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The Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative is an important body of work
on a neglected topic but falls short of the government’s stated ambitions. It lacks
an overall strategy and adequate mechanisms for meaningful survivor inclusion.
Results reporting and learning activities are weak.
Conflict-related sexual violence is a common feature of modern conflict, with devastating
impacts on survivors, their communities and prospects for building lasting peace. Aiming
to galvanise action on this issue, in 2012 the UK government launched the Preventing Sexual
Violence in Conflict Initiative (PSVI), a cross-departmental initiative led by the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office (FCO).
In 2014, the then foreign secretary, William (now Lord) Hague, co-hosted the high-profile Global
Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict with Angelina Jolie, Special Envoy to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. The summit ended in a commitment by the foreign
secretary to move from pledges to practical action to end conflict-related sexual violence. That
same year, the PSVI launched its International Protocol on Documentation and Investigation of
Sexual Violence in Conflict, which has since been used in a range of conflict and post-conflict
settings to aid the investigation and prosecution of perpetrators of sexual violence. This review
assesses PSVI activities since the 2014 Global Summit, investigating how the UK government has
followed up on its Summit commitments on preventing sexual violence, supporting survivors
and promoting justice and accountability.
The Initiative benefited initially from strong political leadership, but after the departure
of Lord Hague in mid-2014, leadership moved from the level of foreign secretary to special
representative. Ministerial interest waned and the PSVI’s staffing and funding levels dropped
precipitously during this time. The Initiative has no overarching strategy or theory of change,
and programming has been fragmented across countries and between the three main
contributing departments, the FCO, the Department for International Development and the
Ministry of Defence.
Survivors call for long-term interventions that address the deep-rooted causes and effects
of sexual violence. However, most PSVI projects are subject to the FCO’s one-year funding
cycles, often obliging implementing partners to focus on symptoms and short-term fixes.
There is little room for meaningful inclusion of survivors in programme design, and inadequate
ethics protocols and monitoring mechanisms pose risks that projects may cause inadvertent
harm. Despite the lack of rigorous requirements and monitoring by PSVI, many projects run
by implementing partners have been innovative and useful, building on strong local networks.
The Initiative lacks a system for monitoring, analysing, sharing or storing results information,
and learning is ad hoc rather than part of a systematic learning approach. This hinders learning
both internally and externally in a field that suffers from a dearth of evidence.
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Individual question scores
Question 1
Relevance: Does the portfolio demonstrate a credible approach to
preventing sexual violence in conflict and meeting the needs of survivors, as
well as meeting the objectives and pledges set out at the 2014 Global Summit
to End Sexual Violence in Conflict?
Question 2
Effectiveness: How well have the programmes delivered on their objectives
as well as the overall objectives of the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict
Initiative?
Question 3
Learning: How have responsible departments generated and applied
evidence on what works on sexual violence in conflict?
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Key terms and acronyms
BPST(A)
CRSV
CSO
CSSF
DFID
DRC
EU
FCO
GBF
Global Summit
ICAI
Initiative
International Protocol
MOD
NAP
NGO
ODA
PSVI
PSVI focal point
PSVI portfolio

PSVI team
RBIS
SEA
SGBV
UK
UN
VAWG

British Peace Support Team (Africa)
Conflict-related sexual violence
Civil society organisation
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund
Department for International Development
Democratic Republic of the Congo
European Union
Foreign and Commonwealth Office
Global Britain Fund
Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict (2014)
Independent Commission for Aid Impact
Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative
International Protocol on Documentation and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict
Ministry of Defence
UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace & Security
Non-governmental organisation
Official development assistance
Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative
Person or team leading PSVI work in country, generally an FCO representative, but
sometimes paired with DFID
All PSVI projects, including London-led or in-country-managed PSVI projects. For the
purposes of this report, we restricted our review of the PSVI portfolio to those projects
either led by the PSVI team in London or those managed by in-country teams in the ten
countries with the highest PSVI expenditure, from 2014 onwards.
London-based PSVI team that sits within the FCO’s Gender Equality Unit
Rules-Based International System
Sexual exploitation and abuse
Sexual and gender-based violence
United Kingdom
United Nations
Violence against women and girls
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Executive Summary
There is a village where almost all the women are survivors, or at least 70% of the village.
– Survivor, the Democratic Republic of the Congo

Sexual violence is pervasive. In conflict-affected settings, both the frequency and severity of sexual violence
intensifies. Despite being punishable by international human rights and humanitarian law, sexual violence
remains rife in most modern armed conflicts. These experiences have devastating and life-changing impacts
on survivors and their communities, and make it harder to achieve lasting peace.
After long neglect, recent years have seen vocal campaigns to encourage the international community to
prevent conflict-related sexual violence, support survivors in rebuilding their lives, and punish perpetrators.
The UK government has been at the forefront of efforts to galvanise support for an international campaign to
address conflict-related sexual violence. In 2012, the government launched its Preventing Sexual Violence in
Conflict Initiative (PSVI), championed by the then foreign secretary, William (now Lord) Hague, and Angelina
Jolie, Special Envoy to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. In 2014, the two hosted the
high-profile – and first ever – Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict. The summit gathered an
unprecedented 1,700 high-level delegates, including politicians, celebrities, survivors and their supporters
at grassroots organisations, international organisations, and experts from civil society from across the world.
Following the summit, 113 states endorsed the UN Declaration of Commitment to End Sexual Violence in
Conflict, a number which has now risen to 156 UN member states.
The UK government planned a further international conference to take place in November 2019, five years
on from the Global Summit, but this was subsequently postponed due to the 2019 general election. It is ICAI’s
intention that this review of the government’s PSVI activities to date should feed into discussions at any
rescheduled conference and beyond.
The Initiative is led by the PSVI team, which sits in the Gender Equality Unit at the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office (FCO) in London, under the leadership of the Prime Minister’s Special Representative for Preventing
Sexual Violence in Conflict, Lord Ahmad. The Initiative was intended to be an FCO-led tri-departmental effort
involving the FCO, the Department for International Development (DFID) and the Ministry of Defence (MOD).1
This review assesses the credibility of the Initiative’s objectives and approach, and its effectiveness in delivering
on these objectives. We gave special attention to how PSVI projects meet the needs of survivors, looking for
evidence of meaningful inclusion. Finally, we examined the Initiative’s evidence generation and application
of learning. Assessment was undertaken through a series of remote and field-based case studies, document
reviews, and interviews with UK government representatives, donors, and survivors and their supporters at
survivor-led organisations.
Relevance: Does the portfolio demonstrate a credible approach to preventing sexual violence in conflict
and meeting the needs of survivors, as well as meeting the objectives and pledges set out at the 2014
Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict?
The Initiative benefited initially from strong political leadership, driving a range of activities, foremost among
which was the influential 2014 Global Summit which helped set the global agenda on sexual violence in conflict.
Indeed, throughout the review period, FCO-led influencing activities at global and country level have been
an important part of the Initiative, convening countries around the need to address conflict-related sexual
violence and setting international standards. This review focuses mainly on the programming aspects of the
Initiative, assessing progress on commitments made at the Summit.

1.		
See Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords, April 2016, p. 29, para 28, link.
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Following Lord Hague’s departure from the post of foreign secretary soon after the Global Summit, highlevel ministerial interest waned, and funding and staffing levels for the PSVI team were reduced. The impact
of this was compounded by the fact that, from the beginning, there was no strategic vision or plan driving
the work of the Initiative.
Instead of a strategic plan, the Initiative is directed by short ‘core scripts’ and the overall guidance from the
government’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace & Security. However, these documents do not offer
an adequate framework from which to develop a coherent approach to programming and to lead crossdepartmental efforts on the specific challenges of conflict-related sexual violence.
The Initiative is loosely organised around three thematic ‘strands’: justice and accountability, stigma, and
prevention. Each department and in-country team is left to interpret the Initiative in line with their own
strategic priorities rather than through a unified cross-departmental strategy and concrete objectives.
While the PSVI is a notable initiative in a field generally neglected by donors, the level of effort and funding
that the UK government has applied to addressing conflict-related sexual violence is modest and has
decreased each year.
Overall, we find that the UK government’s approach to preventing conflict-related sexual violence falls far
short of the ambition and commitments set out at the 2014 Global Summit. Because of this, we have given
the Initiative an amber-red score for relevance.
Effectiveness: How well have the programmes delivered on their objectives as well as the overall objectives
of the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative?
The UK government’s investments and interventions are modest, but nevertheless significant in a field where
few other donors are engaged. The International Protocol on Documentation and Investigation of Sexual
Violence in Conflict is the main achievement of the Initiative since 2014. It establishes a set of evidentiary and
prosecutorial standards and best practices to help survivors overcome the barriers to pursuing justice. The
protocol has been used in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burma, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Syria, Uganda and Iraq. It has helped secure convictions in several countries and is almost universally praised as
a document which has practical use at grassroots, institutional and international levels.
Through its implementing partners, the Initiative has worked mainly through well-established networks of
local civil society organisations (CSOs). The Initiative’s implementing partners have mainly met their stated
output objectives – with targets such as training and workshop participation, service delivery and activity
goals. They have also impressively navigated tight timelines, small budgets and the uncertainty created by the
PSVI’s reliance for the most part on short one-year funding cycles. While output reporting clearly illustrates
the achievement of PSVI partners, evaluating the impact of PSVI-funded projects is difficult given that partners
are not required to track progress towards sustainable outcomes, such as changes in attitude and behaviour
changes at community level.
Survivors consistently call for long-term programming that addresses the deep-rooted causes and effects of
conflict-related sexual violence in ways that would allow them to move beyond simply surviving. DFID, the FCO
and the MOD agree that long-term programming is needed, but many PSVI projects were obliged to focus on
symptoms rather than causes and long-term effects because of the FCO’s one-year funding approach. While
this funding approach increases access for smaller CSOs and those developing innovative programmes, it does
so at the expense of survivors’ stated needs and lasting impact.
With some exceptions, such as the appointment of survivor champions to advise the London team, the PSVI’s
mechanisms to ensure that survivors are meaningfully included in the choice, design and implementation of
projects, and that the principle of ‘survivor wellbeing’ guides all activities, are not robust. This runs counter
to the Initiative’s stated goal of survivor inclusion and global best practice for addressing sexual violence,
in conflict-affected settings or otherwise. Importantly, this also increases the risk that programming
inadvertently causes harm to survivors.
While the Initiative has been a leading voice in the effort to address conflict-related sexual violence, there is
considerable room for improvement. We have given the Initiative an amber-red score for effectiveness.
i8i

Learning: How have responsible departments generated and applied evidence on what works on sexual
violence in conflict?
Eight years after its launch, the PSVI lacks a system for monitoring, analysing, sharing or storing information,
including on progress towards project outcomes. There is no requirement to provide evidence of pre-project
planning in the form of needs assessments, conflict analyses, survivor consultations, or ‘do no harm’ appraisals
in funding applications or business cases.
Apart from one-off reports, the Initiative has very limited evidence on the results of its work. This inhibits
learning both internally and externally in a field that already suffers from a dearth of evidence. Learning events
have been convened, but partners, donors, survivors, and representatives across DFID, the FCO and the MOD
have all acknowledged that there needed to be more learning activities and opportunities for the sharing of
learning, whether across country contexts, between country teams and the central PSVI team, between UK
government departments, or with external stakeholders. We therefore award the Initiative a red score for
learning.

