well as in the Bréko District, were
not in line with the standards of the Istanbul Convention. First, the practice of mandatory mediation
before divorce in cases where spouses have children under the age of 18, which may be decisive in
making decisions on custody and visitation, was not appropriate if the woman was a victim of inti-
mate partner violence due to the imbalance of power between the spouses. GREVIO also noted the
positive fact that child witnesses are considered victims under the laws of the Republic of Srpska on
domestic violence. However, it was pointed out that violent incidents against a non-violent parent,
as well as the fact that children witnessed violence, were not envisaged as legal criteria to be taken
into account when making decisions on custody and visitation. GREVIO expressed concern about
the provision of the Family Law of the FBIiH that the deprivation of parental rights can be applied in
situations where one parent has failed to prevent violence against a child by the other violent parent,
and concluded that such alegal provision poses arisk of punishing the victim under the law, and that
it can paradoxically lead to the victim of violence losing custody of the child/children (instead of the
parent who committed the violence). The legal solutions under the Family Laws are similar in the Re-
public of Srpska and the Brcko District, as GREVIO noted. It also pointed out the problematic prac-
tice of social work centers that interpret that it is in the best interest of the child to see both parents,
even in situations of previous domestic violence. Bearing these and other shortcomings in mind,
GREVIO issued recommendations to the BiH authorities, which are considered to be priorities and
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1 4 should: a) Provide in the law for an exemption from mandatory mediation when making decisions on
child custody and contact with children in cases where there has been previous domestic violence;
b) Introduce an explicit legal obligation that cases of violence against a non-violent parent must be
taken into account when making decisions on child custody and visitation; ¢) Enable courts to take
into account previous violence based on consultations with relevant professionals; d) Ensure that
staff in centres for social work and judges receive training on domestic violence, and that guidelines
are created for these professionals to ensure the safety of victims of violence and their children, and
in relation to decisions on custody and contact with children); e) Provide adequate training for staff
and provide the necessary infrastructure in centres for social work to guarantee safe supervised
contact with children and the psychological well-being of victims of violence and their children; f)
Review existing laws that provide for the loss of parental rights based on the failure of a non-vio-
lent parent to protect a child from a violent parent, and ensure that children are not removed from a
non-violent parent and placed in foster care.

The implementation of these recommendations is the subject of advocacy and activities of profes-
sionals and many associations that deal with the protection of children’s and women'’s rights in our
country. According to the Family Law of the Republic of Srpska, the mediation processis not binding
for victims of domestic violence if there is evidence that a prosecutorial investigation has been initi-
ated. In such situations, the responsible centre for social work makes a decision that the procedure
cannot be implemented for the above-mentioned reason and that the victim can file a lawsuit for
divorce. If there is no evidence, then the procedure is implemented in a way that, in separate proce-
dures, a statement is taken individually from the victim and individually from the perpetrator. Such
procedures have been contributed to by the trainings that have been implemented in the past peri-
od with representatives of social work centers.

Lanzarote Committee:
special report on BiH

Monitoring the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children
against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention) is carried out by the Lanza-
rote Committee, and the States Parties periodically focus on analyzing the situation and improve-
ments in thematic areas of protection, so the first round of consultations was on the topic of sexual
abuse and exploitation of children through ICT technologies, and the second concerned the pro-
tection of children from sexual abuse in the circle of trust (which includes the family environment).

InMarch 2024, a special report by the Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees of BiH, implemented
with the assistance of UNICEF and the Network of Non-Governmental Organizations for Children
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, entitled “A Stronger Voice for Children” , was published. This report
was compiled after direct consultations with children, on the basis of which a Volunteer Report was
also compiled??, in which children from different parts of BiH shared their opinions, attitudes and
experiences on the topic of sexual abuse in a circle of trust. The findings of this report indicate the
following: that children lack a simple and always accessible channel of communication through
which they can report this and other types of violence, that the level of education and willingness
to discuss this topic in the education system is very low, that it is necessary to train both parents
and the public, as well as all children. The aforementioned findings also estimate that the level of
protection of victims of this type of violence is low and amounts to a reaction in an acute situation
without continued appropriate support and that new ways in which children can be abused and

37 Report of Bosniaand Herzegovina on the topic: “ Protection of children from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse” for the Secretariat of the Lanzarote Committee
- Consultations with children, March 2024,
https://www.mhrr.gov.ba/ljudska_prava/Lanzarote%20izvjestaj_Konsultacije%20sa%20djecom_bhs%20final.pdf



sexually exploited are constantly emerging and it is necessary to monitor these changes, but they
also show a worryingly low level of trust in institutions involved in the protection system (profes-
sional services in schools, police or social work centers).

From government representatives at all levels, children expect: a sensitized relationship, non-vio-
lent communication in relation to them, creation of strategies and protection mechanisms for the
reporting of all forms of violence, activities intended to protect boys from all forms of violence, not
only girls, education of teaching staff and children about forms of sexual abuse, open discussions
on this topic through the organization of round tables, conferences and other activities, as well as
mandatory compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 12) that children
have the right to freely express their opinion on all issues concerning the child, and that opinion is
given special attention in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

National legislative and strategic
framework for the protection of
children from domestic violence

In BiH, the protection of children from violence at the highest level of state organizationis based on
the fact that the Dayton Peace Agreement emphasizes respect for human rights, as defined by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, while the entire Annex 6 refers to the Human Rights Agree-
ment, which explicitly mentions the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms with its associated protocols, the Convention on the Rights of the Child,
and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW
Convention).

Protection from domestic violence is an obligation of the state and is clearly regulated by a special
law, as well as other laws concerning the rights, protection and rehabilitation of victims, as well as
legal consequences for perpetrators of violence. The Constitution of the Republic of Srpska itself
establishes that no one may be subjected to torture, cruel,inhuman or degrading treatment or pun-
ishment [Article 14, paragraph (1)], and Article 36 establishes that the family, mother and child have
special protection38,

The legal framework regulating the issue of domestic violence has been significantly improved in
the Republic of Srpska in recent years in order to create a framework for the protection of victims
of gender-based violence, established on the new principles and standards prescribed by the
Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Do-
mestic Violence (Istanbul Convention). A significant contribution to this improvement has been
made by organizations, foundations and associations with the mission of promoting and protect-
ing women’s human rights, monitoring the situation and launching initiatives for harmonization with
international standards of protection. Criminal legislation has improved the scope of incrimination
in cases of domestic violence, and a special law on protection from domestic violence has been
adopted, which prescribes special measures for the prevention and suppression of domestic vio-
lence, as well as by-laws for the implementation of that law.

The Law on Protection from Domestic Violence of the Republic of Srpska specifically addresses
children as victims of violence and stipulates that they have special protection. The law recognizes
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38 (“Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, number 21/92 - revised text, 28/94, 8/96,13/96, 15/96, 16/96,

21/96,21/02,26/02,30/02, 31/02,69/02, 31/03,98/03, 115/05 and 117/05) , and according to the “ Strategy for Combating Domestic Violence of the Republika

Srpska (2020-2024 )", Ministry of Family, Youth and Sports of the Republika Srpska, Banja Luka, June 2020.

39 Law on Protection from Domestic Violence of the Republika Srpska (“Official Gazette of the Republika Srpska”, No. 102/2012,108/2013, 82/2015 and 84/2019)
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thatachildis avictim evenif he or she was present when violence was committed against anoth-
er family member, i.e. even if acts of violence were not committed against him or her. According
to Article 6 of the Law on Protection from Domestic Violence of the Republic of Srpska®®, domestic
violence “exists if there is a basis for suspicion that a member of the family or family community has
committed acts of physical, sexual, psychological and/or economic violence, as well as threats that
cause fear of physical, sexual, psychological and/or economic harm to another member of the fam-
ily or family community”.

