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History and overview of the Council of Europe 
 
The Council of Europe (CoE) is the continent’s oldest international organization and is considered 
one of the world’s leading human rights organizations. Its stated aim is to uphold human rights, 
democracy, and rule of law in all its member states, which now include all European countries 
except Belarus and Kosovo. It was founded in 1949 under the Treaty of London. Though they are 
often confused, the CoE is completely separate from the European Union. 
 
The “centerpiece” of the CoE is the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which was 
signed in 1950 and entered force in 1953. Several years later, the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECtHR) was established in Strasbourg, France to enforce the ECHR. The CoE dramatically 
expanded its work following the collapse of state socialism in Central and Eastern Europe in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s. The Vienna Summit in 1993 initiated the accession of Europe’s post-
socialist states to the CoE.1 
 
Armenia applied to join the CoE in 1996, was invited to become a full member in 2000, became 
a full member in 2001,2 and ratified the ECHR in 2002.3 
 
History and overview of the Istanbul Convention 
 
The CoE has “undertaken initiatives to promote the protection of women against violence” since 
the 1990s, including the adoption of numerous resolutions in this field.4 In 2008, the CoE 
“decided it was necessary to set comprehensive standards to prevent and combat violence 
against women and domestic violence” and established an expert committee to prepare a draft 
convention to address gender-based violence.5 As a result, the CoE Convention on Preventing 
and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence—more commonly known as the 
Istanbul Convention—was drafted. It is the world’s “first comprehensive legal instrument on 
violence against women.”6 The Convention opened for signature by CoE member states in 2011 
and entered into force in 2014 upon its ratification by ten CoE member states.7 As of this writing, 
34 of the CoE’s 47 member states have signed and ratified the Convention.8 
 
The Istanbul Convention contains five main themes and four additional themes.9 

                                                
1 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/4816408.stm 
2 https://www.coe.int/en/web/yerevan/membership 
3 https://www.coe.int/en/web/yerevan/armenia-at-the-council-of-europe/country-profile 
4 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/historical-background 
5 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/historical-background 
6 https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Istanbul-Convention-fact-sheet_EN_LayoutedNovember23.pdf 
7 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/cahvio 
8 https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30083775.html 
9 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/the-Convention-in-brief 
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The five main themes of the Convention are:10 

1. Prevention: States that have ratified the Convention are bound to take steps to prevent 
violence against women and domestic violence. 

2. Protection: States that have ratified the Convention are bound to take steps to “provide 
victims and witnesses with protection and support” in cases where preventive measures 
have failed and gender-based violence has occurred. 

3. Prosecution: States that have ratified the Convention are bound to take steps to ensure 
the prosecution of perpetrators of gender-based violence. In many cases, this will require 
state parties to introduce new criminal law offenses where they did not exist prior to 
ratification. These may include “psychological and physical violence, sexual violence and 
rape, stalking, female genital mutilation, forced marriage, and forced abortion and forced 
sterilization.” Moreover, state parties are required “to ensure that culture, tradition, or 
‘honor’ are not regarded as a justification” for the courses of conduct listed above. 

4. Integrated policies: States that have ratified the Convention are bound to recognize that 
“no single agency or institution can deal with violence against women and domestic 
violence alone” and to “implement comprehensive and coordinated policies involving” all 
relevant state agencies, institutions, and actors. 

5. Monitoring: States that have ratified the Convention are bound to undertake 
comprehensive monitoring activities to ensure that they are living up to their obligations. 

 
The four additional themes of the Convention are:11 

1. Gender perspective: The Convention “frames the eradication of violence against women 
and domestic violence in a context of achieving de jure and de facto equality” and 
“recognizes the structural nature of such violence, which is both a cause and a 
consequence of unequal power relations between women and men and which limits the 
full advancement of women.” Therefore, “to overcome inequality, the Convention 
requires state parties to implement gender equality policies and to empower women.” 
Finally, the Convention also recognizes that “there are other victims of domestic violence, 
such as boys and men. This may include gay men, transgender men, and men who do not 
conform to what society considers to constitute appropriate behavior.” 

2. Migrant women, women asylum-seekers, and women refugees: The Convention 
recognizes that migrant women, women asylum-seekers, and women refugees are 
“particularly vulnerable to gender-based violence” and “includes provisions establishing 
the obligation to recognize gender-based violence against women as a form of 
persecution within the meaning” of the 1951 UN Convention and 1967 UN Protocol 
Relating to the Status of Refugees. [Note that Armenia is already a state party to both the 
1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol.12] 

3. Non-governmental organizations: The Convention recognizes that, in many countries, 
NGOs provide the “overwhelming majority of services” for victims of gender-based 

                                                
10 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/the-Convention-in-brief 
11 https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-Convention/the-Convention-in-brief 
12 https://www.un.am/en/agency/UNHCR 
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violence, rather than states, and encourages state parties to “ensure greater political and 
financial support for the work” of NGOs operating in this field. 