Conclusion and recommendations
The PSVI is an important initiative on a neglected topic. However, its levels of ambition, funding and activity
have been reduced rather than increased since the 2014 Global Summit, and cross-departmental collaboration
has been poor. To continue and to strengthen its work on conflict-related sexual violence, the Initiative must
develop a clear oversight structure and strategy, and robust monitoring, reporting and learning mechanisms.

Recommendation 1: The UK government should ensure that the important issue of preventing sexual
violence in conflict is given an institutional home which enables both full oversight and direction, while also
maximising the particular strengths and contributions of each participating department.

Recommendation 2: The UK government should ensure that its programming activities on preventing sexual
violence in conflict are embedded within a structure which supports effective design, monitoring and evaluation,
and enables long-term impact.

Recommendation 3: The UK government should ensure that its work on preventing conflict-related sexual
violence is founded on survivor-led design, which has clear protocols in place founded in ‘do no harm’ principles.

Recommendation 4: The UK government should build a systematic learning process into its programming
to support the generation of evidence of what works in addressing conflict-related sexual violence and ensure
effective dissemination and uptake across its portfolio of activities.
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1. Introduction
1.1

Sexual violence is a common feature of most modern armed conflicts, with devastating and lifechanging impact on survivors and their communities. Sexual violence is often pursued as a tactic of
war to displace or control whole communities, as seen recently in the Central African Republic and
the Democratic Republic of the Congo.2 In Iraq, sexual slavery was a central piece of ISIS’s genocidal
campaign against the Yazidi community. In other conflict-affected settings, sexual violence can be
more opportunistic in nature, perpetrated by members of armed groups who take advantage of the
general lawlessness in fragile and stateless zones.

Often, 27 years later there are no visible damages, but victims stay in deep trauma and
poverty.
- Leader of civil society organisation, Bosnia and Herzegovina

[The] country does need a future, but the past still poses a burden.
- Survivor, Bosnia and Herzegovina
1.2

Conflict-related sexual violence is a crime punishable under international human rights law,
international humanitarian law and international criminal law.3 Even with these legal instruments at the
disposal of the international community, conflict-related sexual violence is perpetrated with almost
total impunity. Latent trauma, stigma, and the fear of being ostracised by their communities, silences
survivors. As a result, conflict-related sexual violence is vastly under-reported. For those who do speak
out, very few receive the support they need or the justice they seek. In the words of UN SecretaryGeneral António Guterres, “most survivors of conflict-related sexual violence face daunting social and
structural reporting barriers that prevent their cases from being counted, much less addressed”.4

1.3

The effects of conflict-related sexual violence are lasting and multigenerational. Individual survivors
and whole communities carry the emotional and physical scars of sexual violence, which makes it more
difficult to stabilise conflicts and build lasting peace. After long neglect, recent years have seen vocal
campaigns to engage the international community in prioritising efforts to prevent conflict-related
sexual violence, support survivors in rebuilding their lives, and punish perpetrators. In the words of
Nadia Murad, 2018 Nobel Peace Prize laureate and a survivor herself, the aim is to say:
No to exploiting women and children, yes to providing a decent and independent life to
them, no to impunity for criminals, yes to holding criminals accountable and to achieving
justice.
Nadia Murad, Nobel Peace Prize lecture, Oslo, 10 December 2018, link.

1.4

The UK government has been at the forefront of efforts to galvanise support for an international
campaign to reduce and prevent conflict-related sexual violence. In 2012, it launched the Preventing
Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative (PSVI). The Initiative was championed by the then foreign
secretary, William (now Lord) Hague, and the Special Envoy of the UN High Commissioner for

2.		
Conflict related sexual violence: Report of the United Nations Secretary-General, UN Secretary-General, March 2019, p. 13, link.
3.		
Conflict related sexual violence, UNDPKO, March 2017, link.
4.		Conflict related sexual violence: Report of the United Nations Secretary-General, UN Secretary-General, March 2019, p. 5, link.
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Refugees, Angelina Jolie. In 2014, as part of the Initiative, the UK hosted the high-profile – and first ever
– Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict.
1.5

The Global Summit enjoyed high-level support from politicians, celebrities, and grassroots
organisations. It gathered governments, international organisations, experts from civil society,
and survivors from across the world. The summit, co-chaired by Lord Hague and Ms Jolie, was
accompanied by events around the world that sought to amplify survivors’ voices and emphasise the
urgent need for action. The summit aimed to “break the international silence” and help “generate
the long-overdue international political will necessary to end acts of sexual violence in conflict”.5
The Global Summit led to a range of pledges by participants. In the post-summit report, Lord Hague
committed the Initiative to moving on to practical action to implement these pledges.
We believe the time has come to end the use of rape in war once and for all, and we believe it
can be done.
- Lord Hague, foreword to the post-summit report, 2014, link.

1.6

The aim of this ICAI review is to assess PSVI activities since the 2014 Global Summit, to investigate
how and to what degree the UK government has followed up on its commitments and ambitions set
out at the summit. The review builds on the House of Lords’ 2016 report Sexual Violence in Conflict:
A War Crime, and responds to that report’s call for an evaluation of the Initiative.6 In its report, the
House of Lords lauded the Initiative and the Global Summit, but noted that the government needed to
demonstrate its continued commitment now that the summit was over. They warned that the Initiative
must “set out the strategic goals and [an] operational plan for the Initiative – without this, momentum
will be lost”. The House of Lords noted the need for high-level political leadership, sufficient resources
and strengthened coordination of the cross-government effort.

1.7

Five years on from the Global Summit, in November 2019, the UK government planned to convene
another international conference on the topic, but this was subsequently postponed due to the
2019 general election. Titled Time for justice: putting survivors first, it aimed to forge agreement
among international partners on actions to strengthen justice for survivors and to mobilise various
stakeholders, including community and faith leaders, to address the stigma attached to survivors
and children born as a result of sexual violence7. It is our hope that this review, in assessing whether
the UK has delivered on the promise of the Initiative, will help shape discussions at any rescheduled
conference and aid the Initiative in strengthening its approach as it continues this important work to
end conflict-related sexual violence.

Box 1: How this report relates to the Sustainable Development Goals
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the Global Goals, are a universal call to action
to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.
Related to this review:
Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. The
Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative aims to raise awareness of the
extent of sexual violence against women, men, girls and boys in situations
of armed conflict and rally global action to end it. It can therefore play an
important role in achieving SDG 5.

5.		
Summit report, The Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, FCO, 2014, p. 2, link.
6.		Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords, April 2016, link.
7.		
Time for Justice for survivors of sexual violence in conflict, promotional video for the postponed November 2019 conference, FCO, May 2019, link.
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1.8

This review assesses the relevance and effectiveness of the PSVI portfolio, focusing on global as well
as country-specific programming, along with the Initiative’s approach to learning. It explores what
progress has been made on the commitments to reduce stigma for survivors, to increase justice and
accountability, and to increase preventative efforts since the 2014 Global Summit.

Table 1: Review questions
Review criteria
1. Relevance

Review question
Does the portfolio demonstrate a credible approach to preventing
sexual violence in conflict and meeting the needs of survivors, as
well as meeting the objectives and pledges set out at the 2014 Global
Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict?

2. Effectiveness

How well have the programmes delivered on their objectives as well
as the overall objectives of the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict
Initiative?
How have responsible departments generated and applied evidence on
what works on sexual violence in conflict?

3. Learning
1.9

The review uses the UN definition of conflict-related sexual violence, to include: “rape, sexual slavery,
forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced abortion, enforced sterilization, forced marriage and any
other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity perpetrated against women, men, girls or boys
that is directly or indirectly linked to a conflict”.8

A separate ICAI report on sexual exploitation and abuse
1.10

Sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) in peacekeeping is a form of conflict-related sexual violence.
However, like the UN, the UK government addresses the issue of sexual exploitation and abuse
perpetrated by peacekeeping forces, including the military and police, and civilian staff of
peacekeeping missions, through a different set of teams and policies. The ICAI review team conducted
a joint review of the UK government’s work on PSVI and SEA. Our findings are presented in two
separate but related reports, of which this is the first and main report.

8.		Our Mandate, The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, link.
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2. Methodology
2.1

The research for this review was conducted jointly with ICAI’s forthcoming review on sexual
exploitation and abuse in peacekeeping contexts. The methodology was developed to cover both
reviews, given the overlapping nature of the two issues. In this section, we focus on the methodological
components relevant for the PSVI review. However, where the two issues benefit from being assessed
together, we have not separated them. As an example, the literature review produced for this
report covers both conflict-related sexual violence and the issue of sexual exploitation and abuse in
peacekeeping operations as a particular subset of conflict-related sexual violence.

2.2

To allow for a robust level of data triangulation, the review team relied on four methodological
components (see Figure 1).9

Figure 1: Methodological approach
Literature Review

Strategic Review

• Synthesis
of literature on
conflict-related sexual
violence (CRSV) and sexual
exploitation and abuse (SEA)
• Establishing the core principles of
ethical and effective programming in this
area
• A review of existing evidence on ‘what works’
or ‘what could work’ where evidence is lacking
• Understanding the relationship between CRSV,
violence against women and girls (VAWG),
gender-based violence (GBV), and SEA

• Analysing
the central
strategies, objectives,
and commitments of the
Preventing Sexual Violence
Initiative (PSVI)
• Mapping of UK aid activities and
expenditure on conflict-related sexual
violence in the ten highest PSVI spend
countries
• Desk review of programme documents
• Assessment of cross-departmental
cooperation
• Key informant interviews with internal
and external stakeholders

Triangulated
Data

• Five country case studies of
approaches to addressing conflictrelated sexual violence (CRSV) and
sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA):
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burma,
Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC) and Somalia
• Multilateral organisations case study, including
UN Secretariat, British Peace Support Training
Centre, African Union, and African Union Mission
in Somalia (AMISOM), intended primarily for the
forthcoming SEA report

Case Studies

9. 		

For a description of the data reviewed for this review, please see Annex 1.

• In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo
(DRC), Nairobi (to cover Somalia
and the British Peace Support
Team), Addis Ababa (to cover the
UK’s work with the African Union and the
management of the British Peace Support
Team (BPST), and New York (to cover the
UN’s sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) work)
• Interviews with investee company staff and
visits to company sites
• Key informant interviews with UK
aid staff and external stakeholders,
including survivors and their trusted
allies at survivor-led organisations
• In-country review of
projects and inentions

Field Visits
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2.3

Literature review – The literature review summarises existing academic and practitioner literature
on conflict-related sexual violence, offering a set of suggestions on how programming might more
effectively address this issue.10 It reviews empirical evidence on what works, or – since evidence and
data in this field are often weak – what might work in addressing conflict-related sexual violence.

2.4

Strategic review – Based on key informant interviews and a desk review of key documents and
programme materials, the strategic review served the following purposes: (a) analysing the central
strategies, objectives and commitments framing the UK’s efforts to address conflictrelated sexual
violence, (b) mapping the government’s aid activities and expenditure on conflict-related sexual
violence in the ten countries where the Initiative invested the most financial resources (an estimated
85% of total country-level expenditure during the review period), and (c) assessing cross-departmental
coordination on this topic.

2.5

Case studies – We conducted five country case studies – of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burma,
Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and Somalia – and one case study on
multilateral organisations. The country case studies were selected based on the following criteria: (a)
among the top ten countries for PSVI-related spending, with a breadth and diversity of programming,
(b) the severity of the problem of conflict-related sexual violence (historically or present), (c) evidence
of both centrally managed programming and programming led by in-country teams, and (d) diversity
of conflict settings, as the characteristics and prevalence of conflict-related sexual violence vary widely
from conflict to conflict. Figure 2 shows the countries covered.

