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AS THE BILL AMENDING THE LAW ON THE EXECUTION OF SENTENCES COMES INTO FORCE, GOVERNMENT MUST TAKE URGENT ACTION AND UPHOLD ITS RESPONSIBILITIES IN COMBATING VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN! 
The spiral of violence women, children, and LGBTI+ individuals already find themselves in due to stay-at-home coronavirus measures risks being further exacerbated with the release of child sexual offenders and perpetrators of violence against women following the latest amendments to the Law on the Execution of Sentences and Security Measures. The State must first and foremost uphold its responsibilities in preventing violence against women and children, and inform women as well as the entire public on precautions it has taken!   
The “Law no. 5275 amending the Law on the Execution of Sentences and Security Measures and Other Laws” publicly known as the penal execution bill was published in the Official Gazette on the 15th of April 2020 and entered into effect the same day. It is clear that this amendment securing the release of only a certain portion of convicts while leaving tens of thousands of political prisoners, journalists, students, lawyers, local administrators and politicians outside the scope of sentence reductions, and establishing a permanently unequal penal regime is far from protecting public health against the threat of coronavirus. Releases just for the sake of reducing overcrowding in prisons without taking precautionary measures in favour of women, children and disadvantaged groups are putting the lives of women and children at risk. 
The draft bill prepared without consulting with women’s organizations featured in the press in mid-March, facing a strong pushback from women’s and LGBTI+ organizations on grounds that it entailed a permanent reduction to sex offenders’ sentences.[footnoteRef:1] This resulted in changes to the draft, which was then sent to the Justice Commission with sex crimes removed from its purview. The day the draft was brought to the Justice Commission, the government announced that “sex crimes and violence against women had been kept outside the scope of this reduction to sentences.”[footnoteRef:2] It has, however, become evident over time that this oft-repeated government line is in fact a distortion of the truth.   [1:   https://www.evrensel.net/haber/400360/kadin-orgutleri-istismarin-ve-siddetin-onunu-acacak-bir-tasariyi-kabul-etmiyoruz ]  [2:   https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/galeri-ceza-infaz-indiriminde-son-durum-ne-41482340] 

In addition to permanent regulations reducing the sentences to be executed in certain crimes, the bill also contains temporary articles allowing inmates –once again excluding political prisoners– in closed penitentiaries to be transferred to open prisons and be released from these open prisons under the pretext of a “temporary leave” due to the coronavirus pandemic. Moreover, much as a permanent reduction in the sentences of sex offenders has been avoided through the effort of women’s organizations, it is impossible to say the same for violence against women – despite government claims to the contrary. First of all, there is no crime such as “violence against women” in the Turkish Penal Code. If what is intended by this term is physical violence and deliberate injury, the crime of deliberate injury as well as others women are often subjected to such as threats, calumny, and blackmailing are all within the scope of the permanent reduction brought by this bill. It is therefore utterly false that this reduction in the execution of sentences does not apply to crimes involving violence against women. 
The temporary regulations presented as measures against the coronavirus pandemic, which risk resulting in an outright amnesty, are much more unsettling. According to the amendments enacted, all convicts currently in open prison facilities with the exception of political prisoners shall be on leave until May 31st, 2020 – a leave which may be extended until November 31st, 2020 in case of need. In other words, everyone in open prisons including those convicted of sex crimes, physical violence against women, femicide or attempted murder are to be released. With a clause appended to the draft bill at the Commission stage in order to increase the number of convicts to be released, the required time period in closed facilities to be eligible to transfer to open prisons has been shortened dramatically. According to this, a convict that has spent a mere couple of months in a closed prison facility may – also taking advantage of permanent sentence reductions – simply walk out. Although these releases have been formulated as a “leave”, they run the risk of turning into permanent discharges as there is no penalty for failing to return from leave and the “leave” itself can be extended for a period as long as 7 months. 
The release of thousands of men convicted of sexual assault, child sexual abuse, and violence against women from prison on supposed coronavirus “leave” without any preventive or protective measures for women and children subjected to violence or groups facing discrimination due to their gender identity or sexual orientation amounts to leaving women and children prey to perpetrators, putting at risk the lives of all disadvantaged groups particularly women and children.  
Research shows that most violence against women occurs inside the home. These days, as the pandemic forces everyone to stay at home, being stuck inside 24/7 with perpetrators of violence increases the risk of violence for women, children and all disadvantaged groups. On top of this, the Council of Judges and Prosecutors (HSK) has instructed in a circular it issued on March 30th, 2020 that “restraining orders to be issued under Law No. 6284 should not put the health of the perpetrator at risk of coronavirus.” These instructions run the risk of impeding barring orders from being issued to perpetrators of violence or women from being placed into shelters. 
Under these current circumstances where mechanisms available to women have been limited, making it harder for them to escape domestic violence, and thousands of perpetrators of violence and abuse are set to be released, we are gravely concerned by the lack of an urgent action plan on the part of the state detailing steps to be taken for the protection of women and children. As all of these risks are painfully apparent, stripping women of their ability to obtain restraining orders at a time when thousands of perpetrators shall be released without a systematic protection plan is nothing short of jeopardizing women’s lives.   
In light of all of these developments, we, the undersigned organizations, once again remind the state of its obligation to prevent violence against women and children, and call the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Services and all public authorities responsible to prepare an urgent action plan on violence against women as detailed below and swiftly take the precautionary measures listed in view of the particular circumstances created by the current outbreak:
1- The obligation imposed by article 56 of the Istanbul Convention to ensure that women and other individuals subjected to gender-based violence are informed on perpetrators of violence and sexual abuse to be released pursuant to the recent bill on the execution of sentences must be carried out by all means including police and gendarmerie officers, watchmen, neighbourhood representatives, etc., and women reporting a threat to their safety must immediately be provided access to any support they need.    
2- Perpetrators of violence against women and sexual abuse that are to be released under the recent bill must be monitored effectively, and a strict supervision of perpetrators must be enacted in order to prevent this coronavirus-related “leave” from becoming a permanent “release”.  
3- According to the Istanbul Convention, which Turkey is party to, the State has a positive obligation to combat violence against women even under any kind of extraordinary circumstances. Law no 6284 must be implemented swiftly and effectively, prioritizing women and children, without allowing for any negligence or arbitrariness during this pandemic. Protection orders must be issued keeping in mind the special circumstances created by the outbreak and in accordance with the obligation to protect women and children. Failure to comply with protection orders must be penalized.
4- An Urgent Action Plan must be announced without further delay in order to prevent any risk of violence against women and children, as well as all disadvantaged groups, and enable them to escape violence during the pandemic. The public must be notified of this through public service announcements providing easy access to information. 
5- The number and capacities of facilities and spaces that may be used as shelters to meet the growing need for protection and shelter during the pandemic must be rapidly increased, and strict health measures must be enforced in these shelters.
6- Taking into account the difficulties and anxiety women experience in reaching hospitals and police stations under pandemic circumstances, it is once again confirmed that sexual violence crisis centers the State is obligated to set up under article 25 of the Istanbul Convention are of critical importance. The necessary steps to establish sexual violence crisis centers must therefore be taken immediately.
7- ALO 183 or another helpline for violence against women to be launched immediately must function as a multilingual, 24/7 Emergency Hotline concentrating on gender-based violence only, and women must be provided the social, psychological and legal support they need. 
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