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INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Cyprus’ report has been produced in the framework of the EU funded project JudEx+: 

Towards a Child-friendly Justice in Cases of Sexual Violence against Children1 and it is one of 5 

country reports to be delivered by the project’s partner organisations in Bulgaria, Italy, Slovenia, 

and Sweden.  

 The report presents an analysis of the perceived needs of professionals involved in cases 

of sexual violence against children in relation to the judicial proceedings in Cyprus. The aim is to 

assess existing training needs of these professionals prioritising the child’s reported perspectives 

of the judicial experience. The analysis of the data collected from focus groups with relevant 

professionals, and questionnaires on the child’s perspectives will inform and contribute to the 

development of a transnational and multidisciplinary training curriculum and methodology 

aimed at improving the skills of professionals directly working with children in cases of sexual 

violence. 

1. Judicial proceedings in cases of sexual violence against children 
1.1 Current legislation 
 Law No. 91(I)/2014 on Preventing and Combating the Sexual Abuse and Sexual 
Exploitation of Children and Child Pornography was passed in 2014 in the Republic of Cyprus. Its 
explicitly stated purpose is to take action towards preventing, punishing and fighting all types of 
sexual violence against children; supporting victims; establishing monitoring mechanisms 
targeting victims and offenders, all the aforementioned in a context of international cooperation 
that facilitates the achievement of its purposes.   This legal instrument aligns the Republic of 
Cyprus with the rules imposed by the Frame-Decision of the Council of 21.3.15, the Directive 
2011/93/EC and transcribes into the national legal framework the principles foreseen in the 
Council of Europe’s Convention on Protection of Children against sexual exploitation, the 
Lanzarote Convention, of 25.10.2007. 
 
1.2 Legal definitions related to child justice 
 Under Law No. 91(I)/2014, punishable crimes include sexual abuse (forcing a child to 
watch sexually explicit scenes, to participate in sexual activities under and over the age of 
consent, to participate in sexual activities with a third person); sexual exploitation (force, recruit, 
persuade a child to take part in pornography, and to financially benefit from such exploitation); 
solicitation of sexual acts by a child via communication technologies; development and use of 
child pornography websites. Further, the Law stipulates the impossibility to claim non-awareness 
of the child’s age and the child’s consent as a defence statement.  
 
1.3 Stages involving child’s participation  
 There is no juvenile court system in the country, either as victims or witnesses, ordinary 
courts with judges that adjudicate cases involving adults are responsible for children’s trials, law 
practitioners coming into contact with children in criminal proceedings have no particular 

                                                           
1 Funded by the Rights, equality & Citizenship Programme, JUST/2014/RCHI/AG/PROF/7036 
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training2. The investigation stage begins with the reporting of a case to the police or to the Social 
Welfare Services (SWS). Reporting can be done by the child, the legal guardian or a third person 
and anyone failing to report a crime or a crime suspicion is criminally responsible. There is no 
systematic data collection on third parties reporting/not reporting cases, though some cases are 
referred by third parties to the SWS (among teachers, for instances, there seems to be a tendency 
to refer cases to the SWS rather than reporting to the police3). 
 
 The SWS appoint trained social workers as family counsellors or probation officers to the 
child and family, providing protection to the child and removing the potential aggressor from the 
child’s circle. SWS officers support the child and family, and facilitate the investigation stage by 
gathering testimonies from victims and specialized paediatricians conducting the medical 
examination. When medical evidence is needed to assess the occurrence of sexual violence, the 
child is taken to a paediatric warden of a public hospital.   
 
 Overall, the Law adopts a holistic approach to the protection of child victims considering 
aspects such as interviews by trained police officers in adapted rooms at police stations; video 
recorded statements that are valid testimonies in litigation; appointing the Commissioner for the 
Rights of the Child as the legal representative of the child when there is a conflict of interest 
between the victim and the legal guardians; hearing procedures behind closed doors whenever 
child victims/witnesses are present; protection of the child’s privacy by preventing that 
information that can lead to identifying he child is made public; age-appropriate child support 
towards victim’s rehabilitation, as well as family support. 
 