4. Children: The Convention recognizes that gender-based violence “has a severe impact on 
children,” whether as direct victims of violence or as indirect witnesses of violence, and 
requires state parties to consider children when formulating their policies in this field. 

 
Key provisions of the Istanbul Convention 
 

 
(Source: Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants.)13 

                                                
13 https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Istanbul-Convention-fact-sheet_EN_LayoutedNovember23.pdf 

https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Istanbul-convention-fact-sheet_EN_LayoutedNovember23.pdf


 
Additionally, Article 3 of the Istanbul Convention provides definitions for key terms:14 

 Violence against women is defined as “a violation of human rights and a form of 
discrimination against women, [including] all acts of gender-based violence that result in, 
or are likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological, or economic harm or suffering to 
women, including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 
whether occurring in public or in private life.” 

 Domestic violence is defined as “all acts of physical, sexual, psychological, or economic 
violence that occur within the family or domestic unit or between former or current 
spouses or partners, whether or not the perpetrator shares or has shared the same 
residence with the victim.” 

 Gender is defined as “the socially-constructed roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes 
that a given society considers appropriate for women and men.” 

 Gender-based violence against women is defined as “violence that is directed against a 
woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately.” 

 Victim is defined as “any natural person who is subject to the conduct described” above. 

 Women is defined in such a way as to “include girls under the age of 18.”  
 
Situation regarding women’s rights and LGBT rights in Armenia 
 
The situation regarding women’s rights and LGBT rights in Armenia remains well below 
international norms and standards. Patriarchal attitudes at all levels of society and in all socio-
economic groups prevent women from participating fully in politics, the economy, society, and 
educational institutions. Domestic violence “persists as a serious problem” and is believed to be 
widespread, though it is “widely underreported,” as discussions of domestic violence remain a 
serious taboo in Armenian society.15 As of this writing, Armenia does not have a domestic law 
criminalizing gender-based or domestic violence.16 
 

Members of the LGBT community regularly “face harassment, discrimination, violence” and hate 
speech, though fear of public disclosure of sexual orientation prevents many LGBT people from 
reporting crimes.17 Open discussion of LGBT issues remains highly stigmatized and taboo in 
Armenian society. Gay and bisexual men face severe mistreatment in the military service, which 
is mandatory for all men when they reach legal adulthood.18 
 
Stalled ratification of the Istanbul Convention in Armenia 
 
Armenia signed the Istanbul Convention in 2018 but, as of this writing, has not ratified it.19 In 
response to Armenia’s signing of the Convention, detractors launched a campaign against 

                                                
14 https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168046031c 
15 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/armenia 
16 https://www.crrc.am/en/research/access-to-justice-and-human-rights-in-armenia/ 
17 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/armenia 
18 https://www.crrc.am/en/research/access-to-justice-and-human-rights-in-armenia/ 
19 https://armenpress.am/eng/news/983126.html 
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ratification, claiming that ratification of the Convention would undermine family values and 
suggesting that the Convention’s wording would allow for the expansion of LGBT rights, the 
formal recognition of a third gender, and the legalization of same-sex marriage in Armenia. Or, 
in detractors’ own words, the Convention “opens up opportunities for the propaganda and 
legitimation of perversion and perverts” and “destroys Armenian national family values, religion, 
and traditions.”20 Indeed, Ara Zohrabyan, Chairman of the Chamber of Advocates and one of the 
Convention’s leading opponents, has emphasized that he opposes ratification of the Convention 
on the grounds that it expands LGBT rights, not on the grounds that it protects women’s rights. 
 
Marceline Naudi, President of the Istanbul Convention monitoring body, has hit back against such 
claims: “The Istanbul Convention does not define family. It does not promote a particular type of 
family…What the Istanbul Convention tries to do is to protect women wherever they are—
whether they are at home, whether they are on the street, whether they are at work… whether 
they are Roma women, Muslim women…if they are lesbian women, if they are heterosexual 
women.”21 Likewise, Minister of Justice Rustam Badasyan has come out in favor of ratification in 
an attempt to correct public misconceptions surrounding the Convention.22 
 
As of this writing, the campaign against ratification of the Istanbul Convention in Armenia 
remains ongoing, supported mostly by rightwing Armenian citizens, conservative politicians, and 
members of the Armenian Apostolic Church.23 Though it remains uncertain as to whether 
detractors will succeed in preventing Armenia’s ratification of the Convention, it does appear 
that they have had some success in applying pressure to the National Assembly on this issue: 
numerous public officials, including Justice Minister Badasyan, have publicly stated that the 
National Assembly will not include ratification of the Convention on the parliamentary agenda 
for 2019, ostensibly with the understanding of ongoing social opposition to ratification.24 
 