2.6

The country case studies consisted of desk reviews of country and programme documents, and
phone interviews. In addition, we conducted field research in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the DRC and
Kenya (covering Somalia). We did not travel to Somalia, but conducted interviews in Nairobi, where
most relevant UK government and many other stakeholders are based due to the security situation
in Somalia. Field visits allowed ICAI to triangulate evidence from the strategic review and desk studies
through key informant interviews with DFID, FCO and MOD staff and consultations with national and
international stakeholders, implementing partners, civil society organisations, and survivors and
survivor-led organisations. Finally, we visited the African Union headquarters in Addis Ababa and the
UN Secretariat in New York, although the research conducted during these trips was most relevant to
the forthcoming ICAI review on sexual exploitation and abuse by international peacekeepers.

2.7

We conducted 114 interviews with key stakeholders and assessed over 400 programme and project
documents, covering 149 PSVI-related projects, at central and country level. The research covered
programming by the FCO, DFID and the MOD, although delineating where PSVI programming begins
and ends was a challenge (see Box 2 below).

10.		Literature Review: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.		
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Figure 2: Country overview

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

UN
Secretariat*

Syria

Iraq
Burma

Mali
Colombia

South Sudan
Uganda
Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Somalia
Ethiopia*
Kenya*

Key
Case studies
Strategic review
Case studies and strategic review
*Multilateral SEA case study

2.8

The protection of vulnerable people is central to all ICAI reviews. The meaningful inclusion of survivors’
perspectives was especially important for this review. Protocols were therefore established to ensure
that vulnerable participants were fully informed, protected and able to offer consent before, during
and after interviews.11

Box 2: Limitations to our methodology
It was a challenge to map the nature and size of the UK government’s PSVI programming. Beyond
the funding managed by the PSVI team in London, many country teams also manage PSVI-related
programmes. Funding for these programmes comes from many sources, with different reporting
mechanisms, and no department or team has a full overview of the Initiative’s portfolio of programmes
or spending. We therefore conducted our own mapping of the ten countries where the most financial
resources have been invested in addressing conflict-related sexual violence.
However, since different departments and country teams have different interpretations of what
constitutes PSVI-related activities, clearly delineating expenditure that was and was not intended for
PSVI projects was a challenge. In particular, DFID’s portfolio is not organised or categorised around the
concept of conflict-related sexual violence, instead focusing on wider violence against women and girls
(VAWG) programmes. Because of this, accurately mapping DFID’s contribution to PSVI has presented
considerable challenges. The review team liaised with DFID’s Violence Against Women and Girls team
to identify related programming. It was not possible, however, for DFID to provide a breakdown of
the budgets for VAWG programmes that included some (in most cases small) components relevant to
conflict-related sexual violence. The categorisation and aid management platform used by DFID does not
classify which programme components and budgets specifically relate to conflict-related sexual violence,
or PSVI. Thus, while we had enough information to assess DFID’s contributions, we have not been able to
estimate the monetary value of DFID’s efforts in this area.

11. 		

Ethics and consent protocols available upon request.
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3. Background
3.1

In 2000, the UN Security Council recognised the growing severity of conflict-related sexual violence
and its grave impact not only on survivors, but also on peace and security. And yet action from the
international community remained limited. In 2012, the UK government launched the Preventing Sexual
Violence in Conflict Initiative in response to the ongoing neglect of this important issue.

3.2

As the literature review for this report notes, there is a lack of firm data on the prevalence and trends
of conflict-related sexual violence. For instance, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, “22 years on from the end
of the fighting, and despite being the most thoroughly investigated conflict to date in terms of sexual
violence, there are still no reliable estimates of the numbers of victims of sexual violence either male or
female.” 12 Inconsistent and evolving definitions of conflict-related sexual violence have added to the
challenge of collecting information on prevalence.

3.3

Survivors are clear, however, that the defining feature of conflict-related sexual violence is context –
in other words the presence or legacy of conflict. One survivor in Nairobi, Kenya, explained that “in
conflict, people take advantage. There is a breakdown of order and anyone can take advantage.” 13
Conflict-related sexual violence is unique not necessarily because of the type of incident or
perpetrator, but because conflict itself increases impunity and the frequency and severity of preexisting harmful norms around the treatment of women and girls. Sexual violence is exacerbated
by conflict,14 with perpetrators ranging from intimate partners to armed groups.15 Indeed, intimate
partner violence remains the most common form of sexual violence both within and outside conflictaffected communities, but the presence of conflict can and does increase the prevalence. In addition to
exacerbating pre-existing patterns of sexual violence, conflict can also lead to forms of sexual violence
that are more unique to conflict settings, such as the use of mass and gang rape as a war tactic or sexual
violence against both female and male political opponents in detention to humiliate them and break
their spirit.

Core principles underpinning programming to address conflict-related sexual violence
3.4

Specific drivers and characteristics of sexual violence vary greatly between conflict-affected settings.
For instance, in the North and South Kivu provinces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC),
gang and mass rape is used by local militias to subdue populations and control the illicit extraction of
natural resources.16 In Yemen, on the other hand, while a “few cases are directly attributable to parties
to the conflict, most are the result of increased risks that women and children face, against a backdrop
of pre-existing gender inequality, exacerbated by the chronic incapacity of Government institutions to
protect civilians”.17 A localised approach to programming is therefore required, built on an assessment
of the drivers, motivations and forms of sexual violence particular to that specific conflict setting.18

3.5

While there is a limited body of evidence on what works in programming to address conflict-related
sexual violence, there is nevertheless agreement on the need for all programming to centre on
survivor wellbeing. Described in more detail in Box 3, this approach demands that survivors are not
just consulted by development practitioners but enlisted as co-architects of the programmes and
projects in which they participate. Survivors explain that the best approach for their wellbeing involves
comprehensive programming that targets short-term urgent care in addition to multi-sector longterm assistance aimed at building resilience.19

12. 		 Legacies and Lessons: Sexual Violence against men and boys in Sri Lanka and Bosnia & Herzegovina, Lucia Withers, UCLA School of Law, May 2017. p. 7, link.
13.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
14.		What Evidence Exists for Initiatives to Reduce Risk and Incidence of Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict and Other Humanitarian Crises? A Systematic 		
Review, Jo Spangaro et al., May 2013, link.
15.		 Literature Review: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.
16.		Conflict related sexual violence: Report of the United Nations Secretary-General, UN Secretary-General, March 2019, p. 16, link.
17.		Conflict related sexual violence: Report of the United Nations Secretary-General, UN Secretary-General, March 2019, p. 35, link.
18.		Literature Review: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.
19.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
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Box 3: The primacy of survivor wellbeing 20
An approach based on survivor wellbeing focuses on survivor resilience and offering a sense of closure
to traumatic events. This approach supports survivors in rebuilding their lives and reintegrating into
their community. It includes urgent medical care, livelihood support, mental health services, legal aid
and a variety of other forms of support that survivors want and need to move beyond merely surviving
in their communities. An approach based on survivor wellbeing does not presume to know exactly what
survivors need. Survivors’ participation in the design of the programmes in which they participate is
paramount.
When you are a victim and you’ve been taken care of ‘holistically’, I would say that you’re 50%
cured, but if there’s no economic support, you’re not going to be okay … If we could have
funds for children born of rape, if we could take care of some survivors that want to study by
paying for their medication or their studies. Some victims need housing because they have
been abandoned by their families and do not have any shelter.
- Survivor-led CSO, the Democratic Republic of the Congo
Overview of the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative
3.6

The UK government’s Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative is a combination of influencing
efforts and programmes to tackle the issue. The influencing effort pushes for international action on
the issue of conflict-related sexual violence through the G7, the UN and “champion countries”.21 This
international campaign was not the focus of this review. The initiative is led by the PSVI team sitting in
the FCO’s Gender Equality Unit, under the leadership of the Prime Minister’s Special Representative
for Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict. It is set up as an FCO-led cross-departmental effort, with
the FCO, DFID and the MOD as the main contributing departments.22 In addition to the central PSVI
team at the FCO, the FCO’s PSVI Team of Experts is managed by the Stabilisation Unit within the Civilian
Stabilisation Group. This Team of Experts was originally managed and funded by the PSVI team at the
FCO, but now sits in the cross-government Stabilisation Unit.

3.7

Determining the scope and nature of the UK government’s PSVI portfolio of programming that
addresses conflict-related sexual violence is not easy (see also Box 2 in the methodology section). The
government does not have an overview of its programming in this area. Our strategic review included
a wide range of projects – those managed by the PSVI team in London, country-based projects labelled
as ‘PSVI projects’ by in-country teams (which we checked and verified as being focused on addressing
conflict-related sexual violence), and projects managed by DFID and the MOD (both centrally managed
and country-based) – undertaken by London teams or implemented in the ten countries with the
highest PSVI expenditure.

3.8

Assessing the expenditure on PSVI-related programming is extremely complicated, as many projects,
especially those managed by DFID and the MOD, include conflict-related sexual violence as one
of several components and do not break down budgets to show how much was spent on PSVIrelated activities. The analysis that follows reflects what we refer to as the PSVI portfolio in the top
ten destination countries for PSVI spending. To reach this point, we solicited PSVI programme and
spending information from the FCO, DFID and the MOD at the central level. We also requested
programme documents for each of the ten countries that utilised the most PSVI spending. A detailed
review of all data resulted in a list of 114 programmes directly linked to the Initiative in the 2014-19
period, which can be described as the PSVI portfolio. Those programmes not directly linked to PSVI
were left out of the analysis depicted below, so as to not distort the analysis. In the end, the figures

20. 		
21.		

Literature Review: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.		
The champions network was established in 2013 by William Hague and SRSG Bangura to support the internationalism of the PSVI campaign. According 		
to the most recent data, champion countries are Australia, Canada, Croatia, Denmark, France, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, 			
Jordan, Liberia, Mexico, Senegal, South Korea, Sweden, Timor-Leste, the USA and the UAE.
See, for example, “The PSVI is a cross-government initiative with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Ministry of Defence, Department of International
Development and the Home Office working to address the needs of survivors and victims and to end sexual violence in conflict”. Quoted from “About us”,
Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative, Gov.uk, link.

22.		
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below do not include expenditure by DFID or the MOD, since neither department was able to provide a
breakdown of spending on the PSVI-related components of larger programmes. The figures provided
below therefore only include funding channelled through the central PSVI team in London and PSVIspecific spending largely led by FCO in-country teams, with the occasional support of DFID in-country
teams.
Spending by the central PSVI team in London
3.9

Since the 2014 Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, roughly £34 million has been spent by
the PSVI team in London on a range of programmes and projects in 24 countries. Some of this funding
has also gone to support UN and other influencing activities such as conferences, campaigns or film
festivals. The PSVI team’s budget peaked in 2014-15 at £15 million. Since that time, their budget has
precipitously fallen. For the fiscal year 2018-19, the PSVI London team recorded a budget of just under
£2 million.

Figure 3: PSVI spending in-country in the top-ten spending countries
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3.10

In addition to the funds centrally managed by the PSVI team in London, FCO country teams bid directly
for support from funds like the Global Britain Fund and the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund, or
allocate portions of their discretionary budgets (the Ambassador’s budget) to PSVI projects. These
are not counted in any database maintained by the PSVI team in London. Our own mapping of PSVI
interventions led to a list of 114 PSVI interventions in the ten top-spending countries from 2014 to
present, with a total budget during that period of roughly just over £21 million.23 Figure 3 above

23. 		