 In 2017, Cyprus will inaugurate its first “Children’s House” based in the Icelandic model of 
child-friendly, interdisciplinary and multiagency response to child abuse and services for child 
victims. The child’s best interest prevails in this approach that brings under one roof actions 
related to case investigation (such as the joint investigative interview and the medical 
examinations), physical and psychological support to the child, and family counselling.  
 
2.  Stakeholders’ perspectives on the child’s experience 
2.1 Focus Groups: Contextualisation  
 The focus groups were coordinated by Dr Ioanna Katsounari, Clinical Psychologist and 
Lecturer at the Social Work Department of partner organisation Frederick University; in 
collaboration with Vassiliki Kourri, Clinical Psychologist at the International, Humanitarian and 
Independent Organization “Hope For Children” CRC Policy Centre.  
 
 The activity was held on April 4th, 2016 at the Classic Hotel, in Nicosia. The first group 
met from 09:30am until 11:00am and was attended by two representatives from the Career 
Counselling and Educational Services (CCES) department of the Ministry of Education and Culture; 
2 police officers from the Domestic Violence and Child Abuse Office of the Criminal Investigation 
                                                           
2 European Commission, Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers. 2014: Study on children’s involvement in judicial 

proceedings Contextual overview for the criminal justice phase: Cyprus 
3 Idem 
 

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/european-commission-cbaLoKABstP1sAAAEjGIkY4e5K/
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/directorate-general-for-justice-and-consumers-cbXz2ep2IxLbcAAAEq185g2UJ_/
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/study-on-children-s-involvement-in-judicial-proceedings-pbDS0313663/?CatalogCategoryID=WTQKABsteF0AAAEjKpEY4e5L
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/study-on-children-s-involvement-in-judicial-proceedings-pbDS0313663/?CatalogCategoryID=WTQKABsteF0AAAEjKpEY4e5L
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Office; 2 clinical psychologists from the Mental Health Services of the Ministry of Health; a first 
class Medical Officer (Medical and Public Health Services) and a Legal Adviser from “Hope For 
Children” CRC Policy Center. The second group was held from 11:30am to 01:00pm, and was 
attended by three representatives from the Ministry of Education and Culture of which two are 
working in Special Education and the third is a member of the Committee that created the 
National Strategy and the Action Plan to combat sexual abuse and exploitation of children and 
child pornography. In the group, 2 clinical psychologists also participated, one from the University 
of Cyprus, the other from the Mental Health Services of the Ministry of Health, as well as the legal 
adviser of “Hope For Children” CRC Policy Center. Though invited to attend and contacted several 
times, there were no representatives from the Social Welfare Services, nor professionals working 
in the legal system (such as professionals from the Cyprus Bar Association, and District Court). 
 
 The guidelines, drafted by Frederick University in collaboration with all partners, were 
followed to conduct and facilitate the focus groups. Overall, the meetings were lively and 
productive without major obstacles and / or problems. It is import to point out, the absence of 
representatives from the Legal system, and from the Social Welfare Services. Additionally, there 
was an uneven distribution of professionals between the focus groups, as group 1 was attended 
by representatives of the Police but not the group 2. 
 
2.2 Good practices  
 
 All professionals were informed about the ratification of the Lanzarote Convention 
(Council of Europe Convention against sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children) by the 
Republic of Cyprus. Additionally, and the enactment and amendment of the Cyprus Law, Act of 
2014 on the Prevention and Combating of Sexual Abuse, Sexual Exploitation of Children and 
Child Pornography (91(Ι)/2014). In this context, participants were aware that all professionals 
working with children are obliged, by law, to file a complaint if there is reasonable suspicion of 
sexual abuse. 
 
