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INTRODUCTION 
 

I must admit that I have been a bit confused in assuming that I would be one of the keynote 

speakers to the first plenary session of the XIth World Symposium of Victimology. When I 

received Dame Helen Reeves' invitation, I didn't figure out how impressive it may be to speak 

on the one hand, in front of such a large audience of famous victimologists, and on the other 

hand, in the presence of her Royal Highness, the Princess Anne, whose commitment as 

President of Victim Support UK deserves a lot of respect. I was astonished then to notice that 

this would occur oddly on the 14th of July, the celebration day of the French revolution. 

However, I was asked to deliver a speech on the development of victim services in Europe 

and I will do so. The old continent has been for centuries an area where countries competed 

against each other in all aspects of life. Things become very different now, precisely in our 

field of interest as on both sides, NGOs and governments are involved in sharing common 

standards to improve the recognition of victims of crime. 

 

In the first place, victim support services were established in European countries in the 

middle of the 70's for the oldest of them like in the United Kingdom and Germany. Their 

activities improved significantly ten years later, and the same services were set up in several 

other countries, when national governments decided that their policies on victim issues 

should rely partly on community services. It appeared then to their national organizations that 

they were confronted with the same problems and obstacles. Victim support services had to 

cope with the recruitment of staff members, as volunteers or employees, and the definition of 

standards of service, whether these services make use of volunteers as visitors, under the 

guidance of the so-called co-ordinators, or professionals like lawyers, social workers and 

psychologists.  

 

Staff members and volunteers, whatever their previous experience, were willing to receive 

appropriate training, according the understanding of the victim’s needs and of their rights in 

the process of criminal justice. Throughout Europe, victim services aimed also at setting up 

policies in dealing with the improvement of victims’ rights, both through legislation and 

practice. National organizations realised therefore that it would be very wise and helpful to 

share their own experience at the European level. A first informal meeting took place in this 

respect in 1987 in The Netherlands. Representatives of the then existing victim support  
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national organizations decided to meet on a regular basis to exchange ideas and to profit 

from their common evaluation of “best practice”. This led to a series of annual conferences 

and in 1990, the system of regular meetings and discussions was formalised by establishing 

the legal entity of the “European Forum for victim services”. 

 

Secondly, a European convention on the compensation of victims of violent crimes through 

the collection of public funds was circulated on behalf of the Council of Europe from 1983 and 

entered into force in 1988. The Council of Europe, in the meantime of the UN Declaration on 

basic principles of justice for victims of crime and abuse of power (1985), issued also 

recommendations on the position of the victim in the framework of criminal law and 

procedure (1985) and, on assistance to victims and the prevention of victimisation (1987). A 

decision was made recently that this last recommendation should be updated with reference 

to a paper work drafted by Victim Support UK. However, the most effective improvement of 

the situation of victims of crime results now from the involvement of the European Union in 

victim issues. 

 

Both the communication on standards and actions related to crime victims in the European 

Union adopted by the European Commission on the 14th of July 1999, and the Framework 

Decision of the European Council on the standing of victims in criminal proceedings issued 

on the 15th of March 2001, refer to victim services. Member States shall, in the context of 

proceedings, promote the involvement of victim support systems responsible for organising 

the initial reception of victims and for victim support and assistance thereafter, whether 

through the provision of specially trained personnel within its public services or through 

recognition and funding of victim support organizations. Each Member State shall encourage 

action taken in proceedings by such personnel or by victim support organizations, particularly 

as regards: providing victims with information, assisting victims according to their immediate 

needs, accompanying victims, if necessary and possible during criminal proceedings and, 

assisting victims, at their request, after criminal proceedings have ended. 

 

To improve victim services, EU programmes are however as important as policy work. 

Various programmes, named Daphne, Hippocrates, Grotius, Leonardo da Vinci, Aegis, Phare 

and Access, are available to fund new projects and initiatives. The European Forum has 

recently seized up the opportunity of the Grotius programme, aimed at strengthening the  
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cooperation in criminal matters, to offer the European Commission to act at first on the 

networking of victim support services in Europe, and secondly on the information of foreign 

victims. The Forum was also invited to attend the Phare "The Rule of Law" programme, 

whose objective is to provide accession countries with technical assistance in complying with 

criminal justice standards in Europe. Fruitful cooperation has existed in many countries 

between national organizations of victim services and national governments for the last two 

decades. It appears that such a similar partnership involving the EU Commission and the 

European Forum may be a key component of the development of victim services in Europe. 

