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Southern Africa GBV Prevention Forum
Building Bridges: Strengthening Collaborative Efforts for GBV Prevention and Response in Southern Africa
19-21 August 2025
Midrand
Background
The third Southern Africa GBV Prevention Forum, scheduled for August, takes place at a time when the fight against gender-based violence (GBV) in Southern Africa is deeply affected by the decline in funding for GBV-related programs. As global and regional priorities shift, funding for GBV prevention, response, and advocacy is either stagnating or shrinking. This poses several critical challenges to advancing actions against GBV. The context of dwindling resourcing, however, is also an opportunity for reflection and strategizing for accelerated advocacy on key issues that have continued to be highlighted since the first gathering held in 2023. 
Building on the discussions from the 2024 meeting on preventing GBV in Southern Africa, the root causes of GBV—patriarchy, systemic gender inequality, and other social inequities—require integrated, cross-sectoral strategies. The meeting highlighted how cultural, legal, and economic factors contribute to the persistence of GBV despite legal frameworks and international commitments to gender equality. Key learnings from the previous meetings revealed that prevention must be prioritised, collaboration must be strengthened, and including marginalised voices is essential to ensuring no one is left behind in the fight against GBV.
Though many Southern African countries have enacted legal frameworks to combat GBV, enforcing these laws remains inconsistent. Existing legal frameworks need to be examined to ensure they are effectively implemented. Too often, gender biases within law enforcement and judicial systems prevent survivors from accessing justice. A deeper understanding of these challenges is necessary to develop targeted reforms. This could include providing sensitivity training to law enforcement and judicial officers and ensuring women are better represented in these institutions. Many survivors of GBV face significant barriers when seeking justice, including discriminatory attitudes, lack of legal support, and re-traumatization during the judicial process. By improving training for legal professionals and reforming judicial processes to be more survivor-centred, the forum aims to improve understanding access to justice. Reforms should include measures to hold perpetrators accountable while offering comprehensive legal protection for survivors. The use of civil litigation and strategic legal action was mentioned during the second symposium to secure survivors' justice. The forum will explore successful regional legal approaches, such as class-action lawsuits, public interest litigation, and human rights advocacy, to challenge systemic GBV.
The forum will advocate for policies that ensure girls remain in school through secondary education and that young women have access to quality higher education or vocational training. Educating girls builds empowered women helps reduce the risk of domestic violence, and increases their economic independence, directly increasing their capacity to break cycles of violence.
GBV also remains a persistent and under-reported challenge in tertiary institutions across Southern Africa. Research and reports highlight that young women in universities and colleges are especially vulnerable to sexual harassment, coercion, assault, and other forms of GBV, often perpetrated by peers, faculty, or staff. Cultural norms, institutional inaction, victim-blaming, and lack of safe reporting mechanisms exacerbate the problem, resulting in cycles of trauma, academic disruption, and inequality. The GBV Prevention Forum will dedicate a session led by young women from tertiary institutions to deepen the conversations and identify concrete advocacy actions against GBV in institutions of learning. The forum will leverage on on-going research and sharing of experiences by members of the Regional Network of Young Women in Tertiary Institutions established by the Southern Africa Trust in 2024. 
 Employers and businesses should play a role in supporting women’s economic empowerment; this can include initiatives like gender-responsive corporate policies, equal pay for equal work, and company-supported programs to aid victims of GBV in the workplace, In Zambia it was mentioned that other forms of support beyond financial support is important, such as menstrual leave. In addition, the forum will explore ways to engage businesses in these efforts, including public-private partnerships.
Schools are critical environments for teaching respect, equality, and non-violence. Curriculum reforms that address toxic masculinity, healthy relationships, and consent education are vital for long-term change, especially given the rise in sexual assaults in schools. The forum will discuss how education ministries and local authorities can integrate GBV awareness into school curricula using age-appropriate materials and peer-led programs. 
Given the cross-border nature of many challenges in Southern Africa, particularly related to migration and trafficking, regional cooperation is key. GBV issues often transcend national borders, especially with human trafficking, child marriages, and domestic violence affecting migrant communities. Collaborative frameworks between Southern African countries can help create unified strategies, such as shared legal frameworks, cross-border law enforcement training, and regional victim support networks. Many local CSOs take responsibility for GBV prevention but lack the resources and training to maximize their impact. The forum will focus on how to scale up interventions, enhance their advocacy, and secure sustainable funding for long-term projects.