 The Mental Health Services Protocol in assessing child sexual abuse victims, was referred 
to, according to which the assessment of the psychological and mental state of the child and the 
writing of the report is completed within approximately five sessions lasting, approximately, one 
month. After the completion of these procedures, child victims are referred to psychological 
support within the Mental Health Services or with cooperating entities. Participants were 
informed about the possibility of taking audio-visual   statements, if the child desires, by a police 
officer of the same sex. 
 
 The impending creation of the "Children’s House" a holistic, multidisciplinary, support 
centre for better coordination between services towards an effective protection of children 
victims of sexual abuse or exploitation, was of everyone’s knowledge and considered by all as a 
good practice. 
 
 

2.3 Problematic aspects 
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 The focus groups highlighted the significant difficulties encountered in the effort of 
professionals to follow the good practices implemented by our country and to effectively handle 
cases of child sexual abuse. Regarding the reporting stage, teachers reported that only when a 
trusting relationship develops between the student and the teacher, does the child open up to 
the teacher (and even in this circumstances, not all are willing to do it). Reporting of sexual 
violence incidents becomes even more difficult when it occurs in small communities in rural 
areas, particularly when the local police officers are known by the family of the victim.  
 
 Regarding the witness statement stage, participants suggested that the refusal of parents 
or guardians to consent is a significant obstacle in the process. In most cases parents/guardians 
think that making a complaint about the incident would worsen the child’s psychological state. 
 
 Participants also alerted to the lack of necessary support systems in Cyprus. According to 
them, in the process of filing a complaint and reporting the incident, the child is subjected to a 
great emotional burden, which requires providing support, empowerment and preparation of 
the child by a qualified professional of the Mental Health Services. This process, however, is very 
difficult for children and families that lives in remote areas. Travelling to the nearest Mental 
Health Services burdens the child's family with travel costs and can encourage and lead to the 
decision of terminating the proceedings. 
 
 Legal proceedings are time consuming, thus aggravating the mental health of both the 
child and the family. Furthermore, the reasoning behind referring a case to the District Court or 
the Criminal Court is not clear raising obstacles to the family and child’s understanding of the 
proceedings, their purposes, and the consequences to the offender. In the first instance, the 
case is referred to a police attorney who is not specialized in sexual abuse issues and the 
maximum penalty that the defendant can take is five years.  In the second instance, the case is 
handled by the general prosecutor and there is a possibility for longer sentences.  
 
 The process of cross-examination is considered very hard for a minor who suffered sexual 
abuse. Firstly, by going to the trial room, the child is forced to pass through the corridors with 
the cells in which they may detain the perpetrator. Although the court has already a separate 
area for the children, it is not specially designed, and the cross-examination conditions remain 
harmful. A very formal space with a plethora of lawyers and judges that bear the official attire 
of the court and use specific phraseology and terminology, does not leave room for the child to 
feel calm and safe. Smaller age children do not have the language competency to cope with the 
cross-examination process and, due to prosecutors’ workload, there is no preparation prior to 
the procedure. 
 
 Clinical psychologists from the Mental Health Services are called to the court repeatedly 
in order to testify regarding the psychological assessment of the victim. They alert to difficulties 
in investigating cases, particularly when there are divorce situations and parents can take 
advantage of the process to attack one another.  
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 During court proceedings, the Ministry of Education and Culture is excluded from the 
multidisciplinary team of the "House of the Child" and will be informed about the progress of 
the case after the trial process for the child's reintegration purposes in the school environment. 
In contrast, representatives of the Ministry of Health and the Mental Health Services consider 
that the hearing process brings out issues that need immediate attention in the school 
environment.  
 
 There was a consensus regarding the problem of having nonqualified staff in the services 
involved in sexual abuse cases. Understaffing and staff rotation without any warning was 
another problem pointed out, a difficulty both to the other services and to the child's family. 
The frequent change of the people responsible for handling the incident, is forcing the child to 
repeat the narration of the traumatic events and to recreate a relationship of trust and security 
with different people. It is crucial that sexual violence against children is handled with 
directness, alertness and efficiency, and that the huge gaps regarding the cooperation and 
communication of the services involved are resolved. 