 

 

EUROPEAN FORUM FOR VICTIM SERVICES 
 

MAIN OBJECTIVES AND MEMBERSHIP 

 

The European Forum was established in 1990 to promote throughout Europe, based on the 

exchange of experience and information, best practice and knowledge between member 

organizations, the development of effective services for victims of crime, the rights of victims 

of crime in their involvement in the criminal justice process and with other agencies, and fair 

and equal compensation for victims of crime, regardless of the nationality of the victim 

concerned. The constitution of the Forum was registered firstly in Switzerland, then switched 

to the United Kingdom being one of the EU Member States, although specific regulations for 

the registration of European organizations may be expected in the future. Nineteen national 

organizations are affiliated to the European Forum in 2003 representing sixteen European 

countries, some among them from eastern and central European countries, but many others 

attend also regularly the annual conference held every year by one of the member 

organizations, including some faithful observers from the national police agency in Japan. 

 

Members of the European Forum are non-governmental organizations providing or 

coordinating services for victims of crime throughout their countries as well as organizations, 

which have demonstrated their ability to develop such services in countries where none at 

present exist. Two further conditions for membership are worth to be mentioned. Member 

organizations may not discriminate against victims on grounds of age, sex, race or  
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nationality, or according to the type of crime, which has been committed, unless they can 

demonstrate that another organization already exists providing an effective service for the 

group of victims, which has been excluded. Moreover, neither the Forum, nor its members 

when representing the Forum, may engage in party political activities or express views on 

behalf of a political party, or undertake campaigns concerning the sentencing of offenders, 

except where issues of compensation or other forms of reparation are concerned. 

 

2003 MEMBER ORGANIZATIONS 
 

AUSTRIA 
BELGIUM (2) 

ESTONIA 
FINLAND 

FRANCE 
GERMANY (2) 

HUNGARY 
LUXEMBOURG 

NETHERLANDS 
PORTUGAL 

REP. OF IRELAND 
CZECH REPUBLIC 

SLOVAKIA 
SWITZERLAND 

SWEDEN 
UNITED KINGDOM (2) 

 

COMMON STANDARDS ON VICTIM ISSUES 
 

At first stage, with nothing more than voluntary work provided by member organizations, 

cooperating together, and one annual three day conference, the European Forum was able 

to elaborate three sets of guidelines to be referred as common standards on victim issues. 

These statements dealt with the subject of victims’ rights in the process of criminal justice 

(1996), the social rights of victims of crime (1998) and victims’ rights to standards of services 

(1999). They were circulated to victim services, national governments and European 

institutions like the Council of Europe and the European Union to influence best practices in 

improving victims' rights and the delivering of services to victims of crime. 

 

For the first time in 1996, a consensus has emerged among members of the Forum that, 

although serious progress had been achieved by several jurisdictions in introducing new 

rights in legislation for victims of crime, national organizations should refer to minimum 

standards looking forward aimed at awarding additional levels of protection to victims. As a 

result, the Forum emphasized the basic rights that victims should expect to receive in the 

process of the criminal justice, like information and explanation about the progress of their 

case, legal advice and eventually representation, regardless of means, and compensation 

both from the offender and from the State. 
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The European Forum has moved forward in 1998 to consider the social rights of victims of 

crime. This statement has been the first attempt made ever by an international organization 

to define the society duties confronted to crime victims. It illustrates how becoming a victim of 

crime can affect all aspects of a person’s life and therefore, how suitable responses are 

expected from all the social agencies involved. They should sustain the victim’s ability to 

cope with the various effects of crime and avoid also secondary victimisation that is not 

related of course to the criminal justice system only. The Forum considers then as obvious 

that victims must be supported in a way showing that the whole range of their problems is 

understood. All victims of crime must have the right for their privacy, their physical safety and 

their psychological well being to be protected. In concrete terms, the European Forum has 

emphasized that victims should have the right to access to healthcare services and to home 

security measures, to receive support and protection in the workplace or in educational 

establishments, and compensation based on their own plans for recovery and readjustment. 