Moreover, it should be noted that, in July 2019, Justice Minister Badasyan requested that the 
Venice Commission (the CoE’s advisory body on constitutional law) issue an opinion on the 
constitutional implications of the ratification of the Convention for Armenia. This move would 
appear to be another bow by public officials to pressure from the anti-ratification movement, as 
some detractors, including Ara Zohrabyan, have claimed the Convention contravenes Armenian 
constitutional law.25 Though the Venice Commission has confirmed its receipt of the request, it 
has yet to issue an opinion, as of this writing.26 Justice Minister Badasyan has pledged to make 
the Venice Commission’s opinion available to the Armenian public once it is issued.27 

                                                
20 https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/09/03/armenian-far-right-and-church-opposition-to-anti-
female-violence-Convention/ 
21 https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30083775.html 
22 https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30083775.html 
23 https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/09/03/armenian-far-right-and-church-opposition-to-anti-
female-violence-Convention/ 
24 https://news.am/eng/news/530609.html 
25 https://www.panorama.am/en/news/2019/07/26/Armenia-justice-minister-Venice-Commission/2146263 
26 https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/events/?id=2803 
27 https://news.am/eng/news/525939.html 
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Regional opposition to the Istanbul Convention 
 
It is important to note that the campaign against ratification of the Istanbul Convention is not a 
phenomenon that is unique to Armenia, but, instead, part of a broader pattern of regional 
opposition to the Convention. Similar campaigns have arisen across Eastern Europe, notably in 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, and Slovakia.28 The Bulgarian case in particular merits further attention, 
since social opposition to the Convention in Bulgaria became entangled with complex issues of 
constitutional law, as very well could happen in Armenia. 
 
Bulgaria finds the Istanbul Convention unconstitutional 
 
Widespread social opposition to the ratification of the Istanbul Convention arose in Bulgaria in 
early 2018, when the Convention went to the National Assembly, the Bulgarian legislature, for 
ratification. Soon after, several prominent politicians,29 including President Rumen Radev, as well 
as members of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church,30 also came out against ratification, citing largely 
the same reasons that Armenian activists have. Given the scale of social backlash, Prime Minister 
Boyko Borisov withdrew the motion for ratification in the legislature. Then, a group of legislators 
submitted a request before the Constitutional Court to review the Convention’s constitutionality 
under Bulgarian constitutional law.31 
 
In July 2018, the Constitutional Court issued its ruling on the matter, declaring the Istanbul 
Convention unconstitutional. In particular, the Court found that Articles 3(c) and 4(3) of the 
Convention, which define gender as “socially-constructed,” contravene Articles 6(2), 46(1), and 
47(2) of the Constitution, which the Court held define gender as “biologically-determined.”32, 33 
Though civil society groups have condemned the Court’s decision—the Bulgarian Helsinki 
Committee called it “the worst human rights decision in the Court’s history…by a large 
measure”—the Court’s ruling has moved ratification of the Istanbul Convention beyond the 
bounds of legal possibility in Bulgaria.34 
 
Recommendations 
 
It is in the Armenian government’s best interest to ratify the Istanbul Convention. First and 
foremost, the situation regarding women’s rights in Armenia remains well below international 

                                                
28 https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/09/03/armenian-far-right-and-church-opposition-to-anti-
female-violence-Convention/ 
29 https://verfassungsblog.de/bulgarias-constitutional-troubles-with-the-istanbul-Convention/ 
30 https://www.reuters.com/article/bulgaria-treaty/bulgarias-ruling-party-shuns-treaty-opposing-violence-against-
women-due-to-lack-of-support-idUSL8N1Q50QR 
31 https://verfassungsblog.de/bulgarias-constitutional-troubles-with-the-istanbul-Convention/ 
32 https://balkaninsight.com/2018/07/27/bulgaria-s-constitutional-court-says-istanbul-convention-not-in-line-
with-basic-law-07-27-2018/ 
33 https://verfassungsblog.de/bulgarias-constitutional-troubles-with-the-istanbul-convention/ 
34 https://balkaninsight.com/2018/07/27/bulgaria-s-constitutional-court-says-istanbul-convention-not-in-line-
with-basic-law-07-27-2018/ 
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norms and standards. Ratifying the Convention would require the Armenian government to take 
steps that would expand the legislative framework protecting and empowering women in 
Armenia. These changes are urgently needed in Armenian society. 
 