 
2.4 Needs & Recommendations 
 
 The participants of the Focus Groups stated their opinions on the needs of the system and 
suggested possible solutions in order to facilitate and adapt judicial proceedings to the specific 
characteristics of the minor that is a victim of sexual abuse.    
  
 Regarding the stage of reporting and testifying, professionals have highlighted the need 
for creating a practical and applicable plan of action in cases of sexual abuse which will require 
the recruitment of a professional managing team per province.  
 
 In relation to specialised centres (“Children’s House”), the creation of a fund for the 
financial support of the family in terms of transportation of children was considered necessary. 
In these specialized centres, preparation and emotional support should be given to both the 
child and the family, before and after testifying. This is all the more urgent in cases where the 
perpetrator is a family member. In this context, the urgent need for the establishment of the 
"House of the Child" which will follow the Icelandic model of testifying and the creation of an 
initial interview protocol, were underlined. More specifically, in the specially designed testifying 
room, only the child and the interrogator should be present, while all other involved 
professionals will be behind a one side glass. The child will only experience the interview through 
the interrogator who will have a headset to communicate with the other professionals, 
informing about the necessary questions to be asked.   
 
 According to the Mental Health and Education participants, there is a need for 
institutionalising school cooperation with the child support team (professional staff of «Home 
of the Child»). Additionally, it was proposed that there is a need to assign contact persons within 
the educational system (e.g. Educational Psychologists) who will be kept informed of the 
progress of the incident and offer preventative observation and support to the child in the 
school environment if necessary. This will facilitate direct communication between 
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professionals, while ensuring the protection of personal data and children's rights and thus 
avoiding the stigmatization of the child in the school environment. 
 
 Regarding the cross-examination stage, the creation of a separate space specially 
designed for children, where lawyers and judges will bring casual attire and use phraseology 
adapted to the age and cognitive development of the child, was proposed. 
 
 Participants stressed the need to put protection points for false complaint incidents and 
suggested the reporting of the accusation for Public Harm, to the public. The people who make 
a complaint should be informed of the consequences should the complaint be considered 
fraudulent. Another suggestion mentioned, for combating a false complaint is the mandatory 
psychological assessment of the parents of the child victim in order to reduce the possibility of 
a motivation based on revenge.  
 
 Regarding the supervision of the perpetrator on release from prison the need for a change 
of legislation was mentioned, it was supported that the current legislation does not sufficiently 
analyse the tasks of the supervisor thereby, supervision is not done in any way. 
  
 The urgent need for mandatory training and specialization of the professionals involved 
in sexual abuse cases was stressed. It was suggested that specific staff from the Cyprus Police 
must be specialized in carrying out the first interviews and the special treatment of children 
during the stage of testifying. Whereas educational staff of the Ministry of Education and Culture 
should be trained in the handling of an incident of sexual abuse within the school environment. 
A team of Mental Health Services’ psychologists should be specialized in the evaluation and 
treatment of the abuser (therapeutic programs inside and outside prison) and in forensic 
psychology issues with the ultimate aim to effectively handle cases in courtrooms. 

 
3.  The Child’s perspective 
3.1 Literature Review 
 In 2013, a report on children’s involvement in judicial procedures was published with a 
contextual overview of the criminal justice phase in Cyprus. The report provided an overview of 
Member States’ approach to children in criminal proceedings and specialized services dealing 
with such children in Cyprus. In addition, it provided a comprehensive review of child friendly 
justice before, during, and after criminal judicial proceedings pointing to strengths and potential 
gaps in the proceedings (JUST/2011/CHIL/PR/0147/A4).  In 2015, the European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights (FRA) published a report on child friendly justice focusing on the perspectives 
and experiences of professionals on children’s participation in civil and criminal judicial 
proceedings in 10 EU member states, including Cyprus. The report examined the responses of 
570 judges, prosecutors, lawyers, court staff, psychologists, social workers, and police officers 
interviewed in 10 EU Member States. Findings indicated that practices of child participation in 
criminal and civil judicial proceedings vary considerably not just across, but also within Member 
States, pointing to a need for clear and consistent standards and guidelines and the systematic 
monitoring of their implementation. Furthermore, the report indicated that children are not 
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sufficiently supported when participating in criminal or civil proceedings, and that court settings 
can be intimidating for children as they are not always adjusted to their needs.   
  
 A second report will concentrate on the responses of the children who were interviewed 
for this purpose.  The project ‘BREAKING THE CIRCLE - European peer to peer actions to raise the 
awareness of children, youngsters and professionals on rights in children and juvenile justice’, was 
approved under the European program “JUSTICE” and is being currently implemented in Cyprus. 
The project’s main goal is to raise awareness to children and young adults about their rights in 
the civil, criminal and administrative legal proceedings through an approach that encourages 
their participation, to inform the relevant stakeholders who work in the Juvenile Justice and 
Education System sector regarding a child-friendly approach to justice and to improve the child-
friendly justice practices in all the EU member states. These initiatives provide a framework for 
the implementation of child-friendly justice practices in Cyprus.  
 
 JudEx+ is the first project being implemented in Cyprus towards a child-friendly justice in 
cases of sexual violence against children. This will be accomplished through the development and 
implementation of a Multidisciplinary Curriculum and Methodology to enhance the capacity of 
professionals working with children at different stages of the legal procedures. The training 
program will involve aspects of the child’s experience in the judicial system as well as the 
children’s rights, developmental needs, and social background.  
 
3.2 Interviews: Contextualisation 
 
 Data regarding children’s experience of the judicial proceedings was collected through 
semi-structured interview guides developed specifically for the project. The interview guide was 
developed based on international literature on this subject and included sections on 
demographic characteristics, general information about the sexual violence, and the different 
stages of the judicial proceedings (reporting to police, psychological and physical examination, 
trial of the case, cross-examination). The interview guide paid special attention to the victim’s 
reported experience during all stages of the judicial proceedings and consideration of individual 
needs.  
 
 Initially, the guidelines were to be used by qualified professionals in an interview context 
with children that have been through legal proceedings in cases of sexual violence. Due to ethical 
reasons, it was not possible to have access to any child either victim or witness in cases of sexual 
violence, and alternative was found in collaboration with the professionals of the Mental Health 
Services. Based on the interview guidelines, questionnaires were completed by clinical 
psychologists of the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services of the Cyprus Ministry of 
Health. These professionals undertake the assessment and/or the treatment of sexually abused 
children/adolescents referred to the services. The data were collected from the Outpatient Units 
of Nicosia, Limassol, and Larnaca/Famagusta Districts, as well as from the Psychotherapy Unit for 
the treatment of sexually abused minors and young adults of the Mental Health Services. 
Collecting data from professionals who had direct experience with sexually abused children was 
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considered the next best approach to illustrate the perspective of children who have been 
through the judicial proceedings. 
 
 In particular, 26 questionnaires were returned which provided data about the child’s 
experience of the various stages of the judicial proceedings.  Twenty-one cases involved female 
children and five cases male children. The age of the children during the abuse ranged from 5 to 
15 years old. Duration of the abuse ranged from one day up to 6 years. Reported sexual violence 
included all types of actions regarded as sexual violence. The perpetrator was in most cases a 
friend, relative of the family, neighbour, and partner of the mother. Fourteen children resided 
with their family during the abuse, 10 children with the mother, and 2 children with the father. 
Data was analysed using the qualitative method of thematic analysis. 
 
3.3 Good practices 
3.3.1 Reporting to Police 
 Professionals reported that children indicated that the gender of the police officer who 
interviewed the child had an influence on their comfort level to report the abuse. In particular, 
when the gender of the police officer was the opposite gender of the abuser, this had a positive 
impact on their ability to describe the abuse. In one case, the child’s young age (5 years old) was 
taken into consideration and a Psychologist from the Mental Health Services was called to 
prepare the child for the reporting well ahead of time.  In cases where the child was prepared by 
the social worker before the proceedings, the child reported positive feelings about this stage.  
 