 

The latest statement on victims’ rights to standards of services issued in 1999 has been 

designed in order to guarantee high quality standards in delivering victim support services. It 

considers that victims of crime should have the right to access to free victim support services, 

staffed by trained volunteers or professionals. Such services must be able to understand the 

common problems faced by victims, inform victims of their rights, provide psychological, 

emotional and practical support throughout the investigation and legal proceedings, and refer 

victims to specialist services where necessary. Moreover, they must be independent from the 

judiciary, committed in respecting the confidentiality of interviews and also, the personal 

autonomy of victims and their families over the decision taken. 

 
FIELDS OF INTEREST AND WORK IN PROGRESS 

 

Once the previous common standards had been drafted, referring in equal terms to all victims 

of crime, national organizations in membership with the European Forum expressed their 

concern regarding vulnerable victims, like women and children, and also other services, like 

crime prevention and mediation in penal matters, from which victims may benefit sometimes, 

directly or indirectly. For many years, the annual conference of the European Forum has 

been in that respect a dedicated occasion for new issues to be addressed. Member 

organizations and their guests, invited as observers, held their meeting this year in Dublin, 

Republic of Ireland. Two resolutions were approved on domestic violence and crime 

prevention. 
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Considering the principle included in the constitution of the Forum that victim services should 

not discriminate against victims, but referring also to the assessment that special attention 

should be paid to vulnerable victims, the Forum resolution on domestic violence has been 

drafted as follows: “It is the policy of the EFVS to support victims of all crimes in a non-

discriminatory manner. We would therefore wish all members to offer a service to all victims 

who are experiencing domestic violence. It is also our policy that specialist training (internal 

or external) should be provided for this area of work.” 

 

It has been also recommended, according a position paper drafted by Professor Marc S. 

Groenhjuisen, that the Forum as well as its member organizations should be more involved in 

issues of crime prevention. It was concluded that as far as tertiary prevention is concerned, 

avoiding re-victimisation is simply part of the core business of victim support organizations. 

The same holds for secondary prevention: limiting or reducing adverse effects of crime is the 

very essence of the traditional objectives of providing victim support as defined in the 

constitution of the European Forum. Primary prevention could also be included in the goals of 

victim support organizations in seeking for cooperation with other bodies with relevant special 

expertise in that field. It was acknowledged however that primary prevention should not 

receive the same priority as the three conventional powers listed by the Forum, in other terms 

the promotion of effective services, legal rights and compensation for victims of crime. 

 

Intensive discussions were held also during the three last year conferences on the subject of 

victim – offender mediation, based on UN Declaration of basic principles on the use of 

restorative justice programmes in criminal matters and the recommendation (99)19 of the 

Council of Europe related to mediation in penal matters. Article 10 of the EU Framework 

Decision refers also to penal mediation in the course of criminal proceedings as follows: 

"Each Member State shall seek to promote mediation in criminal cases for offences which it 

considers appropriate for this sort of measure." Member organizations have agreed that the 

various protocols issued on the subject of mediation did not pay yet sufficient attention to the 

potential impact of the mediation process on victims of crime. Many arguments were raised 

also on whether or not and to what extent victim support services should be involved in the 

monitoring of victim – offender mediation services. They are planning now to have a 

statement on the position of the victim within the process of mediation to be approved by the 

2004 AGM of the European Forum. 
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THE EUROPEAN UNION AND VICTIM ISSUES 
 

POLICY WORK AND REFERENCES TO VICTIM SERVICES 
 

While the European Forum developed common standards on victims' rights and victim 

services, the European Union declared itself as competent on victim issues regarding the 

process of criminal justice. After the adoption by the European Commission of a 

communication on standards and actions related to crime victims on the 14th of July 1999, 

that focused mainly on the special problems of foreign victims, the European Council, at a 

meeting held in Tampere (Sweden) on the 15th and 16th October 1999, stipulated that 

minimum standards should be drawn up on the protection of victims of crime, in particular on 

the access of crime victims to justice and on their right to compensation for damages, 

including legal costs. Member States were encouraged to search for harmonisation of 

criminal procedures and compensation systems, and it was recommended also that national 

programmes should be set up in addition to finance measures, public and non-governmental, 

for assistance to and protection of victims. 

 

History reminds us at this stage, that victim issues were written down the agenda of the 

European Union thanks to the work of Anita Gradin, one of the European Commissioners, 

and her cooperation with the Swedish crime victim compensation and support authority. The 

European Forum is aware however that the Framework Decision on the standing of victims in 

criminal proceedings adopted on the 15th of March 2001 resulted also from a Portuguese 

initiative. At this time, Luis Miranda Pereira, founder and chair of APAV, the national 

organization of victim services in Portugal, led the Portuguese delegation dealing with justice 

and internal affairs in Brussels. His commitment to achieve real progress on victims' rights in 

Europe and the fact also that France, which next assumed the presidency of the European 

Union, followed the Portuguese initiative, have been very significant in the results that were 

obtained through the Framework Decision.  

 

The Framework Decision considers that Member States should approximate their laws and 

regulations to the extent necessary to attain the objective of affording victims of crime a high 

level of protection. Victims' needs should be considered and addressed in a comprehensive, 

coordinated manner, avoiding partial or inconsistent solutions, which may give rise to  
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secondary victimisation. Victims should have the right to be treated with respect for their 

dignity, the right to provide and receive information, the right to understand and be 

understood, the right to be protected at the various stages of the procedure and the right to 

have allowance made for the disadvantage of living in a different Member State from the one 

in which the crime was committed. 

 

Article 12 of the Framework Decision invites Member States to improve their cooperation in 

order to facilitate the more effective protection of victims' interests in criminal proceedings, 

whether in the form of networks directly linked to the judicial system or of links between victim 

support organizations. Article 13 refers to special services and victim support organizations 

that should be available to assist victims in the context of criminal proceedings and article 14, 

emphasizes that suitable training, with particular reference to the needs of the most 

vulnerable groups, should be offered to the personnel involved in proceedings or otherwise in 

contact with victims, police officers and legal practitioners in the first place, through its public 

services or by funding victim support organizations. 

 

The Framework Decision is a policy paper of a very high importance in Europe as a binding 

decision that applies to and with which must comply not only the fifteen countries that are at 

present in membership with the European Union, but also all the accession countries, the 

ten to be welcomed in 2004, and others like Bulgaria, Romania or Turkey which should 

become Member States in the near future. It means that the Framework Decision should 

concern at last more than 400 million inhabitants living in European countries. 

 
EUROPEAN UNION 

 
MEMBER STATES ACCESSION 2004 CANDIDATES 

AUSTRIA 
BELGIUM 
DENMARK 
FINLAND 
FRANCE 

GERMANY 
GREECE 
IRELAND 

ITALY 
LUXEMBOURG 

NETHERLANDS 
PORTUGAL 

SPAIN 
SWEDEN 

UNITED KINGDOM

CYPRUS 
CZECH REPUBLIC

ESTONIA 
HUNGARY 

LATVIA 

LITHUANIA 
MALTA 

POLAND 
SLOVENIA 
SLOVAKIA 

 
BULGARIA 
ROMANIA 
TURKEY 
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Moreover, after a general consultation was opened on the EU Green Paper on 

compensation to crime victims edited in September 2001 and hearings were held also in 

Brussels in March 2002, a proposal for a council directive was carried out by the 

commission in October 2002. In the future also, the adoption of a constitution for the 

European Union should strengthen the implementation of European regulations, some of 

them becoming of legislative importance, although Member States are still debating whether 

or not a veto right may exist in some decision areas. 

 

EU PROGRAMMES AND COOPERATION WITH NGO 

 

The communication on standards and actions related to crime victims in the European Union 

has emphasized that cooperation in Europe between non-governmental organizations is 

suitable to broaden the European approach of victim issues. The European Forum and victim 

support national organizations applied therefore to EU programmes, which are in particular 

aimed at strengthening such cooperation. Various fields are concerned like crime prevention, 

victims' rights and victim services, special care for vulnerable victims, the training of 

volunteers and professionals, and the implementation of European standards in accession 

countries. Most of the work of the Forum has concentrated then in 2002/03 on EU 

programmes aimed at improving victims' rights and victim services both in Member States 

(Grotius) and in Accession Countries (Phare). 

 
Two projects of the European Forum, respectively named VSSNET (Networking victim 

support services) and FORVIC (Promoting assistance to foreign victims) have been accepted 

by the EU Commission to be implemented for one year from November 2002 under the 

Grotius II – Criminal Programme. An office of the European Forum could be therefore 

established in Paris under supervision of the Inavem (France). Two staff members were 

recruited at first stage for the duration of the projects, as project manager and deputy. New 

opportunities are however expected in the future that should help to pursue the employment 

of staff members and the development of the Forum activities on a professional basis. 

