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Violence against children

and adolescents in the time

of COVID-19'

= Neglect, physical, sexual and emotional abuse, and harmful practices,

such as child marriage and early unions, are ways in which the
integrity and rights of children and adolescents (any person under the
age of 18) are violated (UNICEF, 2015). It has been noted for decades
that no country is immune to violence against children, that the
different forms of violence can occur in the home, in schools, care
or justice institutions, the community or in the digital environment
(Pinheiro, 2006) and that 50% of the global population under 18 has
been the victim of violence (WHO, 2020a), most of which tends to
be perpetrated by family members or people close to them. Such
violence affects children differently and may occur in contexts where
additional risk factors give rise to other forms of violence. These
include violations of the rights of children and adolescents in times
of armed conflict (United Nations, 2013), trafficking in children and
adolescents (UNODC, 2020) and child labour (ILO, 1999), all of which
affects the physical, psychological and social integrity of children and
adolescents and limits their possibilities for development.

During the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) crisis, factors such as
limitations on economic activity, school closures, reduced access to
health-care services and physical distancing increase the likelihood
of children and adolescents becoming vulnerable and being
exposed to violence and other violations of their rights (Bhatia and
others, 2020; UNICEF, 2020b). In Latin America and the Caribbean,
the gradual deterioration in socioeconomic factors in the past decade
(ECLAC, 2020a) has reduced essential elements of protection and
may generate an even sharper increase in violence against children
and adolescents in the time of COVID-19 than before the crisis
(WHO, 2020a). Factors such as pre-existing inequalities in the region
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in terms of socioeconomic conditions, housing and access to health mean that some groups,
such as migrant families, are at higher risk of contracting the virus and suffering from the impact
of the crisis on the countries of the region (Tres and Chatruc, 2020).

The imbalance between risk factors and protection factors (UNICEF, 2020a) will depend on
the extent to which countries implement physical distancing measures to help contain the
pandemic (WHO, 2020b). Socioeconomic inequality in the region means that compliance with
health measures is not uniform (ECLAC, 2020b), which implies greater risk for children and
adolescents, especially those who are most vulnerable? to trafficking in persons or sexual
exploitation (UNODC, 2020), child labour (ILO/ECLAC, 2020) or sexual offences, including
those committed using digital media (INTERPOL, 2020; EUROPOL, 2020). In the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, many children and adolescents spend most of their time at home with their
parents and caregivers (UNICEF, 2020b), and in the digital environment they are able to interact
with people in other settings, such as school and the community (INTERPOL, 2020). However,
it is within the home and family® that violence is most often perpetrated against children and
adolescents, and against adult women. While the impact of violence may vary when perpetrated
against adults, both groups suffer similar consequences, such as effects on mental health and
sexual and reproductive health, and also share risk factors, such as social norms that condone
both types of violence and prevent help-seeking (Guedes and others, 2016). This is important
to note, because violence witnessed by children or adolescents has physical and psychological
impacts similar to those experienced by victims of direct violence (UNICEF, 2006).

This document examines the exacerbation of risks and the erosion of protection factors
relating to physical, psychological and sexual violence in the home experienced by adolescents
and children, especially girls, within the context of COVID-19 in the region. It also provides
recommendations on the integration of concrete actions into the response mechanisms
developed by Latin American and Caribbean States to address the COVID-19 crisis.

Violence against children and adolescents is not random. It
is deliberately perpetrated by a third person and thus, must
and can be prevented. Children and adolescents may be
exposed to conditions in the household that increase the
possibility of violence perpetrated against them by their
parents, caregivers, peers, siblings, or relatives and people
close to them with whom they interact regularly or live
(Alliance for the Protection of Children and Adolescents
in Humanitarian Action, 2020). These factors must be
identified and addressed in a timely manner to prevent
violent situations arising. However, violence against
children and adolescents in the home is not limited to that
perpetrated by members of the household or people close
to them. The increased use of digital tools as a result of
the social isolation measures adopted in most countries in
the context of the pandemic (Blackman and others, 2020)
broadens the spectrum of potential perpetrators outside the family to include people they can
interact with in the digital environment, such as peers or strangers (ITU, 2020; EUROPOL, 2020).

Children and adolescents who are refugees, stateless, migrants, in detention, institutionalized, or who are already victims of violations such as child
labour or find themselves in situations of conflict and vulnerability (UNICEF, 2020e).

3 This paper takes into account the wide diversity of households in the region, including single-parent households headed by women or men;
traditional two-parent households; households including stepfathers or stepmothers; extended family households; or households headed by older
persons, with no parents.




A. Physical and psychological violence expressed through physical
and humiliating punishment and degrading treatment

® Physical punishmentis very common, even during the first five years of a child'’s life (UNICEF, 2020a)
and is related to psychological violence as a parenting practice (United Nations, 2006). Recent
estimates indicate prevalence of 55.2% of physical aggression and 48% of psychological
aggression in child-rearing in Latin America and the Caribbean (Cuartas and others, 2019).

B. Sexual violence

m Sexual violence is considered a serious violation of the
rights of children and adolescents and can take the form of  Online sexual violence includes grooming,
abuse, harassment or sexual exploitation (UNICEF, n/db). live streaming, the consumption of child
It consists of sexual activity influenced by unequal power ~ S&xual abuse material and coercion or

. . S o extortion of children and adolescents for

relationships. In the case of sexual exploitation, itinvolves . o1 i moses.
remuneration or the promise of remuneration directly or
to a third party (ECPAT International, 2020). With regard
to sexual violence in the home, in most cases reported up
until the pandemic, the perpetrators were family members or people close to the victims (WHO,
2020a), and most of the victims were girls and adolescent girls.

C. Violence in the digital environment

® Information and communications technologies (ICTs) are one of the most important tools used
during the COVID-19 crisis. Despite the gaps in coverage and penetration of the Internet in
the countries of the region, the digital world is the best bridge to ensure the continuity of daily
activities, such as school, work and communication (Trucco and Palma, 2020). However, increased
exposure to the digital environment may in turn increase vulnerability to risks inherent in ICTs,
such as cyberbullying or sexual violence through digital media, of which children and adolescents
may be victims (EUROPOL, 2020). Cyberbullying is repeated intimidation* through social
networks, messaging platforms, virtual coommunities, gaming platforms or mobile phones, aimed
at frightening, angering or shaming others (UNICEF, n/da). It is related to systematic intimidation in
non-digital environments, and the increase in the number of hours that children and adolescents
spend on the Internet significantly increases the risk of it happening (ITU, 2020).

m Online violence is not a separate problem from violence in the offline world (WHO, 2020a) and,
in the case of online sexual violence, children and adolescents who do not even have access
to an electronic device may also be affected. Today it is common for adults to have access to
digital cameras, laptops or cell phones that allow them to record sexual activity with children
and adolescents, as well as the distribution of this material through digital channels from their
own homes (ECPAT International, 2020).

D. Link between violence against women and violence against children
and adolescents

m Violence against women and violence against children and adolescents reflect similar risk
factors and social norms that lead to the perpetration and tolerance of these phenomena. These
social norms often discourage help-seeking and underlie episodes of violence within the home
or family (Guedes and others, 2016). They stem from patriarchal ideas of gender roles, which
also have a negative impact on parenting roles and practices. The exposure of children and
adolescents to violence perpetrated against other people has physical and psychological effects
similar to those caused by violence experienced directly (UNICEF, 2006; ECLAC/UNICEF, 2018).
In addition, systematic violence against other members of the household is itself a significant
risk factor of violence towards this age group.

®m A recent comprehensive review of research on violence against women and violence against
children and adolescents in Latin America and the Caribbean (Bott and Ruiz-Celis, 2019) confirmed

4 Through defamation or dissemination of audiovisual material embarrassing to the victim, hurtful or threatening messages, or impersonation
(UNICEF, n/da).



the findings of the Pan American Health Organization in 2016 (Guedes and others, 2016) on
the intersections between violence perpetrated against women and violence against children
and adolescents. The study found that these intersections are manifested in the region in
aspects such as social norms that promote and justify physical violence as a form of discipline
in parenting and in intimate partner relationships. In 2019, as many as 36% of women in the
region thought that physical punishment was necessary in child-rearing and up to 16.6% believed
that wife-beating was justified (Bott and Ruiz-Celis, 2019).

The effects of violence

For decades, warnings have been issued about violence against children and adolescents,
which is a universal problem, and its short-, medium- and long-term physical and psychosocial
effects on victims and society (Pinheiro, 2006). The exposure to violence, particularly in the first
years of life, affect brain structure and result in lifelong impairments in cognitive and emotional
capacities, in addition to contributing to high-risk and antisocial behaviour (Cuartas, 2019). This
means that the several aspects of the lives of children and adolescents who are victims of
violence may be affected: poorer school performance, reduced ability to interact with others and
to establish healthy emotional bonds, greater predisposition to irresponsible sexual behaviour
or abuse of psychoactive substances, and a predisposition to chronic mental health disorders
(Cuartas, 2019).