3.3.2 Supportive services received after reporting 
 Supportive services which were evaluated as having a positive impact on the child were 
continuous psychological support received by Mental Health Services throughout the judicial 
proceedings, support by a family counsellor after the reporting, and support by a Social Worker 
throughout the proceedings. Psychosocial support was reported to be important both to the child 
and family members who were affected by the abuse.  
 
3.3.3 Trial of the case 
 One positive aspect of the child’s experience was the fact that the case was tried in a short 
period of time allowing the child and his/her family to regain a sense of dignity and justice after 
the abuse. Another reported positive aspect was the brief waiting period outside the courtroom. 
Professionals also identified as helpful to the child the support and preparation offered by a 
Psychologist and Social Worker in regards to the cross-examination process. It has to be noted 
that despite the difficulties that children encountered during this stage, most children reportedly 
would encourage other victims to report the abuse. Surviving this stage, provided the children 
with a sense of relief, empowerment, and lifted any feelings of guilt they may experience in 
relation to the abuse. 
 
3.4 Gaps in practice 
3.4.1 Reporting to Police 
 Professionals indicated that reporting in the police station is an exhausting and anxiety 
provoking process for children due to the long waiting time in the police station. In most cases, 
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there was no preparation of the child related to reporting the abuse by the Social Welfare officer. 
In addition, children had their first encounter with the Social Worker at the police station. In one 
case, the Social Worker present at the police station was the one that was on call that day. 
Professionals expressed that lack of effective communication between the Social Welfare and 
Police and disparity in information regarding the various stages of the process creates further 
confusion to the child during this phase. It was suggested that the police officer’s attitude 
towards the child in the police station impacted on the child’s ability to recall the abuse. 
Specifically, children who felt that their description of events was not taken seriously and 
sufficient attention was not provided to them, felt uneasy with the entire process. In addition, in 
cases when too many and repetitive questions were asked, the children interpreted this as 
threatening. Other psychological consequences reported due to the lack of adequate preparation 
prior to the reporting were increased sensitivity, withdrawal, mistrust, confusion, and fear. 
Another factor that had a negative impact on the children was the fact that they were required 
to repeat the events to different professionals throughout the process, e.g. social worker, police 
officer, and during the video recorded statement.  
 
 In cases where the reporting was made to a local police station, the child’s experience 
was reportedly more negative. Reported impact was related to the fact that the child felt that 
the police officers were on the side of the abuser, other police officers were intermittently 
present during the reporting, the police station was small and offered no privacy, and protection 
from witnesses that were called to support the abuser was not provided. The child was called to 
report the facts repeatedly under these conditions which led the child believe that her/his 
reporting is not taken seriously.  
 
 Children’s individual characteristics and needs are not taken into consideration in most 
cases, thus leading to an exacerbation of the emotional difficulties already present due to abuse, 
creating doubts about the child’s safety, and initiating feelings of uncertainty about the Services 
and support that could be received. In cases that the child had difficulty recalling the abuse due 
to the lack of preparation beforehand, the child reported feeling guilty. No information was 
provided to children regarding the follow-up of the case after reporting the abuse. This often 
leads to feelings of insecurity and additional anxiety related to the fact that they could encounter 
the abuser who could again harm them. 
 
