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Notes on Table of  Worldwide Legislat ion on Violence Against  Women

1. This table identifies the specific legislative provisions concerning VAW around the world. Laws
can prohibit VAW in the following ways:

• Through specific legislation (i.e. an Act dealing with sexual harassment or a VAW Act that 
covers many forms of VAW).

• Through non-specific legislation that contains specific provisions dealing with VAW (i.e. a Penal
Code with specific provisions on rape).

• Through non-specific legislation that contains provisions that could be used to address VAW
(i.e. a Penal Code with provisions for assault that could be used to prosecute rape).

2. This table marks only the first two ways. Criminal legislation such as the penal or criminal code
of almost every country prohibits assault in some form and could be used to prosecute any case
of violence against women, given a conducive legal environment, skilled lawyers and a recep-
tive judiciary. In some countries general assault provisions have been proven inadequate to
address the widespread violence against women that exists, whereas in others (e.g. Finland) gen-
eral assault legislation is used to successfully address all cases of VAW. 

3.  A zero (0) denotes either that information was not readily available or that legislation does not exist. 

4. Where legislation — specific or non-specific — is ‘being planned, drafted, reviewed or revised,’
this is not necessarily an indication that no laws currently exist. In some cases, exisiting provi-
sions are being augmented or amended.

5. Where there is both specific and non-specific legislation covering a form of VAW, only the 
specific legislation is indicated.  

6. Where specific legislation exists to address VAW, this does not necessarily indicate: that a country
has a lower or higher incidence rate of VAW; that fewer or a greater number of cases are reported
or prosecuted; or that the country has a better or worse legal system for addressing concerns of VAW. 

7. The existence, or lack of, comprehensive legislation dealing with VAW does not necessarily indi-
cate that the socio-cultural attitudes of the population are prohibitive of VAW. Prohibiting VAW
in law should only be one component of a comprehensive strategy for reducing VAW world-
wide. Another component might be a government action plan. There are many other vital com-
ponents that have not been included here. 

8. Where specific or non-specific legislative provisions exist that deal with VAW, this does not indi-
cate that they are implemented or enforced effectively. Most cases of VAW worldwide go unre-
ported, and those that are reported do not necessarily result in successful prosecutions. 

9. The category ‘sexual assault’ covers various forms of rape and sexual assault. The structure of
the table means that if legislation exists to deal with one form of sexual assault, then a mark will
show against the whole category. There might be legislation dealing with strictly defined forms
of rape but not other forms of sexual assault. 

10. In many countries customary law, communal law, religious law (such as Shari’a) or cultural pro-
hibitions are used to prohibit and address cases of VAW. These laws and practices have not been
tabulated here; they may be equally, more or less effective than formal legislation.

11. The category ‘marital rape’ indicates only those countries where marital rape has been criminal-
ized. Rape laws may cover rape de jure, but not de facto. In other cases there are no explicit
exemptions of wives from statutory law that prohibits or punishes forms of violence and sexual
assault and so it may be used to prosecute husbands (See CHANGE 2002).

12. Legislation on trafficking in human beings is not included in this table. Many countries have
provisions in criminal legislation that address or could be used to prosecute certain aspects of
trafficking, such has kidnapping, slavery, illegal transport of persons across borders for purpos-
es of prostitution, etc. Such legislation may be limited to trafficking for purposes of prostitution
or may take a more holistic approach to the issue, providing for public awareness and legal
rights for women who have been trafficked. Countries that have specific legislation include,
among others, Bulgaria, Cambodia, Cyprus, Ireland, Romania, Sweden and the United States.


