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Social, Health and Family Affairs Committee

Minutes

of the third meeting of contact parliamentarians to stop sexual violence
against children
held in Strasbourg on Wednesday 22 June 2011 from 2 to 3 pm

on the subject of solicitation of children through the Internet for sexual
purposes (“grooming”)

Ms Maury Pasquier, Chairperson of the Social, Health and Family Affairs Committee, welcomed the
various speakers and underlined the fact that the network had the support of the Deputy Secretary General
of the Council of Europe.

She informed them that, following its ratification by Finland, the Council of Europe Convention on the
Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (“the Lanzarote Convention”) had been
ratified by 13 member states.

The parliamentary campaign had attained its cruising speed: there were 38 contact parliamentarians, the
brochure had been translated into Russian, ltalian and German, a new newsletter had been published and
lapel pins had been designed especially for the campaign.

She highlighted recent national activities such as the debate held in the National Assembly of Azerbaijan on
5 April 2011 with the backing of Ms Fataliyeva, Mr Katrinis’ participation in the conference held by the Greek
Parliament on 9 June 2011 and the statement by Mr Connarty during a debate in the British parliament on 26
April 2011. Mr Baghdasaryan had also spoken at a parliamentary seminar held by the IPU and UNICEF on
15 June 2011 on the rights of vulnerable children. She herself had called on the Swiss Federal Council to
ratify the Lanzarote Convention.

She invited her colleagues to draw on these positive examples and to inform the secretariat once the
campaign in their country had been launched.

She underlined the importance of the subject of their discussions in today’s society given the exponential
growth of Internet, particularly in the life of children and the difficulty of identifying precisely which aspects of
“grooming” constituted a criminal offence.

Ms Ohlsson, contact parliamentarian for Sweden, welcomed the fact that the different players in the Council
of Europe were joining forces, as could be seen by the fact that the Deputy Secretary General was taking
part in the debate. She also welcomed the Assembly’s participation in the intergovernmental sector, for
example in the conference “Combating violence against children: from isolated actions to integrated
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strategies”, held in Kyiv on 24 and 25 May 2011 and looked forward to further co-operation between
governments and parliaments.

She talked about the Swedish experience in combating crimes against children in the light of recent events in
Sweden. In April, the publication of the biography of Patrik Sjdberg, a record holding high jumper, in which
he wrote about the sexual abuse to which his coach had submitted him when he was a teenager, had
caused a media storm in Sweden. At a hearing in parliament he had stressed the fact that at the time not one
adult had done anything to prevent the abuse. Nor had the Swedish sports association responded to
warnings from other parents. This example showed that abuse took place in humerous contexts and that
measures needed to be taken to protect children. There was now a discussion in Sweden as to whether to
widen checks of the criminal record of adults applying for work with children. At present this was only
possible where people working for official institutions were concerned.

Ms Rogland, senior public prosecutor in Malmd, was an expert on domestic violence and sexