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 Emergency Pathways for Gender-Based Violence and Femicide in the context of COVID-19  
 
 

1.  Introduction and background 
 

In the context of the COVID-19 lock down in South Africa, the danger of gender-based violence for all women and children in abusive homes, 
who are now confined to their homes has dramatically increased. As a society that has high levels of gender-based violence and femicide, 
the safety risk for  all women is high and already we have seen brutal and deeply saddening ways in which this has played out e.g. the rape 
and murder of a 75-year old grandmother in KwaZulu Natal.   This document sets out pathways for survivors in that position: (i) to 
communicate this widely and (ii) to ready systems and individuals to optimally respond.  

 
In recognition, that in ‘normal’ situations, survivors face a range of challenges in accessing the system e.g. fear of being believed, secondary 
victimization, fear of more violence from the perpetrator, inabilities to access the system, unresponsive, overwhelmed, language-blind and 
insensitive systems, it is envisaged that all of these factors could be even more exacerbated under the lock-down.  

 
The response to the impact of COVID- 19 must deliberately  ensure (i) that channels of communication are maintained; (ii) that GBV cases 
are responded to by the relevant parts of the system; (iii) that the Lockdown Regulations are structured in such a manner, that a woman can 
leave her home to report an abuse without the fear of a fine, intimidation and further violence; (iv) that accessibility to services is not further 
reduced and (v) that all services facilitate access to the necessary safety against COVID-19 and any further abuse. In this unprecedented time 
in our history, we have to find innovative ways to continue to support victims of GBV through setting up digital networks for survivors, 
sharing information, creating awareness, using technology optimally to build solidarity and support, ensuring that regulations are GBV 
survivor friendly and take their critical, emergency needs into account  and articulating pathways that can optimally assist survivors to access 
safe services.  
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All survivors, young and old, including children; those with disability; across sexual orientation and gender identities, across geographical 
location, across race, ethnicity, across socio-economic status, across HIV status  and other forms of social differentiation, have a right to 
services.   The emergency pathways listed below,  need to be adapted particularly to meet the needs of  women with disability (pending the 
disability), of women living with HIV , of LGBTQIA+ persons, of elderly women and any others who have particular vulnerabilities and needs 
and who  have faced different forms of discrimination. Furthermore, the needs of women who have to leave abusive situations and have 
children need to be catered for. 

 
2. Principles 
 
The following principles are central: 

● Victim -centered: the safety and realities of the survivor determine the best pathway, in any given situation 
● Survivor-focused: wherever possible the survivor herself makes decisions for herself and her children 
● Rights-based: access to services are a constitutional right 
● Feminist: ultimately the way/s in which the pathway works should be empowering, caring and contribute towards her healing 
● Flexible and responsive: different contexts require different responses, and there should always be a degree of customization to 

specific needs 
● Decentralization: ensure accessibility at local levels, and networks of support and response within communities   
● Collective ownership and state accountability: building collective community responses to protect vulnerable groups and promote a 

culture of caring for others  and human rights. Holding state accountable for meeting the  constitutional right of all in South Africa 
to safety. 

● Equality: of access to services despite intersectional forms of oppression that survivors may face  
● Inclusivity: cater for the needs of all survivors in a spirit of non-judgment and care  
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3. Pathways for Different forms of GBV  
 
Pathway  is used to mean the road a victim will travel from the time of an incident, towards finding help, support and safety in the short term 
and ultimately towards surviving and  healing in the medium to long term from GBV. The linkage between the short term and medium-term 
is important as it provides an  important element to facilitate  safety and protection for the survivor against any further violence.  Different 
forms of gender-based violence require different forms of response. For the purpose of this process we will specifically be focused on 
domestic violence, rape, femicide, abuse of children and human trafficking.  The current regulations guiding the National 21-day Lockdown 
restrict movement and services that are essential for responding effectively to victims/survivors of gender -based violence. Detailed 
regulations can be accessed here.  
 