In order toimplement this law consistently and efficiently, a General Protocol on Proceduresin Cas-
es of Domestic Violence in the Republic of Srpska was signed4°. The signatories to this protocol are
the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, the
Ministry of Education and Culture, and the Ministry of Family, Youth and Sports.

Laws that also apply in cases of domestic violence are: the Criminal Code of the Republic of Srps-
ka#, the Criminal Procedure Code of the Republic of Srpska*?, the Family Law of the Republic of
Srpska“?, the Law on Protection from Domestic Violence*4, the Law on Criminal Offences of the
Republic of Srpska“?, the Law on Social Protection?é, the Law on Police and Internal Affairs*?, the
Law on the Exercise of the Right to Free Legal Aid*?, the Law on the Protection and Treatment of
Childrenand Minors in Criminal Proceedings#®, the Law on Witness Protectionin Criminal Proceed-
ings®9, the Law on Social Housing of the Republic of Srpskas!.

Children as victims of violence, including domestic violence, have additional rights and protection
through the provisions of the Law on Child Protection of the RS%2, the Law on Preschool Education
of the RS%3, the Law on Primary Education of the RS54, the Law on Secondary Education of the RS%5,
and accompanying regulations and by-laws.

The Family Law of the Republic of Srpska, adopted in September 2023, is very important for issues
of protecting children from domestic violence, and it regulates legal family relations between spous-
es, extramarital partners, parents and children, adoptive parents and adopted children, guardians
and wards, as well as relatives in a marital, extramarital or adoptive family, the actions of responsible
authorities regarding these relations, and other important areas of legal family protection.

In order to implement the practical protection of children from violence in the Republic of Srps-
ka, the Protocol on Conduct in Cases of Peer Violence, as well as the Protocol on Protection of
Children from Violence, Abuse or Neglect, have been created. Guidelines for Conduct in Cases of
Violence against Children have also been in force for the entire BiH since 2013.

In order to continuously monitor and improve the situation, and to ensure that victims of violence
receive adequate protection, the practice of strategic planning has been developed, and thus the
Strategy for Combating Domestic Violence 2020-2024 is in force in the Republic of Srpska. For a

40 General Protocol on Procedure in Cases of Domestic Violence in the Republika Srpska (“Official Gazette of the Republika Srpska”, No. 14/2022)

41 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 64/2017,104/2018 — decision US, 15/2021, 89/2021, 73/2023, “Official Gazette of BiH", no. 9/2024 - decision of
the US BiH, “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, 105/2024 - decision of the US, 19/2025 and “Official Gazette of BiH”, no. 14/2025 — decision of the US BiH
42 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, No. 53/2012, 91/2017,66/2018 and 15/2021

43 “Official Gazette of the Republika Srpska”, No. 17/2023, 27/2024 and 20/2025 - decision of the Constitutional Court of the Republika Srpska

44 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 102/2012,108/2013, 82/2015 and 84/2019

45 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 63/2014, 36/2015 — US decision, 110/2016, 100/2017,19/2021 - US decision and 90/2023

46 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 37/2012,90/2016, 94/2019, 42/2020 —dr. regulation and 36/2022

47 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 57/2016, 110/2016, 58/2019, 82/2019, 18/2022 - US decision, 55/2023 and 48/2024

48 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 67/2020

49 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 13/2010, 61/2013 and 68/2020

50 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 48/03

51 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 54/19

52 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 114/2017,122/2018,107/2019, 119/2021and 112/2023

53 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 79/2015, 63/2020 and 64/2022

54 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 81/22

55 “Official Gazette of the Republic of Srpska”, no. 41/2018, 35/2020 and 92/2020, 55/2023



long time, there are no Strategies for Combating Violence against Children or national Action Plan
for Children, although they are common practice for the implementation of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the last Action Plan for Children of BiH expired in
2018, and the BiH entities had no practice of creating entity plans or entity strategies for combat-
ing violence against children. Several municipalities in BiH have developed Local action plans for
children (Tuzla, Sarajevo, Zenica, Banja Luka). The last Strategy for Combating Violence against
Children at the BiH level was adopted for the period 2012-2015.

Strategies for the fight against domestic violence contain essential parts related to children and
currently represent the only strategic framework in the protection of children from domestic
violence. The Strategy for Combating Domestic Violence in the Republic of Srpska for the period
2020-2024 has been implemented, and a new strategy is currently being worked on that would
include activities from 2025 to 2030. In mid-2024, the House of Peoples of the FBiH Parliament
also adopted the Strategy for Preventing and Combating Domestic Violence in the FBiH for the
period 2024-2027, and the Action Plan for Combating Violence against Children in the Digital En-
vironment 2021-2024 FBiH is in force.

Research on the prevalence of
violence and statistical data on child
victims and withesses of domestic
violence in the period 2020-2024.

Animportant characteristic of domestic violence is that it is often hidden within the family circle and
we learn about it when it escalates or when family members or their environment seek help by re-
porting the violence or trying to remedy the consequences. Thus, it happens that violence against
childrenin the family can be discovered about through activities in the education system, health sys-
tem, social protection system or police and judicial system. Everyone, including citizens, is obliged
to report violence against a child when they know/suspect about it, whether it is violence against a
child in the family or in some other environment. In our country, awareness of this civic obligation is
stillin the development phase, and knowledge about violence against children mainly comes from
the systems that takes care of its consequences.

Istanbul Convention (Article 11) requires the collection of two types of information/data on violence
against women and domestic violence. These are:

a) data from research studies on prevalence of violence in the population (population-based
surveys). This type of research study should be conducted on nationally representative samples so
that the findings can be generalized to the general population;

b) statistical data on cases of violence reported to the responsible authorities (e.g. police, social
services, etc.), which should be disaggregated by gender and age of the victim, gender and age of
the perpetrator, form (type) of violence, relationship between the victim and the perpetrator, as well
as geographical location. When analyzing only statistical data on reported cases, we must bear in
mind that these data represent only the “tip of the iceberg”.
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56 The survey was conducted on a representative sample of 2,321 women aged between 18 and 74 living in Bosnia and Herzegovina, of which 1,163 in the Feder-
ation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH), 1,019 in the Republika Srpska (RS) and 139 in the Bréko District of BiH, to determine the prevalence and consequences of

violence through multi-stage stratified random sampling (OSCE, 2019).

57 OSCE:"“ OSCE survey on violence against women in Bosnia and Herzegovina: Well-being and well-being of women - Bosnia and Herzegovina, report on

findings”, 2019, https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/7/439724_0.pdf



1 8 Inorder todiscuss, inaninformed manner, the scope and characteristics of violence against childrenin
our country, at the entity level or the entire country, the aforementioned prevalence studies are need-
ed, as well as precise and up-to-date statistical data on cases reported to the competent authorities.

In recent years, there has been no extensive research in Republic of Srpska that would address
the prevalence of violence against children. However, the most recent study on the prevalence of
violence against women?®¢ in BiH (OSCE, 2019%7) also provided some data on violence against chil-
dren. For example, among women respondents in the study in Republic of Srpska who had a partner
and children, 6% reported that their partner had used their children for blackmail or abused them.

As for statistical data on reported cases of violence against children, the collection of this data and
its analysis are continuously problematic, which is also evident in the recommendations regarding
the mandatory improvement of these systems, that the state received when reporting on the imple-
mentation of relevant international standards and conventions. An up-to-date and detailed database
of cases of domestic violence that are cases in the prosecutor’s offices and in the judicial system is
maintained within the CMS database, which is used in the judicial system in both entities of BiH.

Currently, data on violence against children can be found partly in official statistical reports prepared
by entity statistical institutes and consolidated by the Agency for Staistics of BiH, and within the data
on social protection beneficiaries. These data can help us to create a picture of the scope of detected
and reported cases, partially through the number of children in some risk groups and parttially through
the protection services provided.