International donors, governments, and institutions like the UN have supported GBV prevention in Southern Africa. Strengthening these partnerships and coordinating funding opportunities will help ensure that regional efforts are well-resourced and impactful. The forum will explore how to expand these partnerships, including with international feminist movements and global human rights organizations.
The 2024 gathering underscored the importance of involving men in GBV prevention. Many men are not aware of how they perpetuate violence or feel excluded from the discussion. The forum will focus on dismantling harmful notions of masculinity and promoting respect for women’s rights by fostering spaces for men to discuss their roles. 
The rapid increase in internet and mobile phone usage has led to a corresponding rise in technology-facilitated gender-based violence (TF-GBV).  Online GBV is constantly evolving, and emerging threats from technologies like stalker ware and extremist misogynistic discourse aid the violence.[footnoteRef:1]   Intricate power dynamics underpin TF-GBV, including economic models of social media platforms, limited government intervention and technological architecture that enable hate speech.  Technology plays a significant role in facilitating violence, and the forum will focus on how this can be addressed.  [1:  B. Faith, 2022, Tackling online gender-based violence; understanding gender, development, and the power relations of digital spaces. ] 

Objectives
The forum seeks to deepen the discourse on multi-faceted and integrated approaches to address GBV, drawing from the themes of prevention, legal reform, community engagement, and the role of men in the solution. The objectives of the forum include:
· Exploring cross-sectoral strategies for GBV prevention.
· Promoting collaboration between governments, civil society, and international partners.
· Advancing the inclusion of men and boys in GBV prevention programs.
· Strengthening the implementation of existing legal frameworks in Southern Africa.
· Promote community-led, bottom-up GBV prevention strategies that build on local knowledge and context. 
Format
The Forum will follow an innovative, inclusionary format that emphasizes active participation, creative engagement, and practical skills development. This format ensures that all voices—especially those of survivors, marginalized communities, and youth—are heard and that tangible actions emerge from the event.
Hybrid Structure for Broader Participation
To maximize accessibility and reach, the forum will be a hybrid event, combining in-person and virtual participation. This allows participants from different regions and socioeconomic backgrounds to join without geographical or financial barriers. 
Interactive Dialogue Circles
Moving away from traditional panels with only expert speakers the forum will incorporate dialogue Circles where participants—experts, human rights defenders, survivors, and community members—sit in small, inclusive groups to discuss specific topics. 
Thematic Breakout Rooms and Hands-On Workshop
After plenary sessions, participants can choose from several breakout rooms, each focused on a specific theme (e.g., legal reform, economic empowerment, men’s engagement, media and art, youth participation).
Interactive Workshops: These should include hands-on, participatory workshops where participants can learn practical skills. For instance, legal experts can guide participants in a session on filing GBV cases or navigating the justice system. Economic empowerment specialists can run a financial literacy session for survivors or human rights defenders working to support them. Create safe breakout rooms where survivors and youth can share experiences and ideas away from the general audience, ensuring they feel comfortable and supported in expressing themselves.
Digital Innovations and Hackathon on GBV Solutions
Tech and Innovation Expo: A space where organizations and innovators can showcase existing tech solutions such as AI-powered reporting platforms, SMS-based helplines for rural areas, and blockchain-based tools for securing victim testimonies. The session will include practical skills on protection regarding TF-GBV.  The ideas generated will be used to inform “GBV Prevention Innovation Challenge” for the participants to take forward. 
Creative Interludes and Wellness Breaks
Integrating wellness and creativity into the event will ensure participants are engaged, inspired, and not overwhelmed by the heavy content. Short breaks led by wellness practitioners will help participants decompress. These could include meditation, stretching, or breathing exercises designed to process the emotional weight of GBV discussions. Poetry, music, and artists will be interspersed throughout the event to inspire participants and offer moments of reflection.
Outcome-Oriented Approach
The forum will culminate in a co-developed Action Plan with commitments from governments, NGOs, international organizations, and community groups. Each participant will have a clear role in taking these commitments forward. 
Expected Outcomes
· A set of policy recommendations. 
· Practical recommendations/ collaborative framework to improve the coordination of GBV prevention initiatives. 
· An action roadmap to facilitate follow up on the agreed action plan from the symposium 
· A comprehensive report outlining strategies to scale up successful GBV interventions.
Participants
Participants will include government officials, representatives from the United Nations and international agencies, NGOs, legal professionals, community leaders, and gender rights and human rights defenders across Southern Africa.
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