The imbalance between risk factors and protection factors

in Latin America and the Caribbean

While violence occurs across all socioeconomic groups, poor socioeconomic conditions are
associated with greater exposure to risks and limited protection factors. Protective elements that
do not depend fully on the individual, such as adequate access to technology and information,
economic security and stability, education and knowledge about children, care and child-rearing
are scarcer among the poor, who in turn are more exposed to violent people and environments,
abuse of psychoactive substances and normalization of violent behaviour (UNICEF, 2020a).
Moreover, when the COVID-19 crisis spread to Latin American and the Caribbean, the region was
already in the midst of a migration crisis, owing mainly to the mass departure of migrants from
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to other countries in the region, and from Central America
to North America (Tres and Chatruc, 2020), which has resulted in limited access to housing,
basic water and sanitation services, and health care, for example. The migrant population faces
difficulties in accessing basic rights and services, which exposes them to more risks and means
that they have even less access to already limited protection factors (United Nations, 2020b).
The COVID-19 crisis is also having a significant impact on women, because of their burden
of care work and because they are overrepresented in the economic activities most affected
by preventive social isolation measures. Indigenous peoples and Afrodescendants are also
expected to be more affected by the crisis, since they tend to live in worse socioeconomic
conditions and have more limited access to public services than the rest of the population, in
addition to facing historical discrimination (ECLAC/PAHO, 2020).

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) officially arrived in the region on 26 February, when the first
case was reported in Brazil, and since then Latin American and Caribbean countries have gradually
taken measures similar to those seen in other parts of the world, such as limiting all transport to
strictly essential operations to tackle the pandemic, suspending in-person attendance in schools
and offices, confining people to their homes and encouraging physical distancing (WHO, 2020b).
In August 2020, measures such as border closures and the suspension of international trade,
mandatory isolation and the suspension of activities in multiple economic sectors remained
in place in most countries in the region (OECD, 2020). This has prolonged the negative impact
on the security and stability of family income (ECLAC/ILO, 2020) and on the mental health of
parents and caregivers (Anderson and others, 2020).



A. The socioeconomic effects of the crisis exacerbate risks

m When the pandemic and its consequences spread to _ _
Latin America and the Caribbean, the region was Cllldren are mot the face of fhis
. . pandemic. But they risk being among
inadequately prepared for a challenge that only materialized s piggest victims.
at the end of the first quarter of the year, despite the fact
that it had had more time to prepare than countries in the
northern hemisphere. In record time, governments were
forced to marshal an unprecedented amount of resources to strengthen the health sector and
to provide social protection for large swathes of the population (ECLAC, 2020c). With a view to
containing the spread of infection and avoiding the saturation of health systems, Latin American
and Caribbean governments had to enforce strict physical distancing measures that resulted in
a decrease in domestic economic activity. In addition to the domestic disruptions, international
trade has declined, commodity prices have fallen, global value chains have been interrupted,
demand in the travel and tourism sector has weakened and global financial conditions have
deteriorated (ECLAC, 2020a).

m The COVID-19 crisis is expected to increase poverty. Along with family income insecurity,
restrictions on free movement, isolation and overcrowding considerably increase stress and
anxiety for parents and caregivers, as well as for children and adolescents (WHQO, 2020a). While
isolation measures have been an adequate response to an unprecedented pandemic as they
have helped to contain the spread of the virus in most countries, the capacities of developed
nations and of developing countries (such as those in Latin America and the Caribbean) to
recover from the social and economic effects of these measures vary dramatically (Cornia, Jolly
and Stewart, 2020). This is because developing countries are more likely to lack social protection
systems that can guarantee people’s well-being while economic activity is suspended. This
contrasts with greater development and capacity in infrastructure, technology and skills (among
other factors) in developed countries, which have not only enabled them to tackle the crisis
more quickly with fewer resources (or greater investment capacity), but will also facilitate the
public investment needed to intervene in the areas affected by the pandemic (ECLAC, 2020b).

m ECLAC (2020d) projects that the number of people living in poverty in Latin America will grow by
45.4 million in 2020, pushing the total number of people living in poverty up from 185.5 million in
2019 to 230.9 million in 2020, representing 37.3% of the Latin American population. Within this
group, the number of people living in extreme poverty is expected to increase by 28.5 million,
from 67.7 million in 2019 to 96.2 million in 2020, equivalent to 15.5% of the total population.

® |n Latin America and the Caribbean, the deepest recession in decades —a 9.1% decline in GDP
is projected (ECLAC, 2020d)— is expected to be reflected in the contraction of most markets,
which will occur in a large number of emerging countries (World Bank, 2020). The number of
children living in monetary poverty in Latin America is projected to rise by up to 7.6 percentage
points, meaning that 51.3% of that population group will be affected (or one in every two children
and adolescents) (ECLAC/UNICEF, 2020). This is expected to coincide with the worsening of the
education crisis, increased threats to health, development and survival, and exposure to the risk
of violence and other violations (UNICEF, 2020b).