Table 1: Overview of service users from the Social Protection Bulletin of the Agency for
Statistics of BiH®2,2020-2023

Users BiH by year
Children of neglected or 2020:2277 (1215 M+1062 F)
abused by parents’ children 2021:2317 (1178 M+1139 F

2022:2206 (1103 M+1103 F)
2023:2339 (1237 M+1102F)

Children whos development 2020: 7150 (3483 +3667 M)

was disturbed by familly situation 2021:6793 (3361 M+3432F)
2022: 6824 (3264 M+3560 F)
2023: 7409 (3692 M+3717 F)

Educationally neglected and neglected children 2020:3368 (2150 M+1218 F)
2021:3097 (1933 M+ 1164 F)
2022: 3128 (1968 M+1160 F)
2023: 3246 (2051 M+1195F)

We present data not only for cases recorded as violence against children, but also for extremely
high-risk groups of children whose development is hindered by family circumstances and educa-
tionally neglected and neglected children in the Republic of Srpska (see Table 2), bearing in mind
that the existence of updated data on these groups of childrenis very important. We emphasize that
itis interesting that in the statistical data the category “newly recorded” is combined with the cate-
gory “reactivated”, soitis not possible to gaininsight into whether there isanincrease or decreasein
reactivated cases. If reactivated cases are increasing, this could indicate that protection measures
against violence or neglect are not adequate. However, due to the above-mentioned reasons, it is
not possible to provide an appropriate interpretation.

58 Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Social Protection 2018-2023, Thematic Bulletin, Sarajevo 2024.



Table 2: Status of the same beneficiaries of social protection services in the Republic of Srpskas®

Category Balance at the Newly registered Placedin Balance at the
beginning of the year  and reactivated the passive end of the year

Children of 2020:1003 506 590 919

neglected or 2021:927 347 316 958

abused by 2022:958 298 499 757

parents’ children 2023:753 520 250 1023

Children whos 2020:2979 1034 1333 2680

development was 2021: 2686 872 1076 2482

disturbed by 2022:2482 1009 893 2598

familly situation 2023: 2597 1094 730 2961

Educationally 2020:1254 360 697 917

neglected and 2021:915 373 617 671

neglected children 2022:674 271 312 633
2023:638 261 214 685

In the Republic of Srpska, the Ministry of Family, Youth and Sports publishes data on domestic vi-
olence every six months with information from the police, social welfare, prosecution, educational
institutions and health institutions. These data are currently the most complete source of infor-
mation on reported cases of domestic violence in the Republic of Srpska, are regularly collect-
ed and published and are easily accessible to the public.

Since not all victims of domestic violence appear in all systems, to observe the extent of the prob-
lem of domestic violence against children we will consider data from the police and social pro-
tection sectors (and especially the social protection system), to be the most credible, because
they are included by law when a report of violence is filed by the victim, police, health institution,
educational institution, court, prosecutor’s office, witness, and others. According to these reports,
dataon the number of reports received about domestic violence and the number of child victims of
violence for the period 2020-2024 in the social protection system look like this:

Table 3: Reports of domestic violence, minor victims classified by gender, children who are
direct victims of domestic violence and children who are witnesses of domestic violence

Year Number of reports Total number of Number of children Number of child
of domestic violence  minor victims who are direct victims witnesses of
received domestic violence
2020. 550 121(63 boys Nodatawas extracted. Nodatawas extracted.
(January-June), there and 58 girls)
are no datafor the
second half of the year
2021. 1252 739 (342 boys 158 581
and 397 girls
2022. 1268 685 (353 boys 180 505
and 332 girls)
2023. 1440 820 (457 boys 202 618
and 363 girls)
The first six 638 274 (127 boys 94 180
months of 2024. and 147 girls)

59 Republic Institute of Statistics of the Republic of Srpska: Social Protection 2023, Statistical Bulletin, Banja Luka, 2024.



2 From this data, we can conclude that from 2020 (without data for the second half of the year) until the

0 end of the first half of 2024, a total of 2,639 girls and boys victims of domestic violence were reg-
istered in the social protection system, including children who were directly exposed to violence
and children who witnessed domestic violence. It is very important that these two categories (child
victims and child witnesses) are separated, because the data on these two groups can represent
one of the indicators in the analysis of the effectiveness of child protection measures. It is visible that
the number of child witnesses of violence, on an annual basis, is many times higher than the number
of childrem who are direct victims. This indicates the need to create and implement measures that
would enable child witnesses to receive support in the form of specific psychological counseling/
consultation programs adapted to their age and developmental level, which would be carried out by
adequately trained professionals. In this context, we underline that the GREVIO Committee recom-
mended to the BiH authorities to provide long-term support to child withesses of domestic violence
in the form of psychological counseling specifically adapted to children. The above statistical
data confirms the validity of the aforementioned recommendation of the GREVIO Committee.

To whom can children report
violence - SOS line for children

In the context of protecting children from all types of violence, the minimum first step in protection
that the state should provide to childrenis a simple, always accessible and child-friendly channel of
communication for seeking help —a helpline or SOS telephone line.

In the Republic of Srpska, but also in the whole of BiH, an important resource in the complex pro-
cess of protecting children from domestic violence is the advisory SOS line Plavi telefon intended
for children and adolescents from all over BiH, operational since 2013. Since then, this line has had
around 54,500 calls, over 5,500 inquiries via electronic counseling, and over 190 anonymous reports
of suspected violence against children and adults have been sent to the responsible institutions via
Plavi telefon. The line is active every working day from 9 am to 10 pm (Association “Nova generacija”,
2023%9), Many efforts have been made to make this line available to children and young people 24
hours aday, as well as to form a budget for its functioning (which is currently provided from donations
and funds from international organizations), but this has not yet been achieved. However, the Asso-
ciation “Nova generacija”’ has, through great efforts and with the help of volunteers, achieved that the
aforementioned line has continuity - this service has never interrupted its existence.

The service is anonymous and free for all mobile and landline calls in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and
childrenand adults can make contact via telephone or electronic counseling to receive psychological
help and support as well as necessary information relevant to solving the problems they encounter.

Furthermore, there is an SOS line for women and children victims of domestic violence, which is ac-
tive ona a number 1264. Calls to this number are free of charge, and can be anonymous if the caller
wishes. The line is available 24 hours a day, and through this line reports of violence can be made, re-
ceive psychological support, information on protection of rights, information on procedures for pro-
tection of rights before institutions, and information and advice on how to help women and children
victims of violence. Although this line is used quite often, most often by women victims of violence,
there are no recorded calls from children themselves who are victims of domestic violence.

60 Association “New Generation”: Voice of girls and boys on mental health in BiH, Report on the consultations conducted, Banja Luka, 2023, https:/plavitele-
fon.ba/glas-djevojcica-i-djevojaka-o-mentalnom-zdravlju/



Consultations with adolescent
girls and young women: do they
trust institutions?

From the Report on the conducted consultations “The Voice of Girls and Young Women on Mental
Health in BiH” (ibid), carried out in 2023 with 65 adolescent girls and young women aged 12 to 19,
we can also learn more detailed information about calls to Plavi telefon. In the period covered by
this analysis, from 2020 to March 2023, a total of 36,322 calls to the Plavi telefon and 4,159 inqui-
ries via e-consultation were received. Furthermore, in this report ( ibid ) it is stated that “out of the
mentioned number, 16% (6,263) refer to advisory and informational conversations, with the largest
number received by girls aged 10 to 19 (42% of conversations), while the rest of the conversations
were received by boys, women and men. Also, itis important to note that adolescent girls aged 14 to
18 were most often approached for help and support (56%) and talked about topics from the field
of mental health, most often about fear and anxiety, depression, self-harm and suicidal thoughts. In
addition, frequent topics of conversation were violence and abuse, problems with friends, and prob-
lems related to school. Itis also important to note that during the mentioned period violence against
35boys, 53 girls, 15 men and 42 women was reported to the responsible institutions. Out of the total
number of all calls recived, 42% of cases referred to adolescent girls. In the majority of cases, suspi-
cion of domestic violence was reported. Inaddition, there was also peer violence, cyberbullying, and
sexual violence or harassment in intimate relationships” (ibid®?).

