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Saša Gavrić explains the role of the OSCE and ODIHR in combating gender-based violence while emphasizing the importance of including men in 
tackling this issue. Mr. Gavric also lays out how the OSCE Mission to Skopje - North Macedonia - promotes gender equality.

Based on your experience at the Organisation for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and 
its Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR), what is the role of the OSCE and 
ODIHR in combatting gender-based violence? With 
which stakeholders do these organisations work to 
achieve their goals?

Living free of violence is an integral part of the OSCE 
comprehensive security approach. The OSCE, with 
its three Ministerial Council decisions, on violence 
against women and domestic violence, and the overall 
OSCE-wide 2004 Action Plan for the Promotion of 
Gender Equality, has a clear mandate to work on 
gender equality and to support programmes aimed at 
combatting all forms of violence against women. This 
mandate applies to the OSCE missions and to ODIHR, 
as an autonomous institution within the OSCE family. 
For ODIHR and other OSCE executive structures, our 
main target groups are the parliaments, ministries, 
government agencies, independent institutions and 
civil society organisations. ODIHR and other OSCE 
structures, like the OSCE missions in the field, provide 
very diverse support, such as technical assistance in 
developing legislation and by-laws, capacity building 
of judges and law enforcement, and conducting 
awareness raising campaigns up to direct support to 
shelters. For example, during the lockdowns around 
the COVID-19 pandemic in spring 2020. At ODIHR, we 
have just started developing a Violence against Women 
in Politics Toolkit, a hands-on resource in order to 
support countries within the OSCE region in addressing 
this specific form of violence against women.

According to the OSCE report Well-being and 
safety of women, most women are not aware of 
local specialized organisations offering support if 
they experience violence. In your mind, what is a 
necessary step for the OSCE and the ODIHR to solve 
this problem?  

Support services to female victims and survivors of all 
forms of gender-based violence and domestic violence 
is key, especially in cases when their physical integrity 
or life is in danger. Governments have the responsibility 
to further expand existing support networks. Many of 
these initiatives in OSCE countries are led by women’s 
organisations. The OSCE field operations are advocating 
for adequate public funding for NGO services, but are 
also working directly with those NGOs by supporting 
them with outreach and awareness raising activities. 
The 16 Days of Activism against Gender-based Violence 
in November and December last year have resulted 

with a wide range of common activities.

Drawing from your experience as Senior Democratic 
Officer at the OSCE Mission in Skopje, North 
Macedonia, how does the mission work to promote 
gender equality?

I will try to answer this question with three examples 
from the time I have serving in Skopje. First, in 2019, 
the Mission supported the government in drafting a new 
law on violence against women and domestic violence, 
aiming at broadening the national legal framework 
from domestic violence to protection from all forms of 
gender-based violence, in line with international human 
rights standards in this area. Secondly, in the same 
year, the Mission and ODIHR worked with the Assembly 
of North Macedonia, conducting pioneer activities 
with the goal of institutionalizing gender-sensitive 
work practices in the Assembly, which resulted 
in the adoption of the first parliamentary Gender 
Action Plan. If we want to promote gender responsive 
governance, we have to start with the transformation 
of the central institution in the political system, and 
this is the parliament. Thirdly, the Mission has been 
working for years with the local police, introducing a 
best-practice, two-year, Women-to-Women Mentoring 
Programme, aiming at the empowerment of women in 
a sector where men make around 90% of employees.

What was the biggest achievement of the Mission in 
overcoming gender-based violence?

The OSCE and its executive structures have made a 
true achievement only if national stakeholders take 
ownership over a process. And concretely this has 
happened in Skopje. The government approved an 
ambitious reform agenda in 2018, aiming, among 
others, at advancing the national legal framework, 
expanding services to diverse groups of women 
and tackling gender biases among law enforcement 
and judiciary when handling cases of gender-based 
violence. The role of the OSCE and other international 
partners, like UN Women, has always been to support 
but never to lead such processes.

Can the inclusion of men be useful in tackling 
gender-based violence? What could be some of the 
risks and key-barriers?

Gender equality is an issue which tackles the well-
being of all women and men, girls and boys, within all 
their diversities. Gender inequality is the root cause of 
gender-based violence. Men encompass the majority 

of preparators of gender-based violence but are also 
direct or indirect victims of different forms of gender-
based violence. Therefore, the issue of gender-based 
violence cannot be addressed in a systematic way, 
without engaging men and boys. To provide an example, 
in the Western Balkans we have seen different forms, 
from engaging men in awareness raising campaigns 
around gender-based violence, up to working with 
young men and boys in addressing gender-based 
violence in schools and implementing correction 
programmes with domestic violence preparators. Even 
though, working with boys and men may not be easy, 
because of patriarchal and stereotypical attitudes 
among them, this cannot be an excuse for failing to 
implement programmes which aim at transformative 
approaches and addressing toxic masculinities. We at 
ODIHR, just last December, organised an inspirational 
online event on engaging men against gender-based 
violence, with internationally renowned educator and 
theorist Jackson Katz.
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