We present budget figures, since the documentation received by ICAI is too inconsistent to estimate actual spend. 		
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shows how this £21 million has been spread over the ten countries. Of the £21 million, the majority has
been allocated to justice and accountability activities (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: PSVI budget per thematic area in the top-ten spending countries24
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Justice and accountability
Prevention

54%

Response

23%

3.11

In some of the ten countries, DFID is contributing to the prevention of, or response to, conflictrelated sexual violence through its programming on violence against women and girls (VAWG) and
humanitarian emergencies. In the DRC, Somalia, South Sudan and Syria, DFID runs large humanitarian,
health care, education, and protection programmes, some of which target structural issues leading
to gender-based violence. While these conflict-related VAWG programmes do not fall under the FCO
budget used by in-country teams for PSVI programming, or the PSVI portfolio visualised in the figures
above, we did review all of DFID’s PSVI-relevant activities in the ten countries.

3.12

The MOD supports the PSVI through the training it provides to British and international troops on
issues related to conflict-related sexual violence, funded mainly through the cross-departmental
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund. This includes a series of training programmes for African
peacekeepers provided by the British Peace Support Teams in Eastern and Southern Africa. Issues
of conflict-related sexual violence are only one part of these training programmes. Importantly,
this training is not replicated widely throughout the MOD. Because this programme is not crossdepartmental, and does not separate out the PSVI-related aspects of the training, the modest budget
(which is partly not official development assistance) used for this training including conflict-related
sexual violence is not included in the graphic above.

24.		

This is an estimation based on funding information gathered for the strategic mapping conducted by the review team. There is no central repository 		
of PSVI spending managed by the government. While incomplete, it is the most comprehensive spending information available at this time. It shows the 		
distribution of the total of roughly £21 million spent in country on PSVI activities in the ten top-spending PSVI countries. Funding comes from a variety of
sources, including support from the Global Britain Fund and the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund.
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4. Findings
4.1

In this section, we set out our findings on the UK government’s approach to addressing conflict-related
sexual violence, under the umbrella of the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative, which is led
by the FCO but includes contributions from the MOD and DFID. PSVI programming includes response
and prevention interventions as well as influencing work.

4.2

Our findings consider to what degree this work is relevant to demonstrating a credible approach
and meeting strategic aims, is effective in delivering on objectives, and how well the government
is learning and adapting in this area. It should be noted that the UK is a leading voice among what is
presently a small group of international donors working to address conflict-related sexual violence.

Relevance: Does the portfolio demonstrate a credible approach to preventing sexual violence
in conflict and meeting the needs of survivors, as well as meeting the objectives and pledges
set out at the 2014 Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict?
The PSVI has contributed to making the UK a leading voice in the international effort to address conflictrelated sexual violence, especially through its influencing work
4.3

The PSVI was explicitly envisaged as an FCO-led cross-departmental effort,25 aiming to bring together
the comparative areas of expertise across the FCO, DFID, and the MOD. PSVI programming includes
response, prevention, and justice and accountability programming, as well as influencing activities on
raising awareness and setting international standards. The focus of this review was on programming
"on the ground" and the extent to which the government has followed up on its commitments and
ambitions set out at the 2014 Global Summit.

4.4

In 2014, the PSVI team held the Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, an unprecedented
gathering of 1,700 delegates. The summit included over 175 external public events in London and
an 84-hour global relay of international events held around the world. Directly following the Global
Summit, 113 states endorsed the Declaration on Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict,26 a number
that has since risen to 156 UN member states. Self-identified ‘champion countries’ have continued
their engagement after the summit, partnering with the UK government to share learning and best
practice and discuss future opportunities to address conflict-related sexual violence in a collaborative
atmosphere.

4.5

Other global-level PSVI influencing activities include, for instance, five ministerial statements and
diplomatic telegrams on conflict-related sexual violence, the presentation at the UN General Assembly
by Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon, the Prime Minister’s Special Representative on Preventing Sexual
Violence in Conflict, of learning from stigma workshops in nine countries, and the engagement of
Afghan ministers and high-level stakeholders in Bosnia and Herzegovina in talks about conflict-related
sexual violence.

4.6

The Initiative’s contribution to setting international standards has been particularly noteworthy. The
2014 International Protocol on Documentation and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict27 and
its second edition published in 2017 (see also the effectiveness section of this review) and the 2017
publication of Principles for global action: preventing and addressing stigma associated with conflictrelated sexual violence offer guidance specific to conflict-related sexual violence28 in the absence
of other tools and contribute to setting standards for gathering evidence and tackling stigma for
survivors.

25. 		 Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords, April 2016, p. 29, para 28, link. 			
26.		Declaration on preventing sexual violence in conflict, FCO, April 2013, link.
27.		International Protocol on Documentation and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, March 2017, link.
28. 		 Principles for global action: preventing and addressing stigma associated with conflict-related sexual violence FCO and PSVI, Sept 2017 link. The FCO-		
funded Principles were developed in consultation with survivors, non-governmental organisations, UN agencies, UN member states, academics and other
government departments, including DFID and the MOD.
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The government’s level of effort and activities intended to address sexual violence in conflict are not
commensurate with the objectives and pledges set out at the 2014 Global Summit
4.7

In 2014, the PSVI benefited from strong leadership from Lord Hague and a peak in FCO funding at
£15 million. The 2014 Global Summit culminated in the publication of a list of commitments and
pledges, and a commitment by the foreign secretary that the UK would move forward with practical
interventions to address conflict-related sexual violence. In his closing statement, Lord Hague summed
up: “And now we have done so much this week, we must go on to do even more, and accelerate our
work over the coming months and years. We must follow up the implementation of the international
protocol, and move towards practical action that makes a difference on the ground in some of the
worst-affected countries.”29

4.8

However, momentum since the summit has not been maintained. There was a drop in interest in
the Initiative at the ministerial level following Lord Hague’s departure as foreign secretary soon after
the summit. The role of the Prime Minister's Special Representative on Preventing Sexual Violence in
Conflict was shifted from the foreign secretary to the level of junior minister. This resulted in ministerial
attention and funding being redirected elsewhere.

4.9

This loss of leadership was compounded by the nature of the summit pledges,30 which were targeted
towards political leadership and included broad commitments to “do more to ... challenge the impunity
that exists and to hold perpetrators to account ... and to support both national and international
efforts to build the capacity to prevent and respond to sexual violence in conflict”.31 In the aftermath
of the summit, nothing was done to translate the pledges into practical and measurable steps or
transform them into an action plan. Indeed, there is no process in place to review progress on Global
Summit pledges. This lack of accountability meant momentum was lost, and a number of survivors and
survivor-led civil society organisations (CSOs) across contexts expressed great disappointment that
they had received no update on progress towards the pledges.32

4.10

Dramatic cuts to the PSVI budget have reduced the Initiative’s ability to follow up on the UK’s own
commitment. Between 2014 and 2019, PSVI funds managed by the London-based team have fallen from
£15 million to £2 million per year (Figure 5). The drop in PSVI-specific funding at country level has also
been dramatic, if more uneven, as illustrated in Figure 6.33

4.11

Human resources have fallen commensurately. In 2014, the PSVI team included 34 staff members, most
of whom were consultants brought in for the 2014 Global Summit.34 After Lord Hague’s departure
in mid-2014, the PSVI team was reduced to five people. At present, the team consists of three staff
members and one graduate intern. The number of deployments of the separate PSVI Team of Experts
has also significantly decreased since the summit.35 The Team of Experts supports PSVI work through,
for example, training of in-country partners on how to gather evidence using the International Protocol
and conducting in-country conflict assessments.

4.12

In contrast to the modest PSVI budget at the FCO, DFID has run large, comprehensive programming
on violence against women and girls (VAWG) since 2010.36 The MOD meanwhile contributes to PSVI
primarily through the training of troops on issues related to conflict-related sexual violence. It has used
a modest amount of combined official development assistance (ODA) and non-ODA funds on troop
training since 2017, with issues of conflict-related sexual violence constituting one element of this
training.

29.		Foreign Secretary closes Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, Lord Hague, 13 June 2014, link.
30.		 Summit pledges can be found in the annexes to the Summit report: The Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, FCO, London 2014, link. The 		
report includes a “Statement of Action” (annex B); the “Declaration on preventing sexual violence in conflict” (annex C), which was adopted by G8 foreign
ministers in London in April 2013; and “A declaration of commitment to end sexual violence in conflict” (annex D).
31.
Other examples include to “ensure that all peace, security and conflict mediation processes explicitly recognise the need to prevent, respond to and 		
reduce crimes of sexual violence in conflict”. Summit report: The Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, FCO, London 2014, p. 54, link.
32.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
33. 		 Somalia and Colombia represent one-off examples of increases in funding in country. In 2016, Somalia saw an increase in Conflict, Stability and Security 		
Fund Multilateral Strategy funding in support of the UN Team of Experts and UN Action Multi-partner Trust Fund in addition to the already 			
running four-year programme run by the international NGO CISP. Funding for PSVI projects increased in Colombia in 2014.			
34.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
35.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
36. 		 This includes programming with components related to VAWG, but with a main focus on other issues.
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Figure 5: Centrally managed PSVI funding per year
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Figure 6: Drop in PSVI funding at country level
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While the UK’s modest PSVI funding should be seen in the context of a general lack of funding in this
area by international donors, it is nevertheless not commensurate with the UK government’s ambitions
set out at the Global Summit. The short-lived spike followed by a rapid and sustained drop in funding is
particularly problematic when considering that addressing the complex and entrenched challenge of
conflict-related sexual violence requires long-term, unwavering commitment, a strong strategic focus
with clear objectives, and a comprehensive approach. In the words of one senior FCO representative,
“this will take a generation, it’s not like building a road”.

The Initiative lacks a clear strategy and overall vision to guide its activities
There must be a strategy in place [for] what to do with [conflict-related sexual violence] CRSV
cases, by the state and the donors, and we need to document all the experiences, as soon as
possible.
- Survivor-led CSO, Bosnia and Herzegovina
13

4.14

The PSVI has never had a strategic vision or plan driving its work. This was less noticeable in the early
days, with the work on the International Protocol and preparations for the summit dominating PSVI
activities. However, as the budget fell after the summit, the lack of a strategic plan became more
evident as the Initiative’s programmatic focus shifted from the International Protocol to implementing
a disparate range of smaller projects, often funded through country office budgets. The fragmentation
was noticed in the 2016 House of Lords report, which recommended that the government adopt a
strategy and five-year plan to drive the Initiative’s work.37 However, no strategic plan was developed in
response to this recommendation.

4.15

In interviews, some government stakeholders explained that the UK’s National Action Plan on Women,
Peace & Security (NAP)38 serves as the PSVI’s strategic plan. However, the NAP does not go into detail
about the Initiative as it covers a broad range of work across multiple UK government departments
linked to the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda. Moreover, a concrete set of strategies are not
offered and the visibility of the PSVI has noticeably decreased in the 2018-22 NAP as compared with the
2014-17 version of the document. The NAP represents the UK’s commitment to the global WPS agenda,
which itself covers only the Initiative’s prevention and response programmes with women and girls.39

4.16

The PSVI is organised around three thematic strands – justice and accountability, stigma, and
prevention – and guided by ‘core scripts’, short three-to-four-page internal memos updated annually40
and used for internal FCO communication only. The core scripts do not replace the need for a strategy:
they do not contain a vision, concrete objectives, or indicators of success. They do not allow for
internal or external scrutiny of the initiative’s achievements. Furthermore, neither the PSVI as a whole
nor 90% of the PSVI projects implemented since 2014 are guided by a theory of change.41 The only
exception is the country team in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which introduced a theory of change for PSVI
programming in 2017. The government also pointed to the Shared UK Government Approach to Gender
in Syria as a good example.

4.17

Without a strategy, specific objectives or a theory of change driving the Initiative’s work,
implementation has come in “bits and pieces”.42 Each department and in-country team is left
to interpret the Initiative according to their own priorities rather than through a unified crossdepartmental vision. The selection of PSVI ‘priority countries’ – an annually updated list of countries
targeted for PSVI funding – is similarly informal. Three senior FCO representatives explained that there
are no formal selection criteria for the “[not] wholly scientific exercise”43 of choosing PSVI priority
countries. In 2017, Somalia was removed from the priority country list in the face of clear need as
noted by two senior government representatives. That same year, Sri Lanka was added as a priority
country with little evidence justifying this selection. Despite recent assessments of survivor need in
Zimbabwe and Cox’s Bazaar, Bangladesh, there is no evidence of how or whether these locations will be
prioritised.

4.18

While the PSVI falls under the NAP, only five out of nine NAP focus countries are also PSVI priority
countries (Burma, the DRC, Iraq, South Sudan and Syria). Adding confusion, the Initiative funds projects
outside PSVI priority countries if a “strong rationale for funding” is provided. What constitutes a strong
rationale, however, is not defined.

37.		Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords, April 2016, p. 6, para 4, link.
38.		 The latest NAP, published in January 2018, covers the 2018-22 period. UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace & Security 2018-2022, HM Government, 		
January 2018, link.
39.		 The WPS agenda was first established in 2000 by UNSC Resolution 1325, which was preceded by the Beijing Declaration in 1995. The four pillars of the 		
WPS agenda include prevention of violence against women and girls, equal participation of women and men in peace and security decision-making, 		
protection of women’s and girls’ rights in conflict-affected environments, and addressing women’s and girls’ relief and recovery needs and 			
engaging them as agents of change.			
40.		 For example, the August 2017 core script is titled #TimetoAct #SexualViolence #End Stigma, and includes key facts on the PSVI, three top-level priorities 		
for the financial year, achievements since 2012 and examples of recent work.
41.		 From our strategic review of programming in the ten countries with the highest PSVI budgets.
42.		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
43. 		 Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019
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The lack of a shared understanding of the problem has inhibited cross-departmental collaboration on
addressing conflict-related sexual violence
4.19

The PSVI was intended as a “tri-departmental initiative”,44 drawing together DFID, the FCO and
the MOD in a cross-departmental effort led by the FCO. Little progress has been made in crossdepartmental collaboration since the House of Lords report.45 While all agree that the FCO leads the
Initiative, DFID and the MOD see their contributions to the PSVI as supplemental rather than as integral
pieces of the PSVI portfolio. Collaboration has been hampered by lack of alignment in the way each
department understands, addresses and prioritises the problem of conflict-related sexual violence.

4.20

In DFID’s case, conflict-related sexual violence falls under the VAWG team. Its programmatic focus is
based on the fact that women and girls are disproportionately affected by sexual violence both within
and outside conflict-affected settings and that the most prevalent form of sexual and gender-based
violence is intimate partner violence. As a result, DFID programming tends not to target forms of sexual
violence more often found in conflict settings, such as mass and gang rape used to either displace
or control populations, or both, or the use of sexual violence against men and boys as a war tactic to
humiliate them and damage social relationships.

4.21

The FCO, on the other hand, focuses only on conflict-affected settings for its PSVI work. This leads to a
portfolio of programming specific to trends and types of sexual violence particular to conflict settings.
Meanwhile, for the MOD, conflict-related sexual violence is only one element of its work under the
department’s broad ‘protection of civilians’ agenda, which they now refer to as ‘human security’.

4.22

The lack of alignment in understanding of this issue is translated into differences in programming and
resource prioritisation, which directly impacts survivors. These differences become most visible around
how programming engages men and boys. DFID’s VAWG activities almost entirely engage men and
boys as (potential) perpetrators and only rarely as possible survivors. In contrast, the FCO engages
men and boys in a variety of programmes, including supporting male survivors of sexual violence,
and implements interventions aimed at reducing stigma in order to encourage male survivors to seek
support services. While DFID and the FCO are not aligned, both departments are explicit about the
gendered nature of conflict-related sexual violence. In contrast, many stakeholders take issue with the
MOD’s use of ‘human security’ as masking the gendered nature of sexual violence.

4.23

This lack of alignment has resulted in a long-standing and often heated debate over terminology and
concepts. The effect on programming, and thus the impact on survivors, is clear. Instead of reaching
cross-departmental agreement on a pragmatic division of labour, under the oversight of a central PSVI
team, the Initiative has remained primarily an FCO effort, with DFID and the MOD as supplemental
rather than integral to the Initiative. At country level we saw missed opportunities for collaboration as
a result of different visions. For instance, in Somalia, while there is a strong culture of cross-department
collaboration, we found little evidence of departmental coordination on conflict-related sexual
violence.

Conclusions on relevance
4.24

The PSVI’s influencing activities have contributed to making the UK a leading voice in the international
effort to address conflict-related sexual violence, through convening countries and leaders around the
need to address conflict-related sexual violence or set international standards.

4.25

The Initiative benefited from initial strong leadership and a peak in funding in 2014. After this point,
ministerial interest fell along with the PSVI team’s budget and staffing levels. There is no strategic
vision or plan driving the work of the Initiative, leaving each department and the country-based staff
to interpret the Initiative according to their own priorities. The overall consequence is that activities
aimed at addressing conflict-related sexual violence are often not prioritised at all.

44.		Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords, April 2016, p. 29, para 28, link.
45.		 Few exceptions exist. For example, the 2018 Shared UK Government Approach to Gender in Syria is a successful collaborative effort across government 		
departments that has supported 21,084 survivors of sexual violence in conflict.
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4.26

We give the Initiative an amber-red score for relevance. There is a lack of coherent and clear strategic
priorities around which cross-departmental collaboration could be built. While recognising the
important agenda-setting role of the Initiative, the decrease in ministerial interest in and funding for
the PSVI has meant that the UK government’s efforts are not commensurate with the ambitions and
commitments it set out in 2014.

Effectiveness: How well have the programmes delivered on their objectives as well as the
overall objectives of the PSVI?
4.27

In the background section to this review, we noted the minimal evidence existing on what works in
preventing and responding to conflict-related sexual violence.46 This is a challenging field in which
to achieve impact, and this needs to be considered when assessing effectiveness. While there is
little evidence on what works, the available evidence shows that a survivor-led approach focused on
wellbeing leads to greater success.47 With this in mind, programming to address conflict-related sexual
violence must have a broad, long-term perspective anchored in the particular cultural context and
conflict dynamics of the communities in which interventions take place.

4.28

The dearth of evidence from PSVI programming means that it is difficult to assess the effectiveness
of the PSVI portfolio. Moreover, although globally there has been a growth in interest and concern
over the past decade, the issue of conflict-related sexual violence has received limited resources.
Results data is often of poor quality, but we were able to identify a range of promising, and sometimes
innovative, projects funded through the Initiative. These projects have been influential in setting the
agenda for international efforts to address conflict-related sexual violence.

Box 4: Examples of potentially effective and innovative PSVI projects
FCO - Rights of survivors and their children born as a result of wartime rape, implemented by Medica
Zenica (Bosnia and Herzegovina).
Improving the rights of survivors of sexual violence and of children born as a result of rape during
war through the provision of survivor-centred services, such as, for example, the establishment of a
24/7 free of charge hotline for survivors to access free counselling, support and information.
FCO - Protecting Women from Sexual Violence in Conflict, 2016-18, implemented by CORD (Burma).
The International Protocol was adapted into a user guide and translated into local languages. The
user guide was then distributed to local civil society, police, government, and community leaders,
and eventually led to the first 20-year sentence in Shan state under the Burma Penal Code.
FCO - Building Community Approaches for Supporting Victims and Preventing Sexual Violence,
implemented by Liga Internacional de Mujeres por la Paz y la Libertad and Corporación Casa Amazonia
(Colombia).
Local partners implemented a comprehensive, culturally sensitive approach to supporting
survivors, including through self-help groups led by local women leaders and the integration of
indigenous medicine into services designed to provide physical and psychological healing support.
FCO - Fighting against impunity by bringing perpetrators to justice, implemented by TRIAL
International (DRC).
TRIAL and local partners relied on the International Protocol to secure the conviction of 11
Congolese militia members in the Kavumu trial in South Kivu. The International Protocol is also
being used to train forensic police officers on evidence gathering and protection in Bukavu, the
capital of South Kivu.
DFID – Engaging with faith groups to prevent violence against women and girls in conflict-affected
communities, implemented by Tearfund and Heal Africa, as part of the What Works to prevent VAWG
programme (DRC).
46.		
47. 		

This is also a major theme of the literature review accompanying this report. Literature review: Conflict-related sexual violence and sexual exploitation and
abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.
This approach positions survivors’ own wants and needs at the centre of all project phases. It supports survivors in regaining and reasserting control 		
over their lives across multiple socio-economic dimensions, addresses stigma and entrenched inequality, and integrates local justice mechanisms into 		
programming.
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Focusing on prevention and evidence gathering, Tearfund and Heal Africa worked with 75 local
faith leaders, in 15 communities in Kivu to address the underlying causes of violence against women
and girls, especially social norms that support male dominance and contribute to impunity for
survivors. The project recorded significant reduction in rates of self-reported intimate partner
violence and non-partner sexual violence experienced by women in these communities.
MOD – UK Major seconded as Gender Advisor to the UN Peacekeeping force MONUSCO, (DRC).
The secondment of a British Gender Advisor to the MONUSCO is helping peacekeeping troops
integrate the issue of conflict-related sexual violence into their mandate, as part of their mission to
protect civilians. Among other things, the Gender advisor developed pocket cards for soldiers to
carry with them to be able to recognise, respond and report if an incident of conflict-related sexual
violence occurs.
DFID – United Nation Joint Human Rights Office, (DRC).
DFID provides funding to the Human Rights office, which documents abuses from the DRC military
and government forces and monitors consistently abuses of human rights violations, including
sexual and gender based violence perpetrated by these forces. This increases the visibility of
violations and contributes to putting pressure on the Congolese government to address them.
FCO - From Words to Actions: Preventing Sexual Violence against Women and Girls in Southern Iraq,
implemented by War Child UK (Iraq).
This project worked with Islamic religious leaders to raise awareness about sexual violence through
cultural and religious events in communities. It also helped to create informal mediation systems to
increase community investment in protecting women and girls. As a result, 150 survivors received
safe access to support services and two female-only shelters were established and supported by
the government in Basra and Thi Qar.
FCO - Engaging youth in awareness raising through local radio stations, implemented by BBC Media
Action (Syria).
Local radio stations were mobilised to inform and empower everyone to be more active partners
in tackling sexual violence. Awareness raising sessions were used to increase their capacity to
challenge negative social norms
MOD – British Peace Support Team (Africa).
The MOD works to improve the capability of troops from contributing countries to peacekeeping
missions deployed by the African Union or the United Nations. With the help of a dedicated
Gender Advisor, the MOD has integrated addressing conflict-related sexual violence in its predeployment training packages to troops who will then deploy in countries like Somalia or the
DRC. The MOD is currently piloting a new methodology to measure the outcomes of these predeployment training packages.
FCO/MOD (CSSF) – Stabilisation and Security Sector Reform (Somalia).
The British Army and the British Embassy in Mogadishu have worked together with assistance from
the BPST(A) to design a training of trainers programme for the Somali National Army with a module
on conflict-related sexual violence, using its training facility in Baidoa. One of the promising
features of this project is that it aims to have Somali trainers take the lead in designing training
modules that will be appropriate and better targeted to the Somali context.
Interventions centred on the International Protocol have created a lasting impact
4.29

The International Protocol on the Documentation and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict
was first published by the Initiative in 2014, with a second edition produced in 2017 after receiving
greater input from the UN. The Protocol was developed with the aim “to help overcome the barriers to
prosecution, by setting out clearly and comprehensively the basic principles of documenting sexual
violence as a violation of international law”.48 The All Survivors Project, a global network, noted that the
International Protocol made a genuine contribution to the sector. The document has been used in

48.		International Protocol on the Documentation and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, March 2017, p. 6, link.
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16% of all justice and accountability programming reviewed for this report, and in particular in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Burma, Colombia, the DRC, Syria, Uganda and Iraq.49 The International Protocol is
used at grassroots and institutional levels to train focal points in remote communities, police, medical
professionals, lawyers and judges. Six of the organisations interviewed during this review, including the
UN Joint Human Rights Office and the Office for the Coordinator of Humanitarian Affairs, confirmed
widespread knowledge of the document among partners in civil society.
4.30

Perhaps the best example of lasting impact comes from Bosnia and Herzegovina. Here, the
International Protocol provided the necessary structure to (a) enable the use of information gathered
by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and service providers, (b) litigate individual cases and
secure redress through judicial or quasi-judicial mechanisms, (c) submit documentation gathered
according to international standards to law enforcement, investigative, and judicial bodies, (d) securely
store evidence for later use in accountability and transitional justice processes, and (e) use evidence to
assist survivors in filing non-judicial claims.50

The Initiative has funded partners with strong local ties who are meeting their stated output objectives
4.31

The Initiative has identified and funded implementing partners with strong local ties and high levels of
trust in local communities in country.51 For instance, Bosnian survivors and their allies told us that the
Initiative was a ‘game changer’ in this way. Through local partnerships, the PSVI focal point catalysed
increased reporting on sexual violence across Bosnia and Herzegovina.

4.32

In most cases, partners funded by the UK government work through strong networks of local CSOs
and projects are delivered efficiently on the ground.52 TRIAL International, CORD, Tearfund and World
Vision, among others, have impressively navigated tight timelines and small budgets while still meeting
their stated output objectives.

4.33

Our strategic review of 114 projects across ten countries showed that partners have delivered on their
commitments. For example, in the DRC, all PSVI-funded projects except one met 100% of their output
targets. All projects in Burma and Colombia met their stated output goals, with the exception of six
projects that encountered intractable challenges in the local political climate.

There is little monitoring and reporting on how outputs translate into lasting outcomes, making it difficult
to assess the effectiveness of interventions
4.34

PSVI-funded projects are only required to report on outputs, or activity-based figures such as the
number of workshops held or participants trained. Only PSVI projects funded by the Conflict, Stability
and Security Fund (CSSF) have a better oversight structure, as the CSSF recently established proper
monitoring mechanisms, including results frameworks and progress tracking against outcomes.
Otherwise, the effort to track and assess progress towards outcomes – best understood as longer-term
changes in attitudes and behaviours – has not been made, although we found a few one-off attempts
by individual implementing partners. Some implementing partners have attempted to measure change
beyond that required by the Initiative. Without proper financial and methodological support, however,
they have faced challenges.53 Because of this, evaluating the PSVI’s impact on survivors and their
communities is difficult.54

4.35

Without a requirement for detailed reporting, including a list of indicators and means of verification,
only anecdotal evidence can be found on outcomes of PSVI-funded projects. As an example, partners
note that the Initiative’s work on stigma has raised awareness, but evidence of attitude and behaviour

49.		
50.		
51.		
52.		
53.		

Strategic review of the ten top-spending posts undertaken by the review team.
Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.			
Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
This includes programmes assessed for this review in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burma, Colombia, the DRC and Somalia.
World Vision conducted a full evaluation of a stigma project, but insufficient baseline data and the absence of rigorous quantitative data compromised 		
the rigour of the study. Similarly, Tearfund and TRIAL International implemented interventions that engaged faith leaders and demonstrably increased 		
prosecutions of perpetrators, but neither was able to show evidence of wider impact beyond these instances given the lack of outcome measurement.
Senior FCO representatives confirmed the Initiative’s focus on output reporting, many noting that this makes it difficult to produce an overview of the 		
Initiative’s impact.
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change to support these statements is lacking. Instead, ‘success’ is frequently defined at the output
level only by the number of people engaged in projects.
The FCO’s one-year funding cycle has restricted the Initiative’s ability to address deep-rooted issues and
has negatively impacted programme effectiveness
The most urgent need is the ‘holistic care’, this is the first and most urgent need.
– Survivor, the Democratic Republic of the Congo
4.36

In referring to “holistic care”, the survivor points to the need for comprehensive or ‘radical’
interventions on root causes. Survivors consistently express the need for long-term programming
to address the deep-rooted causes and effects of conflict-related sexual violence.55 They point to a
lack of medical services, the importance of livelihood support when survivors are ostracised by their
communities, and the challenge of carefully reducing stigma to make way for more survivors to access
resources. Those working on sexual violence across DFID, the FCO and the MOD also emphasise the
need to address root causes and effects, rather than the more superficial symptoms of conflict-related
sexual violence. And yet, a range of projects we reviewed in Burma, the DRC, South Sudan and Uganda
were forced to concentrate on symptoms because of the FCO’s one-year funding cycle.

4.37

The PSVI follows the FCO's approach to funding and supports projects through what it calls ‘catalytic
seed’ funding guaranteed for one year. The idea behind this short-term, ‘catalytic’ funding is to attract
larger, long-term funding from other donors, such as DFID or the UN, after an initial PSVI-supported
proof of concept. In one sense, this funding approach is agile, and may enable the piloting of innovative
projects, especially among smaller organisations that would otherwise struggle to access funds. In a
field where evidence on what works is limited, there is clearly an important space for innovative and
experimental approaches, if part of a package of longer-term as well as short-term funding.

4.38

However, this catalytic funding approach permeates the PSVI portfolio. The great majority of PSVI
projects in the portfolio, including all FCO-funded projects, were limited to the one-year funding cycle,
and we did not see evidence of these short-term projects ‘catalysing’ funding from other donors.
In practice, this short-term nature of the Initiative’s funding cycle limits what projects can achieve.
Frequent delays in the disbursement of funds, combined with the FCO’s 80% rule – requiring that
80% of funds be spent by December of the financial year of disbursement – often reduces a 12-month
programme to effectively nine or even six months with little notice. Partners across the case studies
explained that they sometimes had to spend PSVI funds very fast, with disregard for the quality of
programmes, to complete spending before the funding cycle ended. A number of PSVI-funded
projects reviewed here concluded abruptly, regardless of their success, after their funding was not
renewed.

4.39

We were informed by a range of interviewees, including programme staff, that project preparation and
expertise building is limited as a result of this rushed approach. The FCO’s annual rather than multi-year
funding approach also places an undue burden on civil society and community-based organisations
that must quickly scale up programme teams when awarded funds and reduce programme staff with
little warning, if funding is not renewed, only one year later.

4.40

The FCO’s one-year funding approach has limited benefits and risks causing harm to survivors. It is an
impediment to meaningful inclusion of survivors, due to rushed planning and implementation. Delays
in funding and unrealistic project timelines risk doing more harm than good to survivors who embark
on lengthy justice processes extending well beyond the Initiative’s one-year funding cycle. Partner
organisations in the DRC highlighted the lack of congruence between justice processes that can take
five to ten years and funding not guaranteed beyond one year. We heard that survivors and their

55. 		

Taken from key informant interviews during field visits, June-July 2019.
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communities are sometimes engaged in consultations during project preparation and then experience
long delays waiting for the Initiative to fund service delivery. Bosnia and Herzegovina was an example
of this widespread problem, where survivors were frustrated by delays in service delivery while
implementing organisations waited for disbursement of PSVI funds.
The Initiative lacks robust mechanisms to ensure that survivors are meaningfully included in the choice,
design, and implementation of projects and that the principle of ‘survivor wellbeing’ guides all activities
4.41

In general, survivors call for programming that addresses the challenges they face. Survivors desire
support that enables them to thrive rather than simply survive. After immediate medical care, survivors
call for victims’ assistance56 and mental health services.57 A survivor in Bosnia and Herzegovina noted
that “medical support is needed given that the trauma is trans-generational”. Similarly, in the DRC,
several CSOs made it clear that the most urgent need was a comprehensive approach that focuses on
a survivor’s wellbeing. Financial victims’ assistance provides much needed emotional closure and can
be a lifeline if the survivor has been ostracised by her community. If victims’ assistance is not available,
survivors say that livelihood support, ideally in the form of long-term income-generating activities,
allows them to care better for themselves and their children, while also encouraging reintegration into
their communities. Mental health services help address lasting trauma and stigma, survivors report.58

4.42

Survivors are not consistently included in the planning and design of PSVI projects. This omission
goes against best practice and increases the risk of causing unintentional harm. In-country teams
do not have formalised processes for consulting survivors during project design, implementation
or monitoring.59 In the projects where survivors were engaged, this was often done in ad hoc ways,
including survivors being consulted about their experiences and asked for their insights without
follow-up to explain how their contributions have been used. In many cases, contact ceased after initial
engagement, a practice which risks doing harm to survivors.60

4.43

Moreover, we were unable to identify any formal processes or ethical protocols which set out how and
when survivors would be engaged, or how the project would ensure that its interventions posed no risk
of doing harm to survivors.

4.44

We found some positive examples of survivor inclusion, including the appointment of survivor
champions to advise the PSVI London team. Other examples we found were all at the initiative of
partner organisations. The ‘Building Community Approaches for Supporting Victims and Preventing
Sexual Violence in Colombia’ project (see Box 4) offers one example. In this project an ‘ideal route’,
which highlighted both obstacles and recommendations for institutions responding to survivors
in armed conflict, was created by female survivors. Focus group discussions were held, providing
indigenous, Afro-Latina and forcibly displaced women the space to express their concerns about
approaching traditional indigenous justice systems. The project also gave participants the opportunity
to recommend approaches to key decision-makers from the Victims’ Unit, the Regional High
Commissioner for Gender Equality, and the ombudsman’s office in Bolívar, Meta, Putamayo, and
Bogotá.

The PSVI team has no oversight of funding
4.45

The Initiative has no single source of funding. Instead, PSVI-supported projects are funded through

56.		

Survivor organisations often refer to victims’ assistance as ‘reparations’. This report uses the term ‘victims’ assistance’ in an effort to emphasise the 		
challenges around reparations in environments with weak legal institutions and generalised poverty that inhibits the perpetrators’ ability to 			
pay reparations.
Taken from key informant interviews and data from central Africa, the DRC, Kenya and Somalia, June-July 2019.
While these service areas represent the most urgent needs of survivors, those who participated in this review noted that an ideal model would include a 		
more comprehensive approach that encompassed legal, psychosocial, medical and livelihood services.			
For example, only one of six projects in the DRC clearly outlined how survivors would be included in the design and monitoring of the project. In Burma, 		
engagement with survivors was output-driven and initiated and led by implementing partners, rather than encouraged or required as a condition of PSVI
funding.
Many that participated in the Global Summit did not hear from the PSVI team after that point and were unaware of events that have happened since that 		
time. A survivor-led global network supported the PSVI team throughout the Global Summit and was used to encourage the signing of pledges, but after
the conference they received no support from the Initiative.
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the CSSF, the Rules-Based International System (RBIS), the Global Britain Fund, ODA and non-			
ODA MOD funds, DFID’s VAWG budget and the FCO’s Gender Equality Unit budget.
4.46

The multitude of funding streams partly explains why there is no single repository of PSVI project
information where a record of spending, goals and objectives, and evidence is kept. Moreover, the
PSVI team does not oversee the entirety of ‘PSVI funding’ and activities. Instead, each department and
in-country team manages its own records and funding as it sees fit, and rarely shares information with
others. When conducting our strategic review, we were given inconsistent spending figures by the PSVI
team in London and by country offices and teams.

4.47

Many country teams are not clear about the link between their work on conflict-related sexual violence
and that of the Initiative itself.

Weak staff capacity undermines the impact of the Initiative
4.48

Understaffing, high turnover and, in many cases, staff lacking expertise in the area, limit the impact
of the Initiative.61 In many cases, ‘institutional knowledge’ within country offices and teams is heavily
dependent on a single individual.62 While these individuals are committed, PSVI is only one of their
many responsibilities: PSVI focal points at country level must balance urgent priorities. This often leaves
between 5 and 10% of their time at most to allocate to projects on conflict-related sexual violence.63
In the DRC, for example, the PSVI lead is tasked with overseeing the Ebola response, government
transition, and outbreaks of violence across the DRC and the Republic of the Congo. Similar patterns
are visible in Burma with the recent Rakhine state conflict.

Conclusions on effectiveness
4.49

While the government’s investments and interventions are modest, the PSVI work is significant
in a context where few donors are deeply engaged. The International Protocol is one of the main
achievements of the Initiative, having been used in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burma, Colombia, the
DRC, Syria, Uganda and Iraq.

4.50

Identifying implementing partners with strong local ties has been a strength of the Initiative. These
partners worked through strong networks of local CSOs and have impressively navigated tight
timelines and small budgets while still meeting their output objectives. However, assessing their
effectiveness has not been possible because PSVI-funded projects are not required to assess progress
towards outcomes.

4.51

Survivors consistently express the need for long-term programming that addresses the deep-rooted
causes and effects of conflict-related sexual violence. Yet many projects were forced to concentrate on
symptoms rather than causes because of the FCO’s one-year ‘catalytic seed’ funding approach.

4.52

The PSVI team has no oversight of funds for the implementation of programmes. Instead, each
department and country team manages its own records and rarely shares information with others.

4.53

Survivors are not consistently included in the planning and design of PSVI projects. The short funding
cycle limits what projects can achieve, is an impediment to meaningful participation from survivors and
increases the risk of causing them unintentional harm.

4.54

Overall, due to the lack of systematic inclusion of the survivor voice in programme design, the
risk of inadvertent harm resulting from short funding cycles, the lack of a joined-up approach to
programming and the lack of effort to record outcomes, we have given an amber-red score for the
effectiveness of PSVI programming.
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Taken from key informant interviews and background documents.
Bosnia and Herzegovina offers a particularly poignant example as the same person has led all programming tackling conflict-related sexual violence for 		
over 17 years and remains the sole PSVI focal point in the country.
Taken from key informant interviews.
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Learning: How have responsible departments generated and applied evidence on what works
on sexual violence in conflict?
4.55

There is a dearth of data and evidence on what works to tackle conflict-related sexual violence. Even
reliable empirical data for estimating the prevalence of conflict-related sexual violence is largely
absent.64 The generation, testing, and application of evidence is therefore key to developing an
effective and impactful PSVI portfolio.

Little attempt has been made to generate evidence despite the global lack thereof, and there is no learning
strategy for the Initiative
4.56

The Initiative has not prioritised evidence generation and has not focused on learning. Both of these
things are related to the lack of a clear strategic vision or plan, and compounded by cuts to the
Initiative’s budget. Without a focus on learning, evidence gathering and the application of lessons
learned have been inconsistent.65

4.57

There has been little attempt to create an evidence-based approach to PSVI programming.66 The
Initiative’s contribution to a global evidence base on conflict-related sexual violence has been sporadic
rather than sustained and systematic. The London School of Economics’ Women, Peace and Security
Centre was briefly funded in 2016-17, a report on stigma was supported in 2017-18, and research by the
All Survivors Project was funded in 2018-19.

4.58

The Initiative had its most comprehensive learning effort in Syria, where the London PSVI team funded
four reports: on torture and sexual violence against women in Syrian detention centres, on the
systematic failures of medical care for survivors in detention centres, a mapping of gender, genderbased violence and stigma, and on sexual violence against men and boys in detention centres. These
reports have been lauded internationally for their work to give voice to survivors and for contributing
to building a survivor-focused evidence base on which better programming can be founded. The
reports are examples of the strong contribution that the PSVI could make to the evidence base on
conflict-related sexual violence, if it focused its attention and resources on a systematic research and
evidence-gathering approach.

4.59

In-country evidence generation is generally led and funded by partners rather than by the UK
government. In Burma, UNFPA published the Powerful myths, hidden secrets report, which provided
accounts of the challenges faced by gender-based violence survivors and offered mitigation strategies
and a set of recommendations. Similarly, CORD commissioned an impact evaluation of their PSVIfunded Protecting women from sexual violence in conflict project. In Colombia, grantees produced
a diagnostic report on the capacity of the attorney general’s office. This report informed the training
strategy used for the PSVI-funded Enhanced Criminal Investigations project. Bosnia and Herzegovina is
an exception, as the UK funded various reports and publications including TRIAL International’s reports
Rape myths in wartime sexual violence trial: Transferring the burden from survivor to perpetrator and
Compensating survivors in criminal proceedings: Perspectives from the field.67

4.60

Funded by the CSSF, the MOD has recently developed a tool for monitoring and evaluating its training
programmes which, if it fulfils its promise, may help generate evidence on what works. The Training
Assessment System for Evaluation and Reporting (TASER) supports the work of the British Peace
Support Team in Kenya (BPST). It focuses on the MOD’s troop training programme and seeks to
generate evidence that will allow the MOD to improve troops’ operational effectiveness. This

64.		Literature Review: Conflict-Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.
65.		 The lack of a learning strategy was highlighted by government representatives with first-hand knowledge of the Initiative, members of the PSVI Team of 		
Experts, and several of the PSVI’s external strategic partners.
66.		DFID’s What Works to Prevent Violence Against Women and Girls programme offers an example of an evidence-based approach. Over five years, DFID 		
has invested £25 million to support prevention programming across Africa, Asia and the Middle East. Evidence generated through the What 			
Works programme aims to better understand the root causes of VAWG and adapt programming for optimal prevention. While the What Works 		
portfolio is not mainly focused on conflict-related sexual violence, the strand led by the International Rescue Committee centres on 			
prevalence, drivers and longitudinal trends specific to humanitarian emergencies. In the DRC, Tearfund and Heal Africa led What 				
Works-supported research into the transformation of toxic masculinities.
67.		Rape myths in wartime sexual violence trial: Transferring the burden from survivor to perpetrator, Trial International, January 2019, link. Compensating 		
survivors in criminal proceedings: Perspectives from the field, Trial International, November 2016, link.		
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includes training components on sexual violence and sexual exploitation and abuse. While TASER is
specific to the BPST, the team has taken steps to spread awareness of its methods.
PSVI funding does not demand that evidence is applied in the design of projects, or that projects should
have a learning or evidence-gathering component
4.61

As noted above in the effectiveness section of this review, the Initiative relies on anecdotal, largely
output-centred reporting which is not collected systematically.

4.62

At the proposal stage, some in-country teams require the use of an FCO template that asks partners
to outline the participation of beneficiary groups in project design and to describe the issue that the
project aims to change. However, there is no requirement to provide evidence to underpin the need
for the intervention – which would generally come in the form of a needs assessment, conflict analysis,
survivor consultations, or a ‘do no harm’ appraisal. Illustrative of the superficial nature of this process
and lack of adequate preparation, the proposal template limits this evidence section to submissions of
200 words. This does not sit well with expert opinion, which emphasises the importance of tailoring
conflict-related sexual violence programming to the specifics of particular conflict or post-conflict
settings.68

4.63

As noted in the effectiveness section, where project completion reports are required, partners are
obliged to offer details on milestone completion, outputs and planned activities, but not outcomes.
Again, the level of detail required of grantees varies between country teams and the Initiative has not
invested in supporting partners to gather rigorous evidence. Many PSVI leads in country simply do not
have the capacity to absorb any learning from partner reports, given how little time they have allocated
to PSVI-related activities.

4.64

The regularity with which reports are shared between country teams and the PSVI team in London
varies. Without a formal report-sharing process or recurring calls, the Initiative functions on the
informal understanding that the PSVI team in London and in-country focal points are working towards
the ‘same effort’. Furthermore, each funding source – the CSSF, DFID, RBIS, and RBIS sub-funds –
maintains its own reporting guidelines, none of which involve reporting back to the PSVI team.

4.65

While the general picture of PSVI learning is bleak, there are a few positive examples where country
teams have invested in evidence gathering and learning. The Burma and Bosnia and Herzegovina teams
each commissioned reports on PSVI-funded projects that included recommendations and specific
areas for improvement applicable to future strategic plans. In the DRC, TRIAL International explained
that embassy staff prefer regular interaction with project teams rather than waiting for an end-ofproject report. In London, the PSVI Team of Experts are required to produce post-deployment reports,
though it remains unclear how or if learning from these reports is later integrated into subsequent
decision-making.

The PSVI teams in country and in London could play a stronger convening role: there is a clear demand for
learning and sharing between implementing partners, across country teams, and with other donors
4.66

While not strong on learning, the PSVI team has a comparative advantage in convening – bringing
together stakeholders, whether at high-level international donor meetings or country-level gatherings
of practitioners and survivors. Partner organisations, other donors, and government representatives
across DFID, the FCO, and the MOD all noted that there is a clear demand for bringing together donors,
practitioners and survivors in learning exercises.

4.67

The Initiative has hosted high-profile international events – the 2014 Global Summit and a Wilton Park
conference69 – and had planned another PSVI international conference for November 2019. Apart from
these flagship events, the PSVI has performed a convening role in an ad hoc and sporadic fashion. Even

68.