® People living in househol_ds _in aqute multidimensional T e Ve e T
poverty face severe deprivations in areas fundamental  ayolvinginto a broader child-rights crisis.”
to survival (adequate food, access to public services,
schooling or adequate housing) that mainly affect children
and adolescents (Alkire and others, 2020; Santos, 2020).

Although some types of cohabitation between households

can be practical or even favourable for the collective well-

being, the presence of too many people in the housing

complex may lead to problems of coexistence, violence in the home and a lack of privacy
(UN Habitat, 2015), which present a risk of sexual violence.

m The precariousness of the socioeconomic conditions faced by families is compounded by the
fact that educational institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean, like those of more than
190 countries around the world, suspended in-person classes and kept students of all education
levels out of schools (UNESCO, 2020; ECLAC/UNESCO, 2020). Although this measure has allowed



the physical distancing required to contain the spread of infection (WHQO, 2020b), it has resulted
in a large number of children and adolescents in education being confined to their homes, leaving
unprotected the millions who depend on school and associated social programmes to meet other
needs such as food or early childhood care (UNICEF, 2020b). This measure drastically limited the
possibilities for teachers to detect and report cases of violence, to provide support and guidance,
and to activate response measures (Peterman, O'Donnell, Palermo, 2020). Moreover, in most
countries (OECD, 2020) in-person health services prioritized cases related to COVID-19, which
limited health workers' ability to detect possible cases of violence.

The digital environment has allowed those who have access to it to continue education and
work activities, to access and interact with public services, and to communicate with family and
friends, among other things. Much of community life, access to public services and procedures,
social interaction, remote work and study and entertainment moved to digital environments
(UNICEF, 2020b). However, it is estimated that only 4 out of 10 households in Latin America
and the Caribbean have access to broadband Internet, while less than 50% have access to mobile
Internet (CAF, 2020). This limited access has a negative impact on interventions that, prior to the
pandemic, were carried out through home visits and in child development centres, and have now
been replaced by remote support. In addition, the lack of digital literacy and the knowledge gap
between adults and children and adolescents (CAF, 2020) may limit parents’ and caregivers' ability
to provide support in distance learning tasks and, in the case of children under five years of age,
nurturing care work carried out in day-care centres or childcare centres (WHO, 2018).

Children and adolescents in quarantined families spend a considerable amount of time in
digital environments to study, socialize and play (End Violence Against Children, 2020a). This
online time increases their exposure to potential abusers on the Internet (End Violence Against
Children, 2020b), because of the large number of digital spaces where they spend their free
time during isolation, in which include virtual games and communities that allow them to interact
freely with other unknown players (Centre for Sport and Human Rights, 2020), who may be
potential perpetrators using these tools to groom victims (INTERPOL, 2020; EUROPOL, 2020).

By the end of August 2020, it was still too early to tell exactly how much and in what ways
violence against women and violence against children and adolescents in the household and other
settings have changed during the COVID-19 crisis. Challenges in measuring the different forms
of violence already existed before the start of the pandemic, not only because of the difficulty
of detecting cases (partly because of the normalization of violence, which means that victims,
perpetrators and witnesses do not see it as a problem), but also because many countries have yet
to build or improve information systems (WHO, 2020a). Most of the information available comes
from administrative records that do not allow for the measurement of prevalence, particularly
when dealing with data from a limited number of sources and only for some months (Peterman,
O'Donnell and Palermo, 2020). The true picture of violence during isolation in the region is not
expected to be clear until several months after restrictions on movement have been lifted, but
various sources and sectors expect that it will show an increase in the magnitude and severity of
violence compared to the period before the pandemic (WHO, 2020a).

The rise in instances of violence is mainly reflected in the higher number of administrative
records of cases reported through reporting and assistance platforms, mostly relating to
intimate partner violence, especially against women (Peterman and others, 2020b). In practice,
this increase in records may be explained by reasons other than an actual rise in cases, such as
the effectiveness of communication strategies during the crisis to promote the use of specific
reporting mechanisms. For this reason, sources such as administrative records are imprecise
when trying to determine the magnitude of the problem. They are limited to the monthly count
of known cases —and not necessarily the response elicited— and do not take into account
factors such as seasonal fluctuations and underreporting of cases that could not be detected
in schools or health centres (Baron, Goldstein and Wallace, 2020). However, detection may



decrease compared to the months prior to a crisis such as that of COVID-19, as has been the
case in the wake of other emergencies around the world (Seddighi and others, 2019). In countries
such as the United States, it is estimated that reports of violence against children decrease by
more than 60% when they do not attend school (Fitzpatrick, Benson and Bondurant, 2020), and
a similar trend is seen when women are not in the workplace or having regular contact with
their extended family or community, meaning that cases of violence go undetected (Peterman,
O’'Donnell and Palermo, 2020a). In other words, the figures do not necessarily reveal a decrease
or increase in cases, but rather a decline in detection capacity.