 The reported psychological impact on the child due to the recall and reporting of the 
abuse to the police included reactions such as anxiety, insecurity, fear, feeling different and 
stigmatized, post-traumatic stress reactions (nightmares, terror, feeling constantly on alert, 
getting startled easily, difficulties with concentration, difficulties sleeping alone, feeling nervous 
and fearful), anger outbursts, crying spells, enuresis, selective alalia, and psychosomatic 
difficulties. In cases where the reporting was made to a local police station in a smaller 
community, the child experienced additional severe social difficulties such as isolation, 
stigmatization, and marginalization in school.  
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3.4.2. Supportive services received after reporting 
 Supportive services received after the abuse included psychological support from the 
Mental Health Services Department for the victim and the family, and support from the family 
counsellor (Social Welfare services) during the first period after the abuse. However, most 
professionals reported that support of the family and the child from the Social Welfare 
Department was discontinued or offered infrequently after a short period of time. On the 
contrary, psychological support was continued for a longer period of time and on a consistent 
basis.  
 
3.4.3. Stage of Physical examination  
 Most professionals reported that the stage of physical examination was traumatic to the 
child. Specifically, children reported feeling fear, shame, and terror during the physical 
examination. This impact was mostly attributed to the lack of adequate preparation of the child 
prior to the physical examination.  
 
3.4.4 Waiting for committal and trial 
 The waiting period for the trial ranged between 3 months to 2 years with an average 
waiting time of 13.5 months. The waiting time endured by most children prevented them from 
being able to move on with their lives. At a crucial stage of their emotional, social, and cognitive 
development, the disruption caused by the wait had significant consequences on their 
psychological and social well-being. The long waiting time was reported to exacerbate the child’s 
trauma and were expressed through a variety of psychological symptoms such as acute anxiety, 
nightmares, fear that the abuser could repeat the abuse and/or harm the child, uncertainty as to 
whether the abuser will be acquitted, sleep disorders, enuresis, anger, feeling of injustice, self-
isolation, panic attacks, difficulty trusting other people, lack of appetite, depressive symptoms, 
suicidal tendencies, and feelings of guilt. Several social consequences were also reported due to 
the long waiting period such as drop in school performance, concentration difficulties in school, 
bullying from other children, marginalization in school, neighbourhood and community, 
stigmatization by the family, and increased family dysfunction.  
 
3.4.5 Trial of the case 
 Professionals identified a number of difficulties in the court process including lack of 
preparation before the trial and lack of support in the court, facing the offender inside the 
courtroom, the presence of other personnel inside the court, difficulties with age-appropriate 
questioning, the attitudes, and behaviour of the judiciary, the verdict and sentencing.  As 
reported, in most cases there was no separate waiting room outside the courtroom. This 
experience created feelings of anxiety, panic, and fear to the children. The cross-examination was 
another negative experience for the children. The defence lawyer’s attitudes towards the 
complainant were described as pejorative, suggesting that tactics were used to deliberately make 
the child feel confused, doubtful, and guilty. Another aspect of the experience during this stage, 
which was reported as being negative was the fact that the case was tried in the District Court 
instead of the Criminal Court. The maximum penalty granted through the District Court is five 
years. Professionals reported that a verdict of 5 years creates feelings of injustice to the child and 
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its family and causes reasonable feelings of fear that the abuser will be out of jail in a short period 
of time.  
 
3.5 Needs & Recommendations 

 Children need to be fully informed about their rights as soon as they enter the judicial 
proceedings. This includes being informed about their legal rights, available support 
mechanisms, the possible duration of proceedings, the different stages of the 
proceedings, and the child’s specific involvement in each stage. 

 Children need to be adequately prepared before entering a different stage of the judicial 
process while taking into consideration their developmental needs, psychological, and 
emotional state. 

 Children need to be informed about the availability of services (health, psychological, 
social, and other) or organizations which can provide support and the means for accessing 
such services along with emergency financial support, where applicable. 

 The information and support should be provided to a child in a manner that is adapted to 
their age, maturity level, and individual needs. The language used must also be age-
appropriate and adapted to any special needs that the child may have. 

 Both the child and parents legal/guardian should directly receive the information. 
Children should not be deprived of the information relevant to them, even when parents 
are fully informed. Information related to the follow-up of the case should be provided 
throughout all stages of the judicial proceedings. 