In the context of the Lockdown, as far as possible, it is important for victims of abuse to think through a safety plan, so as to more readily be 
able to leave quickly. The diagram below identifies important areas for victims of abuse to think through in relation to a safety plan.1 
 

 
1 A Domestic Violence Safety Plan for Women and their Children at risk in time of COVID-19  Draft, NSM, 2020l 
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A.1. Domestic violence at home  (Using telephone) 
 
 
 

  



    
 
  GBVF Interim Steering Committee 
  6 April 2020 
 
 

Together we can create a safe and supportive environment for all victims of gender-based violence in this 
challenging period of COVID-19 – let us all play our part.  

 

6 

 
 

A.2. Domestic violence at home   (Walking to Safety)  
 

 
GBV Command Centre Toll Free : 0800 428 428  
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B.  Rape at home/In community 
 

 
Rape Crisis 24- hour help line: 021447 9762 / SAPS 10111  
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C. Femicide at home/ in community 
 

 

 
SAPS:  10111 
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D. Abuse of children at home/ in community  
 

 
 

 
CHILDLINE TOLL FREE: 0800 055 555  
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Note the following:  

● Child abuse includes neglect, sexual, physical and emotional abuse and exposure to domestic violence, children on the street are 
especially vulnerable  
 

● SAPS includes Family Violence, Child Protection and Sexual Offence (FCS) (as each has a 24 hour standby number - they would be 
preferred to respond over saps (For provincial contact details see  https://www.saps.gov.za/contacts/keydetail.php?id=121)  
 

● Medical examinations to be conducted in specialist centers such as the Teddy Bear Clinic or Thuthuzela Care Centers (sexual abuse 
only)  where possible and appropriate 
 

● Emergency removals in terms of section 152 of the Children’s Act: it would be in the best interest of the child for designated social 
workers to be present 
 

● Children’s court processes - where children are required to appear before the court a social worker must prepare the child in 
advance of the hearing 
 

● Children that are removed should be able to be placed with family where possible, DSD coordinators are to determine availability 
for placement in child and youth care centers 
 

● Forms 22s should be completed in all cases of confirmed abuse 
 

● COVID-19 testing, as per the Department of Social Development Disaster Management Regulations, will be performed at a public 
testing facility by one of the DOH community teams who are doing testing and tracing. It shall be free of charge.  
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E. Human Trafficking 
 

 
 

Human Trafficking Hot Line Number: 0800 222 777 



    
 
  GBVF Interim Steering Committee 
  6 April 2020 
 
 

Together we can create a safe and supportive environment for all victims of gender-based violence in this 
challenging period of COVID-19 – let us all play our part.  

 

12 

 
F. Shelters are a  critical resource within this period 
 
As victims of abuse leave dangerous home spaces, it is vital that there are safe spaces in place which can temporarily house them and their 
children. In the context of COVID-19, the following is proposed as critical safety guideline for shelters. 

 

 
In the context of COVID-19, and the high levels of GBV in this period, the management of new people coming to shelters is particularly 
important, and those running shelters have provided key advice on how this is being currently managed. 
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4. Potential Barriers to above pathways and suggested mitigation  
 

Barrier Potential Mitigation 
 In the case of A 1, the survivor may not have access to a phone/ 
abuser removes phone from her as part of the abuse  

If possible, ask somebody else in the house (if there is) to use their 
phone)   
Try and get out of the house to access help 

In case of A 1, survivor may not have air- time Some service providers are  providing free data during lock down – 
publicize this widely  

In case of A 1, she may not be able to use her phone due to injury Messaging of encouragement to  victims to shout/scream and for 
neighbours to report this to police as soon as possible 

She may experience state violence in leaving the house given the 
lock down 

Directive developed for soldiers and police officers on state violence,  
and  survivors’ right to services widely communicated, should be 
integrated into the next speech of President? 

She may not have access to transport to access medical and other 
services she may need  

Contact details of safe houses in the community who can assist her 
with transport, her children and other key immediate needs.  
Command Centre and local NGOS , an additional source of support    

 
There may be a range of challenges that we face as we move into unchartered territory, but we remain committed to continually monitoring 
access to services, and wherever possible, coming up with solutions that ensure the safety of ALL women and children.  
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Let’s remove barriers to support and services 
 

• Certain groups of survivors such as women with disability, LGBTQIA+ persons, sex workers, migrant women and 
others have  repeatedly faced challenges accessing  GBV services, outside of a lockdown. 

• Prejudice and discrimination against survivors on the basis of any of these and other factors are a violation of their 
rights, and all survivors should be treated with the human dignity and compassion they deserve. 

• Stigmatization and alienation fueled by negative attitudes needs to be firmly addressed.  
• Obstructing any survivor from accessing support and services, is in itself another form of violence against them. 
• Attitudes of blaming victims for GBV is inhumane and harmful, and often certain groups are particularly vulnerable 

to this, such as sex workers. 
• Often members of the LGBTQIA+ community are not sure where to access help, and fear that those they ask for 

help from, will judge them and will not cater for their specific needs. 
• Services need to as far as possible to find the right ways to cater for survivors who are in wheelchairs, those who 

are blind, those who are deaf and with other disabilities. 
• In instances, where a facility/ person is unable to support a survivor, it is imperative that this person is referred or 

taken to a place/ person where they are able to access the necessary support. 
• All service providers and persons involved in supporting survivors have to take personal responsibility for treating 

each survivor with compassion and care and see themselves as part of an important process of restoring their 
human dignity and contributing towards their healing. 

• Developing a code of non-discrimination, equality and respect for ALL survivors reaching out for help is fundamental 
to an effective and caring response to all survivors. 
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5. Note, for the optimal delivery on the above, the following is urgently required  

 
● Necessary Directive in place for police and army personnel 

 
● Guidelines for First Person Responders to GBV in the context of COVID – 19 have to be developed. 

 
● Firm commitment to keeping  ALL women and children safe, and actions against those who violate their right to protection, safety and 

critical services  
 

● Steps taken against blatant state violence against citizens and women 
 

● Permits for NGOS to be fast tracked by DSD and DWYPD 
 

● Community structures, including faith community  and Community Policing For a to assist with creating safe spaces 
 

● Monitoring of cases, processes and obstacles in an ongoing way  so as to continually adjust and develop appropriate solutions.  
 
  



    
 
  GBVF Interim Steering Committee 
  6 April 2020 
 
 

Together we can create a safe and supportive environment for all victims of gender-based violence in this 
challenging period of COVID-19 – let us all play our part.  

 

17 

6. Additional Information   
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6.1.  Attachment A: A comprehensive list of phone numbers for where  specific GBV help can be sourced is attached.   Above is  a list of 

key emergency numbers, and key numbers are also provided under each section.  
 

6.2.  A list of referrals to useful databases and documents is also attached: 
 
(1)  Attachment B : Protocols from CSOs providing sheltering services 

a. Masimanyane Women’s Rights International 
b. Referral Pathway- Mpumalanga Shelter Movement 
c. Referral Pathway – Free State Shelter Movement  
d. Referral Pathway – Gauteng Shelter Movement  
e. Referral Pathway - Western Cape Women’s Shelter Movement  

(2) DSD Protocol 
(3) Command Centre Protocol 
(4) Pathway Resources on working with children  

Western Cape Child protection National Disaster Circular.pdf 
Uniform Referral Pathway - Protocol.pdf 
Removal of child into TSC 152 (1).pdf 

 
All of the above was put together with the detailed input and sharing of a range of civil society organizations and movements, and the 
resources above, where available, are attached.  
 
In conclusion, the above is meant to be a blueprint and guide. The nature of GBV cases at the same time requires customized and 
compassionate responses that are local, appropriate to context and individual situations,  and decentralized.  
 


