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Breaking the Silence on Sexual Violence 
 

 
Sexual violence is an extremely serious social phenomenon with long-term consequences for its 
victims. Over 600.000 women from Romania were at some point victims of a sexual aggression act. 
The proportions of this phenomenon show that sexual violence is not a misfortunate vent or an 
accident happening to someone else! Sexual violence is a problem which concerns us all either as 
potential victims, silent witnesses or potential perpetrators. Sexual violence does not care about 
ethnicity, religion or income but it does care about gender. Sexual violence disproportionately 
affects women and girls and originates in the historical heritage of inequality between women and 
men. One first step to stop this phenomenon is to break the taboos surrounding the sexual violence, 
to talk about what is happening to us without shame or guilt. Shame and guilt belong to the 
perpetrator. 
 
What is sexual violence? 
 
The underlying element characterizing all forms of sexual violence is the absence of consent. Any 
form of constraint, incapacitation or deceit with regard to a sexual behaviour or act has the effects 
of sexual violence. 
 
Some forms of sexual aggression are clearer, more obvious, they involve physical violence and are 
committed by unknown individuals, while others are more subtle, more difficult to detect by the 
people around and they involve persons who are close to the victim (family members, friends, 
teachers, respectable members of the community).  
 
The most frequent forms of sexual violence are: 
 

 Non-consensual acts with vaginal, anal or oral penetration whether with a part of the human 
body or with an object (rape, including marital rape) 

 Unwanted touches which a person bear or is forced to bear, sexual stimulation behaviour 
which a person bears or is forced to bear (sexual aggression) 

 Advances, propositions, demands of a sexual nature addressed repeatedly to a person even 
after s/he made it clear that s/he does not want them (sexual harassment) 

 Constraint to watch or read sexual content materials (in the case of minors, this corresponds 
to the offence of corruption of minors) 

 The act of forcing someone to participate at sexual acts with one or several people in 
exchange for a material retribution (forced prostitution / human trafficking for the purpose 
of sexual exploitation) 

 Constraint to have unprotected sexual intercourse and/or forbidding contraception 
 Forced sterilisation or pregnancy 

 
Many of these forms or violence are incriminated by the criminal code as offences against sexual 
freedom and integrity and punished with imprisonment. For many of these offences the criminal 
pursuit is set in motion after the complaint of the victim. The judicial authorities do not act ex 
officio for sexual crimes and this is a serious impediment against reporting perpetrators.  
 
Consequences of sexual violence 

 Physically – painful injuries, sexually transmitted infections, unwanted pregnancies; 



 Emotionally – distrust, social isolation, anxiety/depression, low self-esteem, post-traumatic 
stress symptoms (flashback, amnesia, sleep and eating disorders, avoidance); 

 High suicide risk. 
 
Sexual violence in figures 
At least 6% of the Romanian women were victims of sexual aggression.  
Only 5% of the violent attacks on women are reported to the police and less than 1% are punished. 
70% of the sexual perpetrators are men, known by the victims 
61% of the rapes are committed in a house known to the victim, usually her own domicile 
Over 90% of the perpetrators are men and 19% are members of the victims’ families. 
78% of the rape cases are acquitted 
In the US one woman is sexually abused every 6 minutes, in Canada every 4 minutes. In Romania 
approximately 200.000 women were sexually abused in the last 12 months. 
 
Why  is sexual violence surrounded by silence? 
 
Because… sexuality is a taboo; we do not know how to speak about our bodies and about what is 
happening to us with dignity and seriousness. 
 
Because… sexuality and sexual violence are surrounded by prejudices – the public opinion blames 
the victim and considers her responsible of having provoked the perpetrator. 
 
Because… we are living the aftermath of a history which did not consider rape an aggression against 
the victim but rather an aggression against the victim’s father/family. For a long time the legal 
settlement of a rape was marriage while today legal proceedings only start after the victim files a 
complaint. 
 
Because… until the mid-2000s the criminal code did not incriminate acts such as marital rape or 
sexual harassment. The judicial practice is still faulty when it comes to offences against sexual 
freedom and integrity. 
 
Because… victims cannot benefit from specialised assistance, cannot find advice, support or 
guidance free of charge. Victims of sexual aggressions are treated by the authorities in an 
unprofessional manner and often criminal investigations become occasions of revictimisation. 
 
Because… the public no longer reacts to the tragedies around it. Witnesses no longer intervene to 
support the victim, passers-by no longer stop to take attitude when they witness an episode of 
violence. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Sexual Violence in the Media: Guidelines for Journalists 
with a Conscience 

 
Sexual violence often becomes the topic of infotainment and sensational. The temptations of being 
commercial and of making an audience endanger the health and life of survivors of serious acts of 
violence. The lack of empathy, blaming the victim, disclosing her personal details, the public, biased 
sentencing of deeds under criminal investigation do nothing but perpetuate a cycle of violence 
against victims and dilute the responsibility of perpetrators. The minimization of sexual violence in 
the media affects the perception of society on this phenomenon. The media has the duty and the 
power to educate the society about the reality of sexual violence. 
 
The “Breaking the Silence about Sexual Violence” network makes an appeal to all Romanian 
journalists, asking them to report all sexual violence cases by sticking to some ethical principles 
which are indispensable for the provision of accurate, sensitive information. We believe that 
journalists should be the voice of the survivors of sexual violence so that the wide public becomes 
aware of certain personal dramas and educated about the consequences and seriousness of sexual 
aggressions.  
 
Here are a few working principles when you contact the victims of sexual aggressions: 
 

 Prior research on sexual violence and the associated emotional trauma. 

 Don’t forget: violence has no excuses or reasons. The guilt for any act of violence and 
especially sexual abuse lies exclusively with the perpetrator. 

 Keep the anonymity of the victims. Survivors of sexual violence have the right to privacy, to 
the protection of their identity, to respect and safety. The disclosure of personal information 
may be an offence and it at the same time it may even endanger the survivor’s life. 

 Check the information you have about the case with the victim, too (this step must be done 
before actually writing an article). 

 Know the judicial legal framework and also the wider context of women’s rights, 
discrimination and gender-based violence. Taking part at training sessions dealing with these 
issues is an advantage both for the journalists and for the public. 

 Empathy towards the victim, understanding the psychologic impact of a sexual aggression on 
the survivor. 

 Avoid making judgments about the victim’s situation; avoid any speculations in terms of 
guilt. You always have to be careful so that no verbal or non-verbal behavior of the journalist 
should blame the victim. 

 Focus on the details related to the perpetrator and not on the victim; give an accurate 
presentation of the perpetrator (often they are known to the victim, not strangers). 

 Illustrate sexual violence cases within a wide social spectrum, including by documenting 
sexual violence on vulnerable groups.  

 Talk with experts in the field to give a full, professional account of cases of sexual aggression. 
 
To do an ethic interview with a survivor of sexual violence, it is important to: 

 Know exactly what you want from this interview (what you want to know, what 
words/questions to avoid). 

 Provide a safe environment for the survivor that relies on trust between the journalist and 
the former. Not to forget that this person is risking her safety to go public and speak about 
sexual aggressions. 



 Make eye contact and ask permission for the interview: introduce yourself and the news 
agency you represent. 

 Start by expressing your regret for what happened to the survivor. 

 Pay attention to the non-verbal messages that you are sensing so that they don’t undermine 
the trust and openness that you express verbally towards the victim. 

 Pay attention to triggers (things that could cause anxiety to the victim) and avoid them: 
words, sounds, smells, photos may remind the survivor about the moment of the sexual 
aggression. They are traumatic and make her freeze. 

 Be flexible: start the interview when the survivor is ready (even if it takes days or hours). This 
way the interviewee will be more open. 

 Set rules from the very beginning: allow the survivor to have control of the interview – 
where it’s held, what topics if will cover. 

 Avoid asking “Why?”. This question strengthens the victim’s blaming attitude and suggests 
to her that the victim is responsible for having caused the sexual aggression. 

 Do not judge! 

 Explain your role within the meeting: a reporter, not a friend. 

 Allow her to take a break, to stop her recounting whenever she feels the need. 

 Thank the survivor: her testimony contributes to a better understanding of the victims and 
survivors of sexual violence and might encourage other people in the same situation to ask 
for support. 

 Be informed and provide information about the centres where they could get support to 
victims of sexual violence.  

 
 

Only Together Can We Stop Sexual Violence! 
Models of grassroots action! 

 
Sexual violence is an often invisible, trivialized taboo. The Breaking the Silence about Sexual 
Violence Network decided to bring this problem into the spotlight from the perspective of the 
victim’s rights and safety and also from a gender perspective. Sexual violence is a serious form of 
violence against women and an alarming breach of women’s and girls’ rights.  
 
The Breaking the Silence about Sexual Violence Network encourages citizen action in the promotion 
of women’s rights and supports civic actions lobbying against sexual violence in an attempt to stop 
this phenomenon. Below are some examples of public actions undertaken in Romania which could 
serve as a model and source of inspiration. If you need help to carry out any public action related to 
sexual violence, you may contact our network for support at www.violentaimpotrivafemeilor.ro. 
 
Citizen actions against sexual violence: 

 Flash-mob: very brief singular action organized in a public space aiming to trigger a reaction 
of the public. The message of the action is posted briefly, then the group disperses.  

 Sit-in: a protest or public awareness action where one occupies a defined location 
(perimeter) in order to cause a change, a reaction, a transformation through messages or 
merely through one’s presence there. 

 Protest march: public protest action announced in advance both to the public and to the 
authorities whose aim is to make a problem visible and to attract supporters both through 
slogans and speeches and through the large number of participants.  

 Online petition: this is a civil action tool which gives one the chance to react to a negative 
reality and to attract supporters who are dissatisfied with the same reality from farther 
away. The petition may be sent to the public authorities who play a role in settling that 

http://www.violentaimpotrivafemeilor.ro/


problem and may be distributed by the media. (example: Avaaz – Eliminate rape from the 
criminal offences covered by the Mediation Law). 

 Open letter: this is a public action tool which contains claims or demands, discloses abuses 
or draws alarm signals about a situation, a particular case or a social reality with the aim of 
triggering reactions from the authorities and informing the public about abuses, injustice or 
ignored dangers. This tool targets a wider public and may be published in the press 
(example: Open letter of the Breaking the Silence about Sexual Violence Network to the 
Bucharest Police). 

 Feminist debates: a form of expression for the women’s rights organizations, feminist 
activists and other allies on various topics of interest. One example is the series of feminist 
debates organized at the Women of Matasari Festival or at the Gender Equality Festival. 

 

 
 

Flashmob in front of the 
Bucharest Police and 
the Ministry of Interior 
in solidarity with the 
police investigation into 
the sexual abuses on 
police employees - 2013 

Flashmob at cotroceni against 
Basescu’s statements on the birth 
rate of Roma women from Romania Protest against the inclusion of rape in the Mediation Law (1/02/2012) 

which was about to be adopted and which would have made it 
mandatory for the parties to take part in a meeting informing them 
about the “advantages of mediation” before bringing a rape case to 
court. 

SlutWalk (2011). The purpose of the 
event was to denounce street 
harassment and sexual violence on 
girls and women and to criticize the 
phenomenon of victim blaming for the 
verbal, physical and/or psychic 
violence they are subject to. 

“Stop Girl and Woman Trafficking” sit-in. The event happened 
simultaneously in Bucharest, Sibiu, Cluj and in the central areas of 
the cities and it served as an alarm signal about the size of the 
human trafficking phenomenon. Many volunteers were involved 
(almost 100 in Bucharest alone) and the protesters took over the 
terraces of the cafes from the old centre.  



 

Men Can Prevent Sexual Violence! 
 
Sexual violence affects everyone, including men. Just think that it is very likely that you know 
yourself (as man) people who were sexually abused. It is very likely that at some point somebody 
around you is or has been the victim of abuse and she may need your support. It is just as likely to be 
in a position where you could prevent an act of violence and then it’s good not to be afraid of the 
responsibility and just step it. It’s only when men, too will understand the nature of sexual violence 
and will undertake to talk about this taboo that we’ll be able to stop sexual violence.  
 
Why should men care about sexual violence? 

 …men, too may be victims of sexual violence. Men are not immune to sexual aggressions or 
to the stigma that comes afterwards. Male victims of sexual aggressions face the same 
problems of victim blaming, shame, guilt, lack of specialized assistance services.  

 …men, too know survivors of sexual violence. An acquaintance, friend or relative might 
reveal that she was a victim of sexual aggression anytime. Ignorance about sexual violence 
and its impact on victims might cause you to hurt someone whom you would actually like to 
help. That’s why you need to get information and to be prepared to offer understanding and 
care. Many survivors are looking for specialized help due to the support they get from their 
husbands, fathers or male friends.  

 …men can stop sexual violence. We can all contribute to putting a stop to sexual violence. 
Men may play an important role in discouraging sexist attitudes in their groups and they 
may get involved in information campaigns on this topic. With every man joining the voices 
lobbying against violence, the world around us is becoming a safer place.  

 
Some concrete examples of what you could do: 
 
- Watch the educational films My Body My Own available on www.aleg-romania.eu. Over there you 
will see some actors playing and solving sexual violence situations which involve the young. Think of 
what you could do in such circumstances. 
 
- Follow the Breaking the Silence about Sexual Violence facebook page – over there you will be able 
to see a series of messages, campaigns and articles about stopping this phenomenon. Stay informed 
and support any public action against sexual violence. Become an ally of the groups lobbying for the 
stopping of sexual violence. 
 
- Do not say and do not encourage sexist jokes or comments. Do not be afraid to warn your friends if 
they display sexist, racist or homophobe behaviours. 
 
- Ask how you can help if you feel that someone close to you was assaulted. Trust yourself and trust 
her and offer to listen without making any judgment.  
 
- Be informed about sexual violence. Read testimonies of the victims and also books about gender 
equality or studies on the violence against women. 
 
- If you witness a risky situation, then say something! Maybe you are at the club and a girl from your 
group cannot get rid of an unknown guy. It’s good to intervene and make sure that your friend got 
home safe. 
 
 
 



Help for Survivors of Sexual Violence 
 
 
What is sexual violence? 
Sexual violence is any type of sexual activity with which you do not agree and which may include 
forms such as: 
 

 Non-consensual acts with vaginal, anal or oral penetration whether with a part of the human 
body or with an object (rape, including marital rape) 

 Unwanted touches which a person bear or is forced to bear, sexual stimulation behaviour 
which a person bears or is forced to bear (sexual aggression) 

 Advances, propositions, demands of a sexual nature addressed repeatedly to a person even 
after s/he made it clear that s/he does not want them (sexual harassment) 

 Constraint to watch or read sexual content materials (in the case of minors, this corresponds 
to the offence of corruption of minors) 

 The act of forcing someone to participate at sexual acts with one or several people in 
exchange for a material retribution (forced prostitution / human trafficking for the purpose 
of sexual exploitation) 

 Constraint to have unprotected sexual intercourse and/or forbidding contraception 
 Forced sterilisation or pregnancy 

 

The underlying element characterizing all forms of sexual violence is the absence of consent. Any 
form of constraint, incapacitation or deceit with regard to a sexual behaviour or act has the effects 
of sexual violence. 
 