The Report states that reports were forwarded to the responsible police departments and/or social
work centers, and in 32% of cases, the Ombudsman for Children’s Rights of Republic of Srpska or
the Ombudsman for Human Rights of BiH were involved, because the person reporting the violence
stated that the institutions did not act in accordance with their jurisdiction.

Although the consultations, as mentioned, were conducted on a small sample of 65 girls and young
women, some data are indicative. The worrying data from this report also point to the experiences
of the participants, which show a lack of trust in the commitment and efficiency of the relevant
institutions (ibid®2):

«  Theresponses obtained indicate that a large number of adolescent girls believe that pro-
fessionals can help them, but that the choice and manner of work of a specific person is
very important because there are those who do not do their job adequately;

«  The largest number of adolescent girls (91%) recognized the center for social work as a
place where people can try to turn to if they are experiencing violence, primarily domestic
violence, but not necessarily where they will receive help;

«  Most participants who had experience with the social work center (88%) stated that they
were not satisfied with their actions. For example, they stated that they were disappointed
because the center for social work employees did not act objectively, created problems
for childreninstead of listening to their needs, and did not want to listen to them;

- Based on the responses received, it can be concluded that the majority of participants,
who had experience seeking help at a mental health center, believe that adequate help
and support cannot be obtained there;

« All participants are aware of the existence of professional services at school, but most of
them (around 73%) do not see them as a safe place, and a smaller proportion of partici-
pants state that they like the commitment and creative, individual and friendly approach of
professional services to students.
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22 Research on the perception of
violence against children and
gender-based violence

One of the recent studies, conducted by the World Vision organization, entitled “Child Protection
and Gender-Based Violence: Perceptions, Attitudes and Practices in Bosnia and Herzegovina “ (
World Vision BiH, 2023)%3, focused on the topic of perceptions of violence against children and
gender-based violence. The research was conducted as part of the activities of the Project “United
in Faith to Stop Violence against Children and Gender-Based Violence” via an online questionnaire,
and the sample consisted of 1,636 male and female participants from 53 local communities in BiH.
Therespondents were divided into three age categories: 12-17 years, 18-25 years and 25 and older.
Results showed that violence against childrenis not evenidentified as violence in all justified cases
and in all its manifestations. The majority of respondents successfully recognized various forms
of violence against children from all age categories (between 60% and 90%), and in the group of
respondents aged 18-24, these forms are recognized significantly better by women than by men.
However, it turned out that about 10% of respondents do not recognize the aforementioned forms
of behavior as violence, and as many as 3% of the total sample and 2.5% of respondents believe
that sexual abuse and beating of a child are not violence against children. The research also sug-
geststhatitis likely that these are children who continuously experience such behavior and there-
fore do not perceive it as violence, since this percentage of respondents is in the age category of
12 to 18 years. Also, 11% of male respondents believe that beating a child is only sometimes violent
behavior. Men are more likely than women to believe that traditionally strict methods of upbringing
are the most effective and that even cruel punishment is for the good of the child.

Rights and protection measures
for child victims and withesses of
domestic violence in the Republic
of Srpska

According to the defined roles and responsibilities agreed upon by the adoption of the General
Protocol on Conduct in Cases of Domestic Violence of the Republic of Srpska, the responsible
sectors for action are the police, judicial authorities, i.e. courts and prosecutors’ offices, institutions
for social protectioni.e. centers for social work, health institutions, the education system, the Minis-
try of Administration and Local Self-Government of Republic of Srpska, and the Ministry of Family,
Youth and Sports of Republic of Srpska. The Protocol defines their duties and authorities in terms
of protecting children who are victims of domestic violence, whether they are directly exposed
to violence or witnesses of domestic violence, and also includes the application of a number of
other laws and measures related to the rights of minors, social and health care, as well as security
and judicial authorities.

63 World Vision BiH: “Child Protection and Gender-Based Violence: Perceptions, Attitudes and Practices in Bosnia and Herzegovina”, Sarajevo: World Vision
Foundation BiH, 2023, https://worldvision.ba/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/WV_CR-and-GBV-Report_FINAL_LATIN..pdf



The police have clear jurisdiction in terms of this protocol, guided by the provision of the law that do-
mestic violence exists if there is a basis for suspicion that a member of the familly of familly commu-
nity has committed acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence, as well as threats
that cause fear of these forms of violence in other family members. After learning about domestic
violence, the police collect all necessary information from the persons reporting violence, and special
attention is paid to whether there are minor members in the family. After that, the responsible centre
for social work is notified and involved, a patrol is sent to the address where protection activities and
actions are taken that are in accordance with the current situation, and the participants are informed
of their rights and legal procedures. Upon determination of domestic violence, the competent pros-
ecutor’s office is also notified. The police also take care of the pronouncement and implementation
of emergency and other protection measures for victims of violence and keep records of all cases.

Courts are obliged to resolve domestic violence cases without delay and urgently , to protect the
victim and prevent the recurrence of violence, to inform victims in a manner adapted to them about
their rights and the services available to them, about the right to the presence of a trusted person of
their own choice, free legal aid, as well as to consistently apply legal provisions for dealing with minors
who are victims or witnesses of violence. Urgent protection measures that the court imposes in the
shortest possible period, and at the latest within 24 hours of receiving the proposal, or bringing the
perpetrator of violence to court, and continuous information to the victim about the course and status
of the proceedings are also very important.

Prosecutors’ offices are obliged to urgently contact the police in order to take action for the purpose
of criminal prosecution and taking necessary measures to protect the victim, to inform the victim of
their rights under the Law on Protection from Domestic Violence and other relevant laws and ser-
vices, to collect evidence and initiate court proceedings against the perpetrator of violence, as well
as to cooperate with other protection entities in order to provide the victim with the necessary assis-
tance and support.

Centers for social work are obliged to provide immediate action in cases of domestic violence or
violence against children, especially due to the fact that the Law on protection against domestic vio-
lence of the RS prescribes that a child is a victim if he was only present when violence was committed
against another family member and upon notification, the team urgently goes to the field, interviews
are held with parents/guardians, emergency measures are taken to protect the child from repeating
the violence if the risk assessment requires it, and the child is provided with psychosocial assistance,
counseling and therapeutic services in accordance with the child’s condition. The centers further co-
operate with the court and the prosecutor’s office in order to establish the facts in the proceedings
and protect the rights and best interests of the child.

Health institutions are obliged to recognize and report to the police facts that indicate domestic vio-
lence, and in the case of children, equally when they were victims or only present in situations where
violence was being committed, to provide the child with the necessary medical assistance and to no-
tify the responsible center for social work and the police on suspicion of domestic violence. Health
institutions are also obliged to make medical documentation available to the responsible authorities
in further proceedings and give their opinion in terms of the consequences and assessment of the
child’s ability to testify, recommending the most suitable ways to take a statement from the child.

The education systemis, according to the Protocol, obliged to sensitize allemployees in educational
institutions to the occurrence of domestic violence and to oblige them to take measures for early de-
tection and reporting in order to help the children. The educational institution should have a special
coordinator to whom other employees report observed cases or knowledge about them, who then
involve other protection entities, primarily centers for social work and the police. Further, additional
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information is collected, which must be collected from children with special care, with the presence
of professional workers in order to protect the dignity and psychophysical vulnerability of the child
in that situation. The educational institution further participates in the procedure by providing insight
into its documentation, observations and resources that are put into planning of the recovery and
rehabilitation of the child victim of violence, in accordance with the assessed needs. Educational in-
stitutions also maintain special documentation by filling out forms for monitoring violence in schools
in the EDUIS information system. In most schools, special multi-sector teams have been formed that
deal with the prevention of peer violence, the protection of children’s mental health, timely diagnos-
tics, monitoring and interventions with students, and cooperation with parents through counseling
and assistance in carrying out parental obligations and duties®4. These teams are also tasked with
monitoring changes and indicators that may indicate that a child is experiencing domestic violence,
using prepared lists of indicators to help teaching staff perform this task.