Risks that are heightened by the COVID-19 crisis

It must be stressed that neither COVID-19 nor the measures to contain it cause the violence that
is perpetrated against children and adolescents. Nonetheless, the ongoing crisis has heightened
risk factors and eroded protection factors. As a result, under current conditions, children and
adolescents in the region are more exposed than ever to severe physical or psychological
violence (such as the use of physical or humiliating punishment as a parenting practice), neglect,
sexual violence and online violence.

The combination of these factors in turn creates conditions for the number of cases of physical,
sexual and psychological violence to increase even more (Cornia, Jolly and Stewart, 2020).
Heightened stressors, such as socioeconomic factors and those related to family life in isolation,
have psychological consequences that can put a strain on adults and compromise their ability
to respond to children's and adolescents’ needs, leading them to respond aggressively (Center
on the Developing Child, Harvard University, 2016 cited in Cuartas, 2020). Moreover, a review of
empirical evidence from previous pandemics and emergencies suggests that women and girls
are at greater risk of systematic sexual assault during isolation (Peterman and others, 2020b;
Seddighi and others, 2019; Bandiera and others, 2018; Anderberg and others, 2016).

In the context of this crisis, there are two major amplifiers of the risk of sexual violence: on
one hand the above-mentioned closure of places where cases would normally be detected,
such as schools and health centres, or reductions in their face-to-face services, and on the
other hand increases in the hours that children and adolescents and perpetrators spend online
(INTERPOL, 2020; EUROPOL, 2020). In many cases, children and adolescents even share a
home with potential abusers and confinement means they spend more time together. In other
words, there is a larger window of exposure to greater risk and less capacity to detect cases
and support victims (ITU, 2020). Furthermore, abusers are exploiting the increase in vulnerability
factors and higher number of children and adolescents at risk, by adapting to grooming victims
online and in non-digital settings (UNODC, 2020). Police forces and specialized agencies
around the world agree that they have detected increases in sexual crimes against children
and adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic; as it is more difficult to gain access to their
victims in their usual way, most abusers are exploiting the possibilities of digital tools (ECPAT
International, 2020; INTERPOL, 2020).

In the times of COVID-19 it is easier than ever for sex
offenders to access, download, produce and share
material of sexual abuse of children and adolescents
(ECPAT International, 2020). For this, they use open
networks, the deep web, the darknet and peerto-peer
networks (EUROPOL, 2020). As a result, criminal police
authorities have detected an increase in activity related
to sexual violence against children and adolescents. This has been clearly reflected by a rise
in attempts to access websites that have been blocked because they were hosting this type
of content, as well as in increased exchanges of audiovisual material in online communities of
offenders and more discussions on forums regarding opportunities for sexual exploitation and
abuse in the current circumstances (EUROPOL, 2020).

“We've had tips of web pages where
perpetrators are discussing how the
situation we are in now can be exploited”.



IV. Protection of children and adolescents as a priority

in the new agenda

® The gradual resumption of activities has focused attention on the near term. During the
preparation of this document it became apparent that there is a shortage of information on the
outlook for the region and the world in the short and long term, and that too many elements
needed to make accurate forecasts are still missing. This fuels despair, stress and widespread
anxiety among adults, but also among children and adolescents, whose needs should be even
more of a priority, yet they have often been given the least consideration. Evidently, countries
must engage in dialogue about the post-pandemic world; the current situation is an ideal
opportunity for dialogue with children and adolescents about what they want and what they do
not want in the world they will inherit. This will not only provide insight into their views and allow
for them to be taken into account during the reconstruction process, it will also help to create
shared goals for society and reduce the anxiety caused by uncertainty about the future.

m Some governments have implemented specific actions to address violence against children
and adolescents, such as expanding helplines, launching awareness-raising campaigns, funding
shelters for survivors, improving access to services for survivors, and amending family law
and justice systems (Guedes, Peterman and Deligiorgis, 2020). These measures must be
implemented systematically and strengthened if they are to reduce violence against children
during and after the COVID-19 crisis.