The ratification of the Istanbul Convention would provide the Armenian government with 
‘spillover benefits’ in numerous fields, namely: 

1. The passage of fundamental and basic legislation protecting women’s rights—as required 
by the Istanbul Convention—would initiate legislative momentum, encouraging the 
further expansion of the legislative framework in this field, with the aim to ensure that 
women participate fully in politics, the economy, and society in Armenia. 

2. Increased state support for NGOs and media organizations working on women’s rights 
issues—as required by the Istanbul Convention—is urgently needed and would help 
ensure that Armenia’s nascent civil society landscape remains vibrant and dynamic. 

3. The ratification of the Istanbul Convention would contribute to the ongoing judicial reform 
process in Armenia,35 as state parties to the Convention are bound to take steps to ensure 
the prosecution of perpetrators of gender-based violence and establish a broad, 
interagency approach to resolve problems arising from acts of gender-based violence. 

4. The establishment of monitoring mechanisms and the expansion of available, reliable data 
about the status of women’s rights in Armenia—as required by the Istanbul Convention—
would be a welcome development. At present, reliable data are hard to come by, as 
instances of domestic violence, gender-based violence, and other violations of women’s 
rights remain widely underreported in Armenia.36, 37 

5. The ratification of the Istanbul Convention would have a signaling effect to Armenian 
citizens, demonstrating that the post-revolutionary government is serious about and 
capable of undertaking the reforms that the country needs. Ratifying the Convention 
could provide the post-revolutionary government with a boost of support among the 
progressive, young, and pro-Western segment of the population, who participated 
actively in the ‘Velvet Revolution’ of April-May 2018. 

6. The ratification of the Istanbul Convention would have a signaling effect to international 
stakeholders, demonstrating that the post-revolutionary government is serious about and 
capable of undertaking the reforms that the country needs. Ratifying the Convention 
could help ensure that international stakeholders, at both the state level (the U.S. and 
European countries) and interstate level (the EU, CoE, and UN), continue their support for 
Armenia’s ongoing reform path. 

7. Increased protections for women and children refugees—as required by the Istanbul 
Convention’s provisions relating to the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Refugee 
Protocol—would be a welcome development, as the Armenian government continues to 

                                                
35 https://armenpress.am/eng/news/986002.html 
36 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/armenia 
37 https://www.crrc.am/en/research/access-to-justice-and-human-rights-in-armenia/ 
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work to integrate its refugee population into society. As of this writing, Armenia hosts 
nearly 20,000 refugees, around three-quarters of whom originate in Syria.38, 39 
 

Finally, given the social backlash that has already arisen in Armenia, the Armenian government 
should engage in a comprehensive, coordinated education campaign, if and when the Istanbul 
Convention is ratified. The Armenian government should partner with NGOs and media 
organizations in an effort to provide education, discredit disinformation, combat misogyny and 
homophobia, and discourage the spread of rightwing extremism in Armenia.40 
 
Note on the potential impact of the Khachaturyan sisters case on public opinion 
 
The Khachaturyan sisters case is an ongoing (since 2018), high-profile criminal case in Russia in 
which three sisters, Krestina, Angelina, and Maria Khachaturyan, who are all of Armenian 
heritage, have been charged with the premeditated murder of their father following years of 
domestic violence and sexual abuse. The case has highlighted the widespread nature of domestic 
violence in Russia and has prompted public outrage, both in Russia and abroad, over the Russian 
judicial system’s handling of domestic violence and sexual abuse cases.41 
 
In Armenia, the case has been widely covered by the local press,42 and protests in support of the 
sisters have been held.43 The Armenian government has also taken an active interest in the case, 
with Armen Tatoyan, Ombudsman of the Armenian Human Rights Defender’s Office, in 
communication with Tatyana Moskalkova, the Russian High Commissioner for Human Rights.44 
 
The case has brought issues relating to gender-based, domestic, and sexual violence to the 
forefront of public discourse in Armenia, and so the outcome of the case may very well impact 
public opinion on such issues. Given the role that public opinion appears to be playing in the 
Armenian government’s stalled ratification of the Istanbul Convention, it is also important to 
keep track of the impact that the Khachaturyan sisters case may have on Armenian public opinion 
regarding such issues. 

                                                
38 https://www.osf.am/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Syrian-Armenians-in-Armenia.-Repatriates-or-Refugees-
policy-brief.pdf 
39 https://www.un.am/en/agency/UNHCR 
40 https://eurasianet.org/new-right-wing-groups-confront-armenias-revolutionary-government 
41 https://meduza.io/en/feature/2019/06/27/it-was-their-lives-or-his 
42 https://armenpress.am/eng/news/985515.html 
43 https://www.panorama.am/en/news/2019/06/24/Armenia-rally-Khachaturyan-sisters/2132067 
44 https://www.panorama.am/en/news/2019/07/15/Armenian-Ombudsman/2140863 
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