Member organizations and other participants have been offered to evaluate the first results of 

the VSSNET and FORVIC projects at the annual conference of the European Forum that was 

held in Dublin in May 2003.  
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VSSNET is aimed at the development of national networks of victim services in EU Member 

States. Its objectives are on one hand to evaluate the feasibility of establishing national 

organizations in countries such as Denmark, Greece, Italy and Spain where they don't exist, 

and to circulate also standardized training programmes and manuals for victim services 

volunteers and professionals through the Forum website: www.euvictimservices.org. FORVIC 

is directed to promote assistance to foreign victims through the edition of information booklets 

on victims’ rights and victim services to be available in each of the fifteen Member States in 

the eleven languages of the European Union, and to evaluate also the feasibility of setting-up 

a single telephone number for victims of crime to be provided with first assistance, 

information on their rights and referrals to victim services. 

 
Meanwhile and thanks to Victim Support UK, the European Forum was offered to cooperate 

with the Home Office and English academics, Paul Rock and Andrew Sanders, on behalf of 

the Phare "Rule of Law" EU Programme to evaluate victims’ rights and victim services in ten 

candidate countries regarding standards of the European Union. Senior experts on victim 

issues from national organizations attended EU missions to the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia, from October 

2001 to March 2002. The study considered the States’ present and likely future compliance 

with the provisions of the Framework Decision. A workshop was then organised in Dublin on 

the 2nd and 4th of October 2002 to take forward the findings and recommendations of the Rule 

of Law Project - Module 4, regarding victims' rights and victim services, bringing accession 

countries, including representatives of victim services in visited countries, and EU experts 

together in order to develop an action plan for local implementation. 

 
Funding being still available through the Home Office, Alison Paterson, formerly the 

Executive Director of VSS Scotland, was recruited from January to June 2003. Regarding the 

results of the previous conference, a working plan has been drafted aimed at providing 

expertise to accession countries by establishing a training database to be available through 

the European Forum website, organising a regional study visit that was hosted in France by 

Inavem from the 28th to the 30th of April 2003 in co-operation with the ministry of Justice, and 

planning a final training conference that was held in Dublin from the 2nd to the 4th of June 

2003 for the attention of government officials, judiciary and NGO representatives in 

accession countries. 
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Moreover, apart from the European Forum, EU funding is very helpful also to improve 

bilateral and multilateral cooperation between national organizations of victim services. For 

years, partnership improved permanently in that respect between Pomoc Obetiam in 

Slovakia and Inavem in France through study visits, training programmes and exchange of 

information. APAV in Portugal, certainly the most experienced member organization of the 

Forum in EU funding, has been involved in coordinating several EU programmes. Lastly, its 

Musas project, developed in partnership with the Flemish victim support organization, is 

aimed at the implementation in Europe of specific training programmes regarding the children 

as victims of crime. APAV will organize also in September 2003 a conference to evaluate the 

protection and the promotion of victims’ rights under the Framework-Decision. VSS Ireland is 

involved too in organizing another conference to be held in September 2003.  This 

conference should be attended by 250 teenagers coming from France, the United Kingdom 

and Ireland, who will discuss recommendations regarding specific violence against teens and 

the best practice to provide them with a more secure environment. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

More information about the European Forum and victim services in Europe is available 

through the Forum website. Results of both the Grotius and the Phare programmes are to be 

edited on line, including the information booklets on victims' rights and victim services in 

Europe, and a selection of training materials and manuals available through national 

organizations. The Forum website allows also access to the Forum Newsletter, which 

highlights twice a year the main development of victims' rights and victim services in Europe, 

and to the Directory of services for victims of crime in Europe with direct access to the 

national organizations websites. 

 

Let me now express my gratitude and pay tribute to some of the people whose commitment, 

as they successively chaired the European Forum, has tremendously helped the 

development of victim services in Europe in accordance with high quality standards: Derek 

Nally, former chair of VSS Ireland, handled with the Forum at its very beginning, Marc 

Groenhjuisen whose expertise as an academic led the Forum to the edition of promising 

policies, and Helen Reeves, from whom national organizations learnt so much regarding 

advocacy on victim issues and the expansion of victim services. 