® |n this regard, following the call from the Secretary-General of the United Nations to redouble
efforts to protect children during the pandemic, the main agencies of the United Nations system
that are responsible for this area have put together an Agenda for Action to protect children and
adolescents from violence, which outlines three major areas of work to prevent violence during
and after the crisis: more information (production of reliable data and appropriate dissemination);
more solidarity for the protection of the most vulnerable; and more child-rights and multisectoral
action (InterAgency Working Group on Violence against Children, 2020).

m The Agenda for Action must be translated as soon as possible into specific actions in the
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. The response to the pandemic has clearly
required an unprecedented fiscal effort in the countries of the region and the world in general.
Therefore, actions to address violence in the context of the crisis must form part of existing
public investment or of initiatives that require a minimal fiscal effort.

m [t is recommended that the following actions be taken, to address violence against children
and adolescents within the framework of the response to the COVID-19 crisis. They are
adapted to the fiscal possibilities of the countries of the region, and their scope covers not only
isolation, but also the gradual return to activity. Most of the recommendations allow for actions
to be adapted to existing resources or to address different areas at the same time:

A. Addressing violence against children and adolescents as a priority in States’
crisis agendas and its inclusion in the agendas of the high-level
intersectoral bodies created to respond to the COVID-19 crisis

m High-level interinstitutional coordination bodies have been set up in different countries, chaired
by heads of State and their cabinets, which have proved effective in making all the resources
of governments and of their allies available to resolve the COVID-19 crisis. This has allowed
resources to be allocated to areas ranging from improving health infrastructure against the
clock, to providing financial assistance to people and sectors affected by the socioeconomic
repercussions of the crisis.

® The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development urges States to prevent and eliminate violence
against children and adolescents (target 16.2 of the Sustainable Development Goals), a key
issue for the sustainability of countries. This commitment is even more significant in the context
of the COVID-19 crisis, regardless of whether or not there were public commitments or specific
plans to address such violence prior to the pandemic. Given the seriousness of the problem
and its implications, it must be discussed —with leadership from heads of State and their
cabinets— within the aforementioned high-level interinstitutional coordination bodies, which



would be able to coordinate plans that draw on technical, financial and human resources from
all stakeholders and not just the entities responsible for protecting children and adolescents.

m Similarly, it is important to ensure that the services available to survivors of violence are kept
open, and that the people working for such services are categorized as essential staff, with
access to the necessary biosafety equipment and training to deal with cases according to
gender and age.

B. Resource optimization through the alignment of services offered

® One of the success factors in the response of the region’'s countries to the crisis has been the
alignment of services offered. The INSPIRE® strategic framework for the elimination of violence
against children and adolescents was designed based on successful experiences, and demonstrates
that elimination of violence is possible if a coordinated intersectoral approach is adopted. However,
in order to respond to the COVID-19 crisis, countries have been forced to take immediate action,
which has not always been within the framework of existing policies and strategies.

®m Through the aforementioned coordination bodies, different ministries and government
institutions have made budgets and programmes available for a joint response. The expertise
and experience of public and private institutions are thus pooled in joint initiatives, optimizing
resources in times of fiscal austerity and addressing several areas with comprehensive actions.

Such actions may include:

Alignment of the response to violence against
women, and against children and adolescents

The response to the crisis has included the creation
or bolstering of services to address violence in the
home against women, such as hotlines for support
and for reporting abuse, although these services
require further strengthening. As explained in
previous sections, it has been demonstrated that it is
beneficial to take complementary actions to prevent
violence against women, and against children and
adolescents; they share risk factors and measures to
counteract one form of violence directly impact the
other. That is why it is important to create spaces
for coordination, which allow technical, financial
and infrastructure resources to be shared, while
taking advantage of the expertise of the persons
working on each of the topics. Possible measures
include providing survivors with access to ad hoc
reporting points, as has been done for women who
are survivors of violence (for example, by setting up
support points in markets or providing training to
pharmacists), establishing specific applications and
helplines for children and adolescents, or setting up
emergency shelters for women who are survivors of
violence in the home, where their children can also
be accommodated.

Expanding the number of recipients
of public assistance services during
the COVID-19 pandemic

Safe accomodation in hotels for women and
children victims of violence in Mexico

In response to the increase in intrafamily
violence seen against the backdrop of the
COVID-19 pandemic, UNICEF, the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA), the Government of
Mexico and the hotel sector have initiated the
first phase of a strategy to provide safe and
free accommodation in hotels for women and
their children who are victims of violence while
their cases are examined and different support
networks or shelters are identified.

Even before the physical distancing measures
imposed as a result of the pandemic, the home
was already a dangerous place for women
and their children. For example, according to
surveys, 44% of women had experienced some
form of violence at the hands of their current
or last partner. Likewise, 6 out of 10 children
aged between 1 and 14 years had been subject
to some violent disciplinary measures in their
homes, according to data from the 2015 National
Survey of Children and Women (ENIM).