The Ministry of Administration and Local Self-Government of Republic of Srpska supports the
conclusion of local Protocols on handeling in Cases of Domestic Violence in Local Self-Government
Units, supports working group meetings and coordination in the implementation of the Protocol, and
encourages monitoring and activities in local communities both in individual cases and in the overall
implementation and evaluation of local protocols.

The Ministry of Family, Youth and Sports of the Republic of Srpska monitors and evaluates the im-
plementation of laws, policies and measures for combating and preventing domestic violence and
contributes to the coordination of activities in this area. This ministry also cooperates with legal enti-
ties that implement a special measure of support for temporary care of victims of domestic violence
(safe houses), collects and publishes consolidated reports from all protection entities twice a year,
collects data on the implementation of the Protocol in local communities and ensures the conditions
for the work of the Council for Combating Domestic Violence, as well as measures and policies for
combating domestic violence.

There is insufficient data on the extent to which this protocol is impleneted in practice, so it would be
necessary to examine its implementation more extensively. However, here are presented some ex-
periences of the Banja Luka Safe house that provide indications of problems in practice. For example,
when intervening in cases of domestic violence, the police often minimize the problem of violence,
sometimes justify the perpetrator or discourage the mother-victim by warning her that social ser-
vices may “take away her children”. Furthermore, proceedings before the court and the prosecutor’s
office take a long time, which can lead to re-traumatization of the victim and her children, which is a
serious problem. Also, the decision on urgent protective measures takes a long time, which endan-
gers the victim and her children, and can lead to deepening of the trauma and making it difficult for
the child to integrate into school and the social environment. Unfortunately, we have also recorded
cases where the police did not request the prosecutor’s office to issue an urgent protective measure,
although there were grounds for doing so. Our experiences, moreover, show that victims often do
not trust institutions, and we have also recorded inadequate action by various institutions such as the
police, centers for social work, prosecutors’ offices and courts (for example, insufficient connection
with other protection actors, lack of analysis of children’s needs where the child is treated as an “ex-
tension of the mother”). Insufficient human and financial capacities of centers for social work to deal
with domestic violence are also problematic, especially for providing long-term psychological sup-
port to child victims and witnesses of domestic violence, but also to provide support to the mother
to adequately care for the children, and will often resort to placing children in foster families (these
shortcomings have also been noted in practice by the GREVIO Committee, see the section in the
previous text: GREVIO Committee: recommendations to the BiH authorities relating to children ex-
posed to domestic violence ). Based on the experiences of the Safe house Banja Luka, thereis also a
lack of long-term assistance and protection for women victims and their children by centers for social
work in the form of material assistance, as well as the participation of the centers in the recovery plan
of victims and children.

64 Education Development Strategy of the Republic of Srpska 2022-2030.



Supporting child victims and 25
withesses of domestic violence:
A psychosocial approach

Over the years of work, it has been noted that the position of children who are victims of domestic vio-
lence is complex, and that in a large number of cases they are the greatest victims precisely because
of the impact on their healthy development and overall future life. The characteristics of the violence
that mothers and children have experienced in the family leave significant consequences that re-
quire prolonged and long-term support, long after the violence they have experienced has stopped
and been processed. Given that each situation of domestic violence is specific, just as each child is a
unique person with their own experience, abilities and level of resilience, this support should be highly
individualized and tailored to each child individually.

Child victims and witnesses of domestic violence deserve our attention and full commitment from so-
ciety precisely because these children do not have safety and support in the environment necessary
for normal and healthy growth and development —in their family.

Experience tells us that domestic violence as a “way of communication and conflict resolution” rarely
occursincidentally,and often represents the dominant way in which the family functions, which means
that child victims suffer the effects of violent forms of behavior or are exposed to them as a model in
such families, practically from birth.

In addition, each family is a world unto itself, just as each child is an individual unto itself, to which pro-
fessionalsinthis field draw our attention: “Itis wrong to try to generalize abused children because there
is no typical profile of an abused child. Just as each child is a child for himself, so is each abused child
for himself. Victims can differ individually in many characteristics, just as the consequences and symp-
toms of abuse can be so different that they surprise even the greatest professionals.” (Radeti¢-Lovric¢
and Ninkovi¢, 2017).%°

The consequences of violence against a child in the family will, of course, depend on the type of vio-
lence the child suffered, as well as on whether the child was a direct victim of violence or awitness, and
also on the duration of exposure to violence. The most severe consequences are suffered by children
who survived sexual violence in the family environment (ibid). The consequences of domestic violence
on child witnesses and victims are discussed in more detail in the corresponding section at the begin-
ning of the text (see: Consequences of domestic violence on children).

As further indicated in the aforementioned analysis (Radeti¢-Lovri¢ and Ninkovi¢, 2017), a child who is
avictim of domestic violence can have direct physical consequences that can be fatal. When treating
physical conseguences in health care institutions, staff should be specially trained and sensitized to
detect and report signs and injuries that indicate domestic violence. On the other hand, the effects of
violence on the child’s psychological state can sometimes be invisible from the outside, while the child
himself, in his inner world, struggles to understand, avoid or recover from the consequences of vio-
lence that he sometimes suffers daily within the family and which can be so severe that it can evenlead
tothe child's suicide. In order to recognize these consequences, itis necessary to specifically educate
professionals who work with children.

The psychosocial approach to children who are victims and witnesses of domestic violence involves
an assessment of the overall situation in which the child finds itself by specially trained professionals.

65 Radetic Lovri¢, S, Ninkovi¢, O. L: Dijete u pravosudnom postupku — psiholo$ki pristup, Banja Luka: Drustvo psihologa Republike Srpske, Filozofski fakultet
Univerziteta u Banjoj Luci, 2017.
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This approach involves working with the child to gain trust and restore a sense of security, insight into
his or her inner world of experiences, thoughts, emotions and intentions, and engaged defense mech-
anisms, as well as careful observation of the child's behavior, social interactions, preserved support
networks and trusted individuals, all in order to help the child overcome the consequences of violence
and establish the dynamics of normal psychophysical development. The factors influencing and con-
sequences for the mental health of a child who experiences violence inits various forms are numerous
and are the subject of an extensive scientific body of research and theoretical considerations precise-
ly because of their importance for the further course of the child’s development, but also because of
the scope of the problem of domestic violence and violence against childrenin general.

A child’s social environment, as a factor of crucial importance for child development, can represent
a source of risk, but also a source of potential for recovery. In this sense and in accordance with the
condition of the child victim, it will be shaped in order to support the child’s recovery and enable normal
social development without labeling, retaining the role of victim and forming healthy peer and other
relationships. Opportunities to do this begin in the family itself, ie. in its preserved harmless members/
members, peer groups to which the child belongs, school, community in the shelter (if the child is
placed to a safe house, for example), associations or groups in which a child can receive support and
participate in some educational, creative or recreational activities using the beneficial influences of hu-
man groups.

Professionals who help a child in this situation are: social workers, psychologists, educators, psychi-
atrists, doctors, medical staff, police officers and other specially trained professionals. Ultimately, all
professionals who will meet a child in the process of protection from domestic violence should
be specially trained and sensitized for working with children, taking into account the individuality of
eachindividual case and each individual child.

The guiding principle when providing help and support to a child in this situation is the principle of re-
spect of the best interest of the child in all situations. This principle is also applied during the initial
contact and reporting of violence in the form of the first contact with the child, most often by police
officers and social workers or when reporting violence by the child in another environment, e.g. school.

When planning protection measures and further procedures, this principle should play a crucial role in
the selection and initiation of protection measures. Also, as we have stated, the principle of respecting
the best interests of the child is also guiding when a child participates in processes in the justice sys-
tem, and in accordance with it, procedures and actions have been designed and adapted to ensure
that this interest of the child is realized in practice.