The literature review accompanying this report concludes that “an assessment of the basic typologies of CRSV must be among the first steps in designing a
CRSV programme”. Literature Review: Conflict Related Sexual Violence and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, ICAI, 2020, publication pending.
69.		 This expert roundtable shared best practice on stigma faced by survivors, and developed an action list for donor countries, international civil 		
society and government. Preventing sexual violence initiative: shaping principles for global action to tackle stigma, Wilton Park, link.
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when the Initiative worked with partners like All Survivors Project, which hosted workshops on
dealing with stigma in nine separate countries – seven PSVI priority countries and Nepal and Burundi
– post-project learning was not shared between country teams. CSOs in the DRC noted that the FCO
organised learning events that brought together PSVI-funded partners and local experts to share best
practice, but again this learning was not shared with PSVI teams and partners in other countries.
4.68

Apart from the few occasions when the PSVI team is directly involved in convening, knowledge sharing
between London and country teams is almost entirely absent. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the country
team described their evidence and lessons learned as ‘locked in’, not able to go beyond Bosnia. In the
DRC, implementing partners explained that there was no project de-briefing, final evaluation or even
informal follow-up from the PSVI team in London beyond an invitation to attend the 2016 Wilton Park
conference. The Colombia country team noted that they typically send two diplomatic telegrams to
the London PSVI team annually. This is driven by the country team, rather than the PSVI team or others
in the FCO, DFID or the MOD in London.

4.69

In-country partners, global stakeholders and in-country teams express clear demand for learning both
within and across country contexts. For example, survivor-led organisations and their legal partners
in the DRC highlighted the need to learn from others’ work on victims’ assistance, unaware that the
Bosnia and Herzegovina country team has significant experience in this area that could be shared with
partners in the DRC.

4.70

Before the PSVI team could step more fully into a convening role, the team would first need to develop
a learning strategy and establish clearer oversight of the PSVI portfolio and networks. There are
promising networks which exist among partners that the Initiative could use: CORD, its implementing
partner in Burma, maintains a network of partners with whom they share evidence and best practices,
and in Colombia, the Network of Women Victims and Professionals shares its PSVI-funded work within
the Global Survivor Network, an organisation present in four PSVI priority countries.

4.71

There are some positive one-off examples. For instance, the in-country PSVI focal point in the DRC
has convened ad hoc roundtables with implementing partners and DFID has initiated a quarterly NGO
forum to discuss issues related to sexual and gender-based violence. In partnership with other donors
and the Congolese government, the in-country team has also commissioned a ten-year evaluation of
programming on sexual and gender-based violence. In Colombia, the British embassy convened key
donors in support of addressing conflict-related sexual violence as lead for the EU Gender Group.

Conclusions on learning
4.72

Globally, evidence on prevalence and what works to address conflict-related sexual violence is
unreliable and largely unavailable.

4.73

The Initiative’s contribution to a global evidence base has been weak and inconsistent rather than
sustained and systematic. In Syria, the Initiative undertook its most comprehensive learning effort
when it funded four reports in partnership with a Syrian CSO. These reports have been praised by the
international community and serve as inspiration for continued work.

4.74

The Initiative has not otherwise focused on learning, which is related to the lack of a clear strategic
vision or plan and compounded by cuts to the Initiative’s budget. Moreover, there is no requirement
to provide evidence of a needs assessment, conflict analysis, survivor consultations, or a ‘do no harm’
appraisal at proposal stage. Because there are no formal reporting processes between country teams
and the PSVI team in London, and the London team has little oversight of the PSVI portfolio, the
Initiative functions on the informal understanding that everyone is working towards the ‘same effort’.

4.75

Partners, donors, and representatives across DFID, the FCO and the MOD have called for the FCO,
as the leader of the Initiative, to take on a more systematic convening role, not just for international
flagship events but for cross-departmental learning exercises and sharing of learning within and
between country teams.

4.76

With the lack of a learning strategy and sporadic evidence gathering and sharing of learning in mind,
we have given a red score for the Initiative’s learning efforts.
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5. Conclusions and recommendations
5.1

The UK government has been at the forefront of a campaign to galvanise international efforts to
address conflict-related sexual violence. Those working on the PSVI team, serving as PSVI focal points
at country level, and partners across the government deserve credit for this effort. The 2014 Global
Summit brought visibility and recognition to an issue that was not being addressed. This raised hope
and re-invigorated the work of many survivors and their supporters around the world. Almost six years
on, however, our review finds that the UK government has fallen short on the ambition and promises of
the Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative.

5.2

Although the PSVI was set out as an FCO-led cross-departmental initiative, the FCO has dominated
the PSVI portfolio of activities, with the approaches of DFID and the MOD not aligned to that of the
FCO. The Initiative benefited from strong leadership and a peak in FCO funding in 2014. After this
point, focus at the ministerial level fell away along with the PSVI team’s budget. At present we find
the Initiative lacks leadership and direction. The lack of vision, strategy and clear objectives impedes
effectiveness and learning, as do the funding arrangements.

5.3

However, while the UK’s investments and interventions are modest, the Initiative’s work is still
significant in a field where few donors are active. The International Protocol is one of the main
achievements of the Initiative. We found that the FCO was able to identify some credible implementing
partners, who managed to meet their output objectives. Unfortunately, evaluating their sustained
impact is impossible due to the lack of focus on tracking progress towards outcomes for PSVIfunded projects. We also found that short-term funding cycles and a lack of appropriate protocols
and requirements were obstacles to the meaningful participation of survivors in the design and
implementation of programmes.

5.4

While the global evidence base around conflict-related sexual violence is very weak, the Initiative does
not have a learning strategy and has not made a systematic effort to identify and fill evidence gaps, nor
has it built a solid learning system to use and generate evidence for the projects it funds.

Recommendations
5.5

The following recommendations are aimed at helping those responsible for the PSVI to strengthen a
valuable and worthwhile initiative.

Recommendation 1: The UK government should ensure that the important issue of preventing sexual violence in
conflict is given an institutional home which enables both full oversight and direction, while also maximising the
particular strengths and contributions of each participating department.
Problem statements
•
•
•
•

•

•

There has never been a strategic plan, vision, specific objectives, or theory of change driving the
PSVI.
The Initiative lacks an institutional home with the necessary governance and oversight role.
As ministerial interest and budget fell, the number of programmes declined and the focus of the PSVI
portfolio dissipated.
The use of core scripts – produced for internal communications rather than strategic ends – instead
of a strategic and operational plan hinders external and internal accountability and fails to provide
common objectives for departments.
The National Action Plan on Women, Peace & Security only covers the Initiative’s prevention and
response programmes with women and girls. This leaves out male survivors and the Initiative’s
justice and accountability work.
Each department and in-country team is left to interpret the Initiative in line with their own strategic
priorities rather than through a unified cross-departmental strategy and concrete objectives.
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•

The Initiative functions on the informal understanding that everyone is working towards the ‘same
effort’, rather than a clear plan.

Recommendation 2: The UK government should ensure that its programming activities on preventing sexual
violence in conflict are embedded within a structure which supports effective design, monitoring and evaluation,
and enables long-term impact.
Problem statements
•
•
•
•

•

The PSVI does not have sufficiently robust and appropriate systems for design, monitoring and
evaluation.
There is no theory of change for the PSVI as a whole or for most of its projects.
At present the PSVI does not systematically draw on structures elsewhere in government to support
its programming, which limits the effectiveness of its work.
PSVI-funded projects are only required to report on outputs in most cases. The link between outputs
and outcomes has not been made, with the exception of a few one-off attempts by implementing
partners on their own initiative.
The short-term FCO funding cycle is ill-suited to interventions to address conflict-related sexual
violence. Furthermore, frequent delays in the disbursement of funds, combined with the FCO’s 80%
rule, often reduce 12-month programmes to nine months or less.

Recommendation 3: The UK government should ensure that its work on preventing conflict-related sexual
violence is founded on survivor-led design, which has clear protocols in place founded in ‘do no harm’ principles.
Problem statements
•
•
•
•

Survivors are not systematically included in the Initiative’s work. In-country teams do not have
formalised processes for consulting survivors during project design, implementation or monitoring.
There is no requirement to provide evidence to underpin the intervention and justify its design – in
the form of a conflict analysis, survivor consultations or a ‘do no harm’ appraisal.
At project level, there is no formal process or ethical protocol we could identify in relation to
survivors’ engagement.
The FCO’s one-year funding-cycle is an impediment to the meaningful participation of survivors
in designing projects based on the principle of survivor wellbeing. It also heightens the risk of
inadvertently doing harm.

Recommendation 4: The UK government should build a systematic learning process into its programming to
support the generation of evidence of what works in addressing conflict-related sexual violence and ensure
effective dissemination and uptake across its portfolio of activities.
Problem statements
•

•

•
•

•

PSVI-funded projects are only required to report on outputs in most cases. The link between outputs
and outcomes has not been made, with the exception of a few one-off attempts by implementing
partners on their own initiative.
Evaluating the Initiative’s impact on survivors and their communities is difficult without outcome
measures. It is difficult to design effective and impactful programming in the complex area of
conflict-related sexual violence. Long-term strategies for monitoring and evaluation of outcomes are
necessary to build knowledge of what works.
The PSVI team does not have oversight of all PSVI programmes.
There is no learning strategy or learning system in place to a) identify evidence gaps, b) invest in
generating learning to fill these gaps, c) capture learning from projects and d) apply evidence in the
design and delivery of projects.
While the DFID Violence Against Women and Girls programme does gather evidence on violence
against women and girls, it does not focus on learning specific to conflict-related sexual violence.
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Annex 1: Overview of data
Country

Key informant
interviews

Number of
documents

London

30

104

Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative (PSVI) funding
spreadsheet, PSVI core scripts, Wilton Park & post-Summit
reports and lessons learned, PSVI plans 2016- 17, PSVI
vision and work-plan 17-18, correspondence from ministers
and UN General Assembly (UNGA), 2019 conference
consultation report, organogram and team roles, Team of
Experts deployments, reporting templates and guidelines,
National Action Plan (NAP), government response to House
of Lords report

New York

8

__

__

Democratic
Republic of the
Congo (DRC)

24

56

Joint evaluation of gender-based violence (GBV)
programmes in Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC),
GBV sub-cluster briefing note, UN report on conflictrelated sexual violence (CRSV), partner-led research
reports, Convention on the Elimination of All Form of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) report, proposals,
quarterly and project completion reports, partner success
stories, DFID SGBV information note, DFID peace, stability,
health and humanitarian programme documents

East Africa
(Kenya, Ethiopia
and Somalia)

35

49

Research and context reports, humanitarian reports, DFID
business plan, core script, DFID programme documents,
CSSF programme documents and activity frameworks, CSSF
human rights theory of change, CSSF business case, CSSF
Joint Analyses of Conflict and Stability (JACS), African Union
(AU) programme documents, British Peace Support Team
(BPST) presentation

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

15

61

Project monthly reports, donor mapping table, meeting
minutes, CRSV stakeholder list, report templates,
International Organization for Migration (IOM) CRSV
guidelines, steering board advisory group agendas and
minutes, UN Population Fund (UNFPA) funding concept
notes, Theory of Change

Burma

1

35

Proposals, project completion reports, report on findings
from consultations and public debates, partner-led learning
and impact assessment, PSVI participant list, observations
on PSVI funded projects

Colombia

1

43

Proposals, project completion reports, Bogotá human
rights strategy, partner-led diagnostic and learning reports,
stigma workshop reports, Embassy overview of PSVI, list of
projects, emails between team members

Iraq

__

45

Baseline surveys, project summaries, project completion
reports, gender analysis reports, annual reports, financial
reports, list of projects

Syria

__

20

List of projects, project completion reports, partner-led
mapping reports, quarterly reports, CSSF log frame and
programme documents, annual reports

Mali

__

4

CSSF programme documents and theories of change

Uganda

__

10

Project completion reports, report on dialogue, list of
projects

South Sudan

__

4

Project summary, project report, context summary

TOTAL

114

431

(Kinshasa and
Goma)

Type of documents
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