KEEP THIS IN MIND!!! Rape or sexual abuse is never the victim’s fault no matter the circumstances 
in which it occurred. Even if you’ve been drinking, even if you invited the 
perpetrator in your home, the guilt lies with the one committing the rape! 

 
What can you do if you were the victim of sexual violence? 

 Move away from the perpetrator and go to a place where you feel safe. Then call 112. 
 Talk to someone whom you trust and who can provide emotional support. Feelings of 

shame, guilt and fear are very normal. 
 Ask for an emergency medical examination – to have your injuries documented and cared 

for, to detect and treat sexually transmitted infections. Do not forget to ask for emergency 
contraception, as well. 

 
If you want to bring it to court: 
 

 Report the attack to the police. You are entitled to ask for a psychologist to be present 
during the hearings. 

 The attack is proven with a medical findings certificate issued by the Forensics Institute 
and/or with witnesses. 

 Do not wash! Do not change your clothes! Important evidence about the attack remains on 
your body and clothes. 

 If you think that someone put a drug in your drink, keep a urine sample and take it with you 
to the hospital. 

 Write down as many details about the incident and the perpetrator as you can recall; when 
you write your complaint at the police station you need many details and you might not 
recall them on the spot; 



 Contact an attorney or a councillor from a specialised NGO. They may accompany you to the 
police and help you with the necessary legal proceedings. For legal assistance you may also 
contact the Pro Bono Human Rights Network at http://actedo.org/ro.  

 
How can you help someone who was the victim of a sexual attack? 

 Listen – if someone close confesses that she was the victim of an attack, give her your full 
attention. You may help by listening! It is essential for the person confessing to you to feel 
that she is taken seriously and believed, that she is not judged or blamed. Emphasize and 
strengthen these messages about her innocence.  

 Accompany her to the medical unit and to the police. Any person who was attacked must 
undergo a medical examination. The doctors may treat the injuries suffered but also make 
analysis to detect sexually transmitted infections. Medical documents are also important as 
evidence if the victim wishes to file a criminal complaint. 

 Remember the importance of evidence and of a criminal complaint in the relation with the 
authorities. Do not forget that without a criminal complaint from the victim, the police will 
not investigate the case. The medical certificate is an essential piece of evidence for the 
justice system, therefore offer to accompany the person to the Forensics Institute, as well 
and be prepared to pay for the cost of the medical certificate (38 RON). 

 Write down the number of the criminal complaint so that the victim should be able to 
request information about the progress of the investigation. 

 Learn about the victims support services. The experience of a sexual attack may be 
overcome easier with psychologic assistance. Please find below some useful numbers. 

 
 
Organisations providing support to victims of sexual violence: 
 
SIBIU and national level 
The Association for Liberty and Equality of Gender - A.L.E.G. 
A Pilot Centre for sexual violence victims: 
Helpline: 0753 893 531, 0369 801 808 
Online counselling service: http://alegromania. 
eu/consiliere/ 
 
CLUJ-NAPOCA and BAIA-MARE 
The Association of Women Against Violence - 
Artemis 
http://www.afiv-artemis.ro/ 
Telephone: 0264 589 155 
ACTEDO 
Pro Bono Human Rights Network 
http://actedo.org/ro 
Telephone: 0757 307 928, 0466 72026 
Email: info@actedo.org 
 
TÂRGU MUREȘ 
IEESR The Eastern European Institute for Reproductive Health 
Telephone: 0265 255 931 
Email:emicheu@eeirh.org 
 
 
 

http://actedo.org/ro


 
BUCHAREST 
The Sensiblu Foundation 
Telephone: 021 311 46 36 
www.fundatiasensiblu.ro 
 
The Anais Association 
http://www.asociatia-anais.ro/ 
Telephone: 0721 561 124 
Email: mihaela.mangu@asociatia-anais.ro 
 
Do you have a question? Do you need support? Do you wish to help somebody? Now you have an 
online counselling service at your disposal. You may speak to one of our councillors in real time as 

soon as you go to http://aleg-romania.ru/consiliere/  
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