In order to help professionals in this sense, the Guidelines for assessing and determining the best in-
terests of the child - a guide for professionals®®, were developed by the network of organizations “A
Stronger Voice for Children” in cooperation with the Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees. BiH and
with the support of UNICEF, and the process included the training of a large number of professionals
from relevant fields throughout BiH. The aim of the guidelines is to “help professionals working with
and for children and civil society representatives to ensure, in an equal and non-discriminatory man-
ner, that the principle of the best interests of the child is appropriately incorporated and consistently
applied in practice in every area and in all legislative, administrative and judicial proceedings and in all
policies, programmes and projects that relate to and have an impact on children, in particular those
deprived of a family environment” (ibid)®?. The guidelines contain detailed instructions and standards
for assessing and determining the best interests of the child in the development of public policies, laws
and by-laws concerning children, as well as elements for assessing and determining the best interests
of the child in the areas of: family and social protection, education and health care, as well as for realiz-
ing the best interests of the child in civil court proceedings and in criminal proceedings.

66 Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees BiH: Guidelines for assessing and determining the best interests of the child - a guide for professionals, 2018,
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There were no subsequent analyzes of the extent to which these guidelines are respected and
to what extent respect for the best interests of the child is actually achieved in practice, but the
knowledge and experience of Safe house Banja Luka in the field of protection of women and chil-
drenvictims of violence tell us that this area should be the subject of future analyzes and significant
improvements.

A child victim of domestic
violence in the judicial system

Childrenwho are victims of domestic violence, that has beenreported andis being prosecuted, willinmost
cases have contact with the judiciary and a role in court proceedings, either as witnesses or as direct vic-
tims of violence. For children, this experience is challenging primarily because the justice systemis unfa-
miliar to them, they enter it with the trauma of the violence they have experienced, and therefore inevitably
experience retraumatization, when testifying or giving statements. For these reasons, it is necessary to
do everything possible to protect children from these negative effects, and to ensure that their rights are
respected during the process. The legislation of the Republic of Srpska has incorporated the most im-
portant rights of children into its provisions for criminal proceedings involving children, as a group that is
particularly vulnerable andin need of special protection. In this regard, particular attention has been paid to
the right of the child to an approach that preserves and respects the dignity of the child, which means that
the proceedings are adjusted to the child's abilities, that the child is treated with empathy and that his or her
needsare understood and met. The right of the child to protection fromdiscriminationin criminal proceed-
ings shapes the procedures so that they are adapted to the needs of children, which in some cases may
be specific, and that all children enjoy the same treatment before the law without discrimination on any
grounds, especially those based on age, which means that children will be treated as competent witness-
es equal to adults and their statements will be treated accordingly. The child has the right to informationin
criminal proceedings, which includes the right to information for parents and it applies from the moment
the criminal offense is reported, regardless of whether the child is involved in the judicial process. In terms
of the position of a child victim of violence in the judicial process, this would mean that it is necessary toin-
form the child about the role of a witness, the importance of testimony and the manner of giving testimony
during the investigation and court proceedings. He or she must also be informed about the available pro-
tection measures, as well as measures of health, social and psychological protection, legal aid, and reim-
bursement of expenses. In addition, the information should include details about mechanisms for review-
ing decisions affecting children, the course of the proceedings (including arrest, detention and supervision
ofthose accused of violence),information about compensation for damages, the progress of the case, the
timeline of the proceedings, decisions, the status of the accused, and the rights of the child in this situation
arising from the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

A child certainly has the right to be heard and to express his or her opinion, the right to privacy and to have
privacy protected in all processes, and the right to protection from suffering during judicial proceedings —
all of these rights are contained in the Law on the Protection and Treatment of Children and Juveniles in
Criminal Proceedings, as explained in available sources (Radeti¢-Lovri¢ and Ninkovic, 2017)¢8.

In order to protect child victims of violence in judicial proceedings from potential negative psycholog-
ical effects and the experience of trauma, psychologists are employed by courts and prosecutors’ of-
fices and are available to children and their parents. They provide assistance and support in cases of
domestic violence involving children, i.e. minors, as victims, in order to enable children to contribute to
the processes with as few negative effects as possible, while at the same time providing them with the
necessary psychological support and counseling.
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A child victim or witness of violence in
the Banja Luka Safe house: what kind
of support and help do we provide?

As we mentioned earlier, the actual scope and consequences of domestic violence against chil-
dren has not been sufficiently researched and documented. The positive legal framework is limited
inits application, as shown by some previous analyses that dealt with the state of children’s rights,
the state of social protection, the judiciary, the education system and the health care system. In
terms of shedding light on the state and challenges faced by children in situations of domestic vio-
lence, this review also contributes by presenting observations and experiences from working with
victims of violence through the provision of services for the care of women and children who are
victims or witnesses of domestic violence and gender-based violence in safe houses. This special
type of service, which is provided in the Republic of Srpska by the United Women Foundation in
Banja Luka, the Budu¢nost Association in Modri¢a and the Lara Foundation in Bijeljina, is a part of
the system of protection of women and children victims of domestic violence.

This report presents in more detail the experiences of the Safe house Banja Luka. Child victims or
witnesses of violence come to the safe houses mainly with their mothers who are also victims of
violence, or as unaccompanied girls’ victims of domestic violence.

The safe house for women and children victims of domestic violence and other forms of gen-
der-based violence, which operates as part of the United Women Foundation in Banja Luka, has
been operating for 18 years and during that period has cared for a total of 1,003 persons, more
preciselly 436 women and 567 children.

The placement of victims of domestic violence in a Safe house is realised after a decision of the
relevant center for social work or social protection service, as a recognition of the right to use a
special support measure, and with the prior consent of the victim. A woman with experience of do-
mestic violence also has the right to submit a request to the center for social work for the use of a
special support measure - temporary placement in a Safe house, alone or with her children.

Table 4: Number of beneficiaries and children from 2020 to 20245°

Year Beneficiairies Children (M) Children (W) Unaccompanied girls
2020. 17 12 17 1
2021. 9 5 3 1
2022. 17 10 10 2
2028. 19 4 13 3
2024. 10 5 6 2
Ukupno 72 36 49 9

69 The number of beneficiaries in 2020 represents the momentary situationin the Safe House, and for each subsequent year, the number of new beneficiaries and chil-
drenis presented so that beneficiaries and children from the previous year, whose stay was affected by the calendar transition between two years, do not appear twice.



During the mentioned period, a total of 72 women victims of domestic violence and 94 minor vic-
tims of domestic violence were accommodated in the Safe house Banja Luka, for various periods
of stay. Of the nine girls who were accommodated without their mothers (aged 13 to 17), two were
victims of sexual violence (incest), while the other girls were victims of combined forms of domestic
violence.

In the following segments of this report, we provide an overview of the various services and types
of support provided within the Safe house Banja Luka to child victims and witnesses of violence.
These services are specifically designed according to the needs of children, and are provided by
qualified and dedicated staff. The staff providing services at the Safe house consists of: expertsin
psychology, social work, psychotherapy, nurses and lawyers.

Crisis intervention, stabilization and
psychological support for children

The main goal of the Safe house is to implement a special support measure for women and children
in thr moments of acute violence and in the transitional period, from leaving a violent environment to
starting a new independent life. The staff provides assistance to children placed in the Safe house,
who come with their mothers or unaccompanied, in the form of interventionin crises that occasion-
ally appear as a normal reaction to the situation, or are caused by some triggers in the form of con-
tinued attacks by the perpetrator, testimony and proceedings before judicial authorities, fear of the
future, etc.