Moreover, between January and June 2020,
emergency calls for incidents related to
violence against women increased by 45.8%
compared to the same period in 2019. Previous
studies show that violence against women in
the home also affects children and adolescents,
just as a result of witnessing it and because,
in most cases, the aggressor also behaves
violently towards them.

m Although it may have initially involved additional public investment, most countries in the region
have implemented programmes such as strengthening cash transfers and providing food
baskets to large sections of the population. The return on this investment and on complementary
interventions will be seen in the medium-term prevention of situations with high social costs,

5 For more information see [online] https://www.end-violence.org/inspire.



which would require greater investment to resolve after the event. Similarly, it is important
to reduce barriers to access to services and to eliminate the conditions that families, and
specifically women, must meet to receive assistance.

Specific and differentiated programmes for children and adolescents
who were already vulnerable

Even before the COVID-19 crisis, vulnerable children and adolescents were a population group
about which there was not always enough information to include them in standard State
services. While it is important to formulate differentiated strategies that address this group’s
specific needs, including them in standard coverage will help to channel other assistance
that mitigates the risks inherent in their vulnerability. Specific and differentiated interventions
reduce the additional vulnerabilities faced by population groups that may be off the radar of
States' social coverage: refugee, stateless, migrant, displaced, institutionalized, indigenous or
Afrodescendent children and adolescents, those who are in street situations or who have been
deprived of their freedom, as well as those who are already victims of violations such as child
labour or find themselves in situation of conflict and fragility (UNICEF, 2020e).

Promoting the care economy and balanced distribution of roles and tasks

The move from face-to-face to online classes and the - - o
new remote format of social programmes has meant N -19 pandemic is exacerbating

. the care crisis in Latin America and the
that ch|ldren and adolesgents depenq more thap ever  Caribbean (ECLAC, 2020e) For more
on their parents or caregivers to provide them with the information on how gender inequalities
care they need for their development and to complete ~ within households have increased
their schoolwork, as well as to allow them to participate ~ during the pandemic see: [online]
o C d oth bl . hich https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/
In leisure activities and other pU IC programmes In wWnic handle/11362/45352/820002607en.pdf.
they were already enrolled. This has had an unexpected
benefit: in many cases it has increased the involvement
of all members of households in the activities of children and adolescents, but it also creates
an additional burden in terms of time and effort. In the case of vulnerable families, monetary
or in-kind incentives could be offered (such as supplementary food subsidies or exemptions
from payment for services) in recognition of time spent and to foster an active role for family
members. However, since there is still progress to be made in fostering the equitable distribution
of roles and tasks, such actions should also promote the active involvement of fathers and other
men in the family unit.

Transforming practices

The unprecedented efforts to address the COVID-19 pandemic have included effective
communication strategies to rapidly transform people’s habits, which have achieved this goal in
the space of just a few months. Thanks to campaigns and strategies that have drawn on all media
formats, people have learned self-care habits that were not part of everyday life months ago, such
as more frequent hand washing, the use of masks and facemasks, and even the way people greet
each other and show affection outside their close family units. These strategies will be maintained
and strengthened over time, even more so as countries gradually return to activity.

To reduce violence against children and adolescents in the home, it is important to incorporate
knowledge, attitudes and practices that many families are not familiar with. The aforementioned
initiatives can serve as a basis, for example, for proposing scenarios for communication within
families, non-violent child-rearing practices, positive parenting, or suggesting household
activities that incorporate gender equality into parenting.

Promoting an active role for teachers and other staff in early childhood
development centres

The suspension of face-to-face classes in educational institutions and early childhood development
centres has also resulted in the elimination of one of the main sources of detection of violence
against children and adolescents. At the same time, educators have had to adapt their interactions
with their pupils to distance learning. In this respect, the reshaping of educational environments
and teaching methods must include the strengthening of social and emotional skills, as well as



specific content in classes regarding violence against children and adolescents and its structural
causes (such as the social norms that perpetuate violence). Direct channels of communication
among teachers, families and students must be strengthened, so that the relationship of trust
enables children and adolescents to report situations of direct or indirect risk or violence to which
they have been exposed. Support for the work of teachers should include training on talking to
students about violence, as well as a redesign of processes for detecting cases and responding to
identified cases. Where institutions have psychopedagogical staff, their active participation will be
key both in formulating processes and protocols and in the care and referral of suspected cases.