 Children should be prepared adequately before reporting the abuse at the police station. 
This preparation should include psychological and social support adjusted to their 
individual needs. Waiting time in the police station should be minimal and the reporting 
should occur in an environment of respect, privacy, and safety for the child. As indicated, 
the gender of the police officer investigating the abuse should always be the opposite of 
that of the abuser. In cases where the reporting takes place at a local police station, 
additional precautionary measures for the protection of the child have to be taken and 
attention has to be paid to issues of confidentiality for the child and its family. Otherwise, 
efforts must be made to allow the reporting to take place at another police station. 

 Having to repeat the events to different professionals is stressful for children. Therefore, 
procedures have to be established in order for the child to be exposed to this stage only 
once. This may involve establishing a procedure where all professionals cooperate during 
the investigation of the abuse and interviewing the child becomes a single-stage process.  

 The waiting period between the reporting phase and the trial has to be minimal in order 
to reduce the impact of the psychosocial consequences of the abuse on the child and its 
family. During the waiting period, support to the child and its family has to be continuous 
and multidisciplinary. 

 Children should be provided psychosocial support on a consistent basis throughout all 
stages of the judicial proceedings. Professionals providing the support should receive 
specialized training pertaining to sexually abused children who are involved in judicial 
proceedings. Professionals should also receive interdisciplinary training on the rights and 
needs of children of different age groups, and on proceedings that are adapted to them. 
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Support was deemed essential during the reporting phase, physical examination, waiting 
period for the trial, and cross-examination stage. In particular, the cross-examination 
stage appears to be one of the most stressful stages of the entire process. 

 Professionals having direct contact with children should be trained in communicating with 
them at all levels of maturity and age, and taking into consideration specific vulnerability 
factors. 

 Close cooperation should be encouraged between different professionals in order to 
obtain a holistic understanding of the child, and specific legal, psychological, social, 
physical, and cognitive issues relevant to the case. 

 Children should receive supportive services in school aimed at supporting their 
integration in school after the reporting phase. Support should aim at resolving any issues 
that may emerge in the school setting and full attention being given with respect to their 
emotional, physical needs, and family relationships.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 
 The data collected support the general argument that more needs to be done to improve 
communication and the skills of professionals closely working with children in cases of sexual 
violence. Besides processual changes, which are beyond the scope of this project, it is possible to 
outline three major areas in which communication must be enhanced: communication with the 
child; communication with the family; and inter-agency cooperation.  
 
 The latter is a crucial pillar to sustain the communication process, professionals involved 
in cases of sexual violence against children must be equipped with tools that facilitate 
cooperation and the transfer of knowledge and skills. Training on the development and/or 
implementation of protocols that provide guidelines for integrated action plans and for activation 
of support mechanisms are essential to understand the different roles and responsibilities within 
the network. Further, in the context of multidisciplinary collaboration in child-focused settings it 
is crucial to establish best communication practices among peers (particularly during the joint 
investigative interview).  
 
 The data points out that inter-agency cooperation should be extended to include 
educational staff in the child’s network of support, thus suggesting that teachers are equally in 
need of training on existing legal mechanisms and integrated action plans that facilitate detecting 
and reporting abuse, as well as the provision of support to children in school context. Similarly, 
NGO’s working with child and family-related issues can play an important role in the provision of 
child and family support and should, thus, benefit from training. 
 
 The acquisition of inclusive, targeted communication skills that take into consideration 
the context in which communication between child and professional occurs; the non-verbal cues 
(such as professionals’ dress code and body language); the child’s developmental stage, 
perceived evolving capacity and other socio-cultural vulnerabilities, are key aspects that must be 
addressed when developing and implementing the training programme.  
 



 16 

 Communication skills oriented to the support of the child’s family/legal guardians 
throughout and post judicial proceedings are a final aspect to take into consideration. 
Professionals need to be prepared to provide thorough information on the judicial proceedings 
(including the professionals involved and their roles; the aims of the different stages and the 
reasoning behind the length of the process; the legal penalties), as well as on existing support 
networks.  
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