Psychological support is particularly important in the first days after admition in the Safe house, in
order to stabilize the condition of women and children after experiencing violence and changing
their place of residence, and to restore a sense of security and reduce the feeling of fear. All benefi-
ciaries are monitored in the Safe house for their health condition and are provided with health care
and company in case they need to seek health services outside the Safe house. The health insur-
ance status of the beneficiary and children is checked immediately upon arrival. If documents in the
form of health booklets/cards are missing, these documents are obtained as soon as possible, so
that the mother and children can be provided with adequate health care at all times. The physical
and psychological condition of the child is monitored and attention is paid to the presence of conse-
guences of domestic violence, which can be manifested as anxiety and fear, confusion and rejection
of the new social setting and environment, sleep disorders (nightmares and bad dreams, insomnia,
occurrence of night urination), withdrawal and isolation, appearance of aggression and aggressive
behavior with tantrums, long-term sadness, disorders of the child’s play and social relationships,
tics, somatization of trauma in the form of stomach pains, headaches, eating problems etc.
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Children’s education during
placement in the Safe house

Upon placement in the Safe house, school-age children immediately continue their education, if
they are psychologically and physically ready. Professional staff monitors the condition of the
child through contact with the mother, the speed of adaptation to the new environment and the
overall psychological status of the child in this vulnerable situation. The professional service at the
school where the child continues his education is informed about the situation from which the child
comes, and engages in order to monitor the condition and behavior of the child at school and pro-
vide him with support and help. Also, they get to know the potential risks and dangers that threaten
the child in this situation, so procedures are established for the situations that can happen in the
school environment. Children are provided with all the necessary material conditions for continu-
ing education: textbooks, school materials, clothes and shoes, snacks and transportation. Togeth-
er with the mother, the staff monitors the children’s progress and behavior at school through regu-
lar and direct contact with the school staff. If the child is staying in the Safe house independently, i.e.
unaccompanied by the mother, this supervision is intensified, and includes also help in learning if
needed, as well as preparing children for the next steps in the educational process (eg enroliment
in secondary school).

Here we must also emphasize the fact that shelters, no matter how well organized, are still artifi-
cial and unnatural environments for children and that we must constantly take into account and
re-evaluate their needs, which willinevitably change during their stay in the Safe house.

The relationship between children
and mothers: supporting the child
implies supporting and empowering
the mother

Sometimes, during the stay and depending on individual cases, it is necessary to work on improv-
ing the mother’s parenting skills, which are often reduced precisely as a result of long-term domes-
tic violence. Psychological support/consultations also include work on overcoming trauma (when
conditions are met), supporting children in accepting a new school environment or adopting work
habits, etc. This type of support is often needed for children to process their feelings towards the
abusive parent, which can be complex and sometimes lead to internal conflict in the child. There-
fore, the range of his/her feelings towards the abusive parent can be diverse: from refusing all con-
tact to justifying the abuser.

The relationship between mother and child can be complicated precisely because of long-term
exposure to violence within families in which conflicts were resolved in a violent manner, communi-
cation was unhealthy and violent, and most often there were ingrained patterns of coercive control.
Children, especially children in their teens, can begin to show these patterns of behavior both in



contact with the mother and in other social relationships. In this sense, in the Safe house, within the
framework of social and psychological treatment, work is done with both the mother and the child
to form new forms of communication and non-violent conflict resolution. An important element in
this work is also the empowerment of the mother who has survived violence. Due to long-term
exposure to violence, mothers often functioned in a stressful psychological mode of “fight or flight”
with a focus on expecting or avoiding situations of violence. These mechanisms sometimes had
the goal of literally preserving her and the children’s lives and became a normal way of function-
ing that drained extraordinarily large amounts of the mother’s mental and physical energy, leaving
them exhausted, sick or with reduced abilities to deal with the consequences for the child or their
own parenting challenges. Empowering the mother, in the first place by providing the conditions
for the return of a sense of security and a new perception of the future, shifts her focus to the best
interest of the child and reduction of the consequences in a practical sense. This also refers to the
psychological profile of the mother, who has been deprived of the power to decide and control the
situation, deprived of her authority in the family, and a weakened image of herself and her strengths
and abilities. Strengthening these capacities of the mother directly improves the conditions for the
child’s recovery from the experience of violence and reduces the danger of internalizing violent
forms of behavior as a style for resolving conflicts and other situations in the child’s life.

Challenges related to the child’s
contact with the other parent

A special challenge for the involved professionals is planning the contact of the children with the
violent father, from whom they were separated in the process. A child needs a certain period of
recovery from the consequences of violent situations and leaving the family home, and this peri-
od differs from child to child and depends on the circumstances that are specific to each case of
domestic violence. Through the close cooperation of centers for social work and the professional
staff of the Safe house, the condition of the child is monitored until the final assessment that the
child is ready for contact. The other parent (in most cases the abusive father) has the right to con-
tact the child based on a court decision, except in the case of restriction or deprivation of parental
rights. A court decision is made only in a situation where the child’s father or mother addresses
the court in jursdiction. For children staying in the Safe house, a special temporary arrangement is
made to regulate personal contact with the perpetrator until the end of the court proceedings. The
usual contact arrangement is made every 15 days, depending on the specifics of the case itself. In
accordance with the assessed situation, children are provided with all necessary support during
contact in the form of special psychological preparation, the presence of Safe house or guardian-
ship authority staff, and careful observation of the contact itself in order to determine how it affects
the child during, but also after the meeting with the father. The child's safety and well-being, as well
as their opinions and feelings, are carefully monitored in order to plan subsequent contacts ac-
cordingly, which is also a special task of the Safe house staff, who communicate their observations
to the guardianship authority.
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Legal counseling and
assistance to beneficiaries
regarding children’s rights

A special form of support is legal advice and assistance, which is provided so that beneficiaries
can exercise all their rights and the rights of their children, in an adequate manner, prepare them-
selves for participation in the judicial process, understand all the options the law offers them, and
make informed and responsible decisions. A special form of support is also the support of a trusted
person that staff can provide to beneficiaries when participating in judicial processes. This service
has proven to be very significant — our beneficiries stated that it gives them a sense of security
and increases courage and self-confidence. Legal counseling also improves care for children, be-
cause many children in these situations have the right to child allowance, one-time assistance from
the spectrum of social protection services, as well as rights that are resolved in divorce or property
proceedings in the form of alimony or disposal of property.

Mothers and children are also introduced to special services for supporting children who are going
through the justice system or the social welfare system, in situations of testimony or similar situa-
tions in which children appear as subjects of protection. This support reduces their feelings of fear
and anxiety due to their participation in them, brings them closer to situations that are unknown to
them and from which they do not know what to expect, and thus increases the quality of participa-
tion, while simultaneously protecting the best interests of the child. These preparations are carried
out through preparatory interviews and information, explanation of the process and its course, as
well as the purpose of each step to be taken. They are provided with assistance in writing and sub-
mitting requests and legal documents, orientation through the system of services and protection of
rights, contacting appropriate institutions and persons, etc.

Methods in working with child
victims and witnhesses of violence

In the Safe house itself, staff observes and documents the behavior and status of children on a
daily basis, providing them with adequate support in accordance with their needs. Children are pro-
vided with time and space to express their problems and work together to solve them. A group of
female volunteers, mostly students, who spend time with them in this house in fun and recreational
activities, but also support children in learning and mastering schoolwork, sometimes organizing
trips, going to the cinema, walks or other recreational activities outside the Safe house, when the
safety risk assessment allows it. This contact is also important because the children are closer in
age to the volunteers than to the staff, and it represents a specially adapted form of support to which
the children respond very positively.



Workshops adapted to their age and needs are also organized for children in order to support
their psychological and social development. The Banja Luka Safe house has a specially equipped
playground for childreninits yard where they can spend time in a safe environment and where they
are provided with toys, an indoor common play area, a library with children’s content, educational
and entertainment materials, etc. It is also taken care of that every child’s birthday is celabrated and
festive events are organised for children and beneficiaries in accordance with their cultural back-
ground, so that their stay in the Safe house corresponds, as much as possible, to the dynamics and
content of normal family life. Workshops are organized with mothers to educate them on various
topics related to health, nutrition, hygiene and disease prevention.

Inaccordance with the risk assessment, children and beneficiaries may be visited by extended fam-
ily members or friends in the Safe house, in order to nurture their personal support networks and
healthy family relationships and contacts.

Preparing to leave
the Safe house

From the moment a woman victim of violence arrives in the Safe house and is introduced to her sit-
uation, supportis planned in finding an exit strategy and support after leaving the Safe house, when
the conditions are provided for that exit. Beneficiaries are provided with assistance in economic
empowerment and independence.

As for the services that are specifically intended for children placed in the Safe house, who can
stay there with their mothers or unaccompanied (as already mentioned), they are planned and im-
plemented in cooperation with the responsible centers for social work, and in accordance with the
needs and condition of the child.

While finding solutions for the economic empowerment of women victims of violence, which are
often the basic prerequisite for the successful organization of independent life after reaching con-
ditions for leaving the Safe house, care is also taken of the child’s right to alimony, as well as child
allowance, or other services and support that children victims of violence can receive in the social
protection system. Women victims of violence who want to get involved in the work process are
facing the specific problem of daycare for young children, that is, the need for services from the
preschool education system. This problem is a challenge because mothers wait a long time for a
place for their children in kindergartens, and also because of the cost of children’s stay and the
fact that most kindergartens do not provide afternoon and evening hours, which is an obstacle for
working in shifts.

Children who are victims of domestic violence do not have an advantage in finding a place in kin-
dergartens that is formalized in the preschool education system, and would be of enormous help to
both mothers and children. Sometimes this advantage is achieved through cooperation between
the Safe house and the preschool institution, but it is not a rule that can be counted on.
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Upon leaving the Safe house, both mothers and children are offered extended psychotherapy and
psychological support services, as well as legal assistance if needed.

Psychological treatments are planned according to individual needs and relate to both the needs
of the mother and the needs of the children, and may concern overcoming trauma, counseling for
achieving a functional mother-child relationship, psychological support in crisis or stressful situa-
tions after leaving, empowerment and overcoming the victim mentality in future life, counseling chil-
dren for coping with developmental crises or peer relationships, etc. Child victims of violence often
have difficulties in learning, concentration, and some other consequences that require longer and
more extensive treatment. These, as well as other services, are used voluntarily and according to
the needs of the beneficiaries and their children after leaving the Safe house.

Post-release:
Extended support

We emphasize that women beneficiaries and children are provided with very important extended
support after leaving the Safe house for 18 months.

Every three months, contact is made with women beneficiaries and children to monitor their situ-
ation and to include them in any special programs or opportunities that may arise in terms of addi-
tional education and programs that can contribute to recovery, in the form of summer vacations for
mothers or children, distribution of humanitarian aid, etc. This type of contact continues with each
beneficiary for 18 months.

Mothers are also offered the opportunity to participate in self-help groups where they can re-
ceive support and assistance together with other women in the same or similar situation. In these
groups, they can share their experiences with other women victims of violence and receive a spe-
cific kind of understanding and support that only women who share the same experience can give
to each other. It happens that the social networks of women victims of violence are scarce, due to
the isolation or labeling that arose during life with the abuser, so these groups are for them a way
to expand their social circle in an atmosphere of understanding and trust. Within self-help groups,
women have the opportunity to receive education and create joint activities such as: exhibitions,
excursions, drama performances and participation in violence prevention activities that are aimed
at the public. They can also support each other in challenging periods or situations that life brings
after leaving violent communities.



Psychotherapy during and
after leaving the Safe house

The Safe house is staffed by a psychotherapist who focuses on psychological and psychothera-
py support for beneficiaries and children. This type of support is implemented and planned in ac-
cordance with the individual needs of beneficiaries and children and is provided in the Safe house
itself. Psychotherapeutic support is also available after leaving the Safe house in order to con-
tinue the processes or provide support in newly emerging situations.

Space for improving the protection
of child victims and withesses of
domestic violence: conclusions
arising from the experiences of the
Safe house Banja Luka

The long-standing experience of the Safe house Banja Luka in working with women and children
and through providing services and support to victims of violence indicates that there are a num-
ber of areas in which it is necessary to improve the system of protection and support for chil-
dren victims and witnesses of violence. In addition to the problems and challenges that we have
addressed in this analysis, needs of child victims and witnesses of domestic violence, and our
capacities and services that we provide, we also list the most significant problems that we have
identified in working with victims of domestic violence:

«  The fear and lack of knowledge of their rights limit the violence vicitims ability to report vi-
olence. This especially applies to children who want to report violence, but do not have an
easy and always available communication channel for seeking support and reporting (Plavi
telefon is only available to a limited extent, and only sporadic calls to the SOS line 1264 by
children are recorded). In order to ensure that children are informed about available forms
of support, it is necessary to create promotional materials (in a language understandable
and receptive to children) about SOS phones and other opportunities for obtaining help,
which would be placed in places where children gather (schools, theaters, cinemas, chil-
dren’s playrooms, etc.).

« Inorder to inform and sensitize police officers about the harmful long-term consequenc-
es of domestic violence on children (including cases when the child is a withess and not a
direct victim of violence), it is necessary to create special instructions and organize police
training on registering children as victims and witnesses of violence.
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We point out the difficulties and long duration of procedures in deciding on urgent protec-
tive measures - this situation can slow down the child’s inclusionin school and other normal
processes, put the mother at risk of losing her job, etc. Examples tell us about situations
in which the police did not request the determination of an urgent protective measure by
the court even though it was justifide to do so. The above-mentioned training for the police
would be animportant measure to combat these problematic practices.

Although cases of domestic violence should be resolved through urgent procedures ac-
cording to the law and the Protocol, they often last for months or even years. We empha-
size that the long duration of court and prosecutorial proceedings, the extended period of
uncertainty and the beginning of an independent life significantly affect the exit strategies
for beneficiaries and children staying in Safe houses, as well as their overall recovery, over-
coming traumatic experiences and returning to normal life. This complex deficiency in the
practice of resolving cases of domestic violence requires strategic solutions that have yet
to be developed.

The capacities of centers for social work in terms of providing psychological and so-
cial support, supervision, risk assessment and services that contribute to the recovery
of victims are insufficient — centers for social work have uneven capacities for managing
domestic violence cases, from the financial planning of services to human resources and
their capacities, all of which are reflected in the quality of support provided to victims, in-
cluding child victims and witnesses of violence. Also, center staff sometimes treat children
as an “ extension or companion” of the mother, without in-depth consideration of their own
needs. Therefore, it is important to improve the human and financial capacities of social
work centers and include in the existing training for professional staff of the centers spe-
cial segmentsintended to develop their capacities forimplementing psychological support
programs for child victims and witnesses, specifically adapted to their needs, as well as to
their age and developmental level.

We also highlight the problem of the uneven capacity of professionals to assess the best
interests of the child in situations of domestic violence — this supportis sometimes lacking in
complex cases when a mother with children is a victim of violence, in a situation where she
needs help and support to adequately care for the children. There were also cases when
temporary separation from the mother was in the best interest of the children, which would
mean engaging the system of care for children without parental care or the foster care sys-
tem. There were also cases of deprivation of parental rights for a child victim of domestic
violence who was separated from the perpetrator, while the perpetrator remained in the
family with other children. The above-mentioned increase in human and financial capaci-
ties, as well as systematic, mandatory training for professionals from the centers, could lead
toimprovements.

There is a need for longer-term support for victims of domestic violence, especially chil-
dren, even after the proceedings have ended - in terms of increased supervision, material
assistance, accessible psychological support and counseling, networking of protection
entities and others in the community in order to provide children victims with a recovery
plan (school, Child Protection Fund, centers for social work, associations, health services).
Programs for the care for children in preschool institutions are also needed, based on the
child’s right to preschool education and upbringing, but also as assistance to mothers,
whichis necessary for finding and keeping a job.
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