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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE DEVASTATES LIVES OF WOMEN AND CHILDREN, HINDERS ALBANIA'S DEVELOPMENT
Study documents hidden violence, isolation of victims
Tirana, 17 September 2003 - The hidden crime of domestic violence has devastating impacts on women and children and on Albania's development, according to the findings of a new study Domestic Violence in Albania: An Exploratory Study. 
The study, released today, details the findings of in-depth interviews with 55 women who sought help from domestic violence telephone help lines and the shelter for abused women in Tirana. It presents the horrifying stories of women who went into marriage with high hopes and good intentions - and found themselves trapped in relationships with men who beat, kicked, raped and threatened them with guns and knives. 
The study, funded by the Governments of the Netherlands and Canada, shows that while many marriages start out happily, they turn violent when, according to the husband's perceptions, the wife has failed in some way to fulfill his expectations. "Most Albanian men do not value women," says one of the women interviewed. "They see them as slaves who have to take care of the children, of the house, do all the work, and that's it." 
"There was always violence. When I told him that he was not the right man for me, he took out his gun and put it right to my head. He told me that if I divorced him he would kill me. It was because of this pressure that I couldn't separate from him. I was also unprotected, because my parents were divorced." - a 22-year-old divorced mother of one child. (pg 31)
Domestic abuse hurts children as much as women. One third of the interviewed women reported that their husbands also physically abused the children. Studies show that children who are abused or who witness abuse are at high risk for cognitive, emotional and developmental problems. Some take on adult roles of trying to protect their mothers; some may themselves engage in aggressive behaviour -- the seed of violence has been planted in the next generation. 
"One day when my husband was beating me, my older son took the knife and wanted to kill his father, but I managed to stop him in time. Quite often, my son used to tell me, 'I'd rather die.'" -36-year-old divorced mother of three. (pg 45)
"The women who participated in this study represent just the tip of the iceberg - and they are the women who had the resources to get help," said UNICEF Albania Representative Roberto Laurenti. "This gives us an idea of the suffering among the silent majority of victims who are too afraid to seek assistance."
Although reliable statistics are not yet available, anecdotal evidence indicates that domestic abuse has increased during the 12 years of transition. As jobs have evaporated, men have become frustrated at their declining ability to be the family breadwinner. Societal upheaval has diminished men's traditional role as breadwinner and undermined traditional gender roles without creating positive new ones. Among the women in the study, 83% see violence as a social problem that springs from a society caught between tradition and modernity.
Despite the enormous economic, societal and family obstacles, 35% of the women in the study managed to leave their violent partners. But aside from the services provided by dedicated but under-funded women's NGOs, domestic violence victims have to rely largely on their own resources. The country's only domestic abuse shelter, located in Tirana, has space for just eight women and their children. 
"I'm a new person now; I'm a mother who enjoys living with her two children. This is a new start for me. Ever since I escaped his violence, I'm totally prepared to face all the challenges of life." - 40-year-old divorced mother of two. (pg 54)
The study released today is part of an extensive three-year UNICEF project to stop domestic violence in Albania and increase respect for women and their key role in the country's development. In addition to awareness raising, the project includes training of police, lawyers, judges, journalists, teachers and health care providers; creation of support groups; counselling groups for Alcoholics Anonymous; pre-marital courses; and job creation schemes.
Also launched today were five textbooks adapted into Albanian with UNICEF support for university courses in gender relations and social work. The books are Gender, Stereotypes and Roles; Intentional Interviewing and Counselling; Social Work Practicum; What Social Workers Do; and Qualitative Research for Social Workers.
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