The prevention side of psychosocial support

Mental health care has been seen as one of the actions
needed to respond to detected cases of violence.
However, it is important for psychosocial care to be
open to all, and not dependent on having been a victim
of violence, for both children and women. This means
that psychosocial care services must be made available
to the general public, to prevent and treat mental health
disorders such as depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts,
and stress in parents, caregivers, children and adolescents.
These programmes should also promote assertive
parenting and communication practices in the household.
Although several countries have created portals and other
information channels on such practices, mental health
care on a case-by-case basis is important, accompanied
by publicly available activities and complementary
information. \When providing these services, it is important
to establish alternative channels, such as telephone or

In the Dominican Republic, the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF),
the College of Psychologists of the
Dominican Republic and the Institute
of Mental Health and Telepsychology
created an emotional support line for
families called “Contigo”.

The helpline is available 24 hours a day,
7 days a week, and offers free-of-charge
remote psychological first aid, emotional
support, psychoeducation and referral
to services specialized in areas such as
violence against children and adolescents,
violence in the home, gender-based
violence, suicide risk and psychiatric risk.

These services are available in Spanish,
Haitian Creole and sign language, through
phone calls, WhatsApp calls and chats,
and a chat system on the website [online]
www.lineafamiliar.do.

online support, that safeguards privacy and confidentiality.

Increasing the population’s real access to information
and telecommunications technology

Information and communications technologies (ICTs), especially online settings, have been
important both for the public administration and for social relations during the COVID-19 crisis.
While ICTs have enabled governments to reach their beneficiaries, the circumstances have also
amplified the effects of the digital divide. Hence, it is important to:

e Make use of traditional media such as open radio and community stations to reach people in
places with limited connectivity. This means adopting specific strategies for these media, not
limited to information campaigns with standard messages.

e FEstablish partnerships with the private technology and telecommunications sector to expand
Internet coverage to unserved areas, and to distribute electronic devices to families.

e Establish digital skills training programmes for parents and caregivers, allowing them to
acquire knowledge and skills to learn about this environment, which is the one in which
children and adolescents spend the most hours in many homes.

e Encourage a more active role for parents and caregivers through strategies to prevent violence
in the digital environment. While strategies to promote self-care by children and adolescents
are important and should be maintained and strengthened, it is important to encourage
parents and caregivers to take on more active roles. In this way, the family itself can inform
children and adolescents of the risks to which they are exposed through inappropriate Internet
use. This requires proper ongoing training in digital environments.

e Promote the creation of tools such as applications that facilitate parental control of devices
that children and adolescents use to interact in the digital environment. This reduces the
possibility of contact with potential abusers or access to content that is not age-appropriate.

e Pursue strategies to regulate content and platforms, with a view to protecting the rights of
children and adolescents, with the active involvement of the private sector.
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E. High-impact actions in the working environment,
at no added cost to employers

[ | The‘risks related.to .the COVID-19 pa_nqlemic are forc_ing 8 The private sector can contribute
rethink of dynamics in workplaces. This is an opportunity to  significantly to preventing violence
make changes to eradicate some of the structural causes  in the home and other settings. For
of violence against children, adolescents and women. In ~ more information on how businesses
this regard, EQLAC has drawn attentiqn to hpyv g_ender— Eagsl:’;v?;gxiyag;‘fg's‘f:ﬂilfﬁgh_[&:'_lé?g}

sensitive policies can reduce gender inequalities in the  sites/violenceagainstchildren.un.org/

household and in working environments, as well as evening  files/the_private_sector_and_the_
out the distribution of care roles in the household (ECLAC,  prevention_of_violence against_
2020e). This requires greater autonomy for women in the ~ childreninlac_-_inglpdf

workplace, which will help to reduce effects that can lead

to violence in the home, such as imbalanced power relations (Vaca Trigo, 2019). Within the

framework of what it calls family-friendly policies, UNICEF has proposed a series of measures

to design workplaces that increase the efficiency of staff and balance the well-being of families

(UNICEF, 2019). The measures are aimed at encouraging men'’s involvement in the upbringing of

their children, at creating spaces for pregnant and nursing mothers and at reducing stress levels

for mothers and fathers. Family-friendly policies can ensure a proper balance between the work
and family life of adults. These policies include paid parental leave, medical leave for the care of

ill children, provision of workplace childcare, flexible working hours and benefits for each child.

F.  Creating solutions and opportunities at the local and community levels,
with the genuine participation of children and adolescents

m Although the conditions of isolation and the gradual return to activity limit face-to-face interactions
of children and adolescents with community members and with relatives with whom they
do not live, as described above, these conditions create an additional risk of violence. Local
and community authorities can use available resources to establish mechanisms that enable
online interaction or respect minimum physical distancing, allowing people’s daily lives to
expand beyond the privacy of their homes. This can be done by promoting free community
videoconference platforms and telecommmunications services among family members (such as
mobile phone calls). Similarly, local authorities, traditional authorities of indigenous peoples and
leaders of faith-based communities can play an important role, as through them beneficiaries of
programmes can be reached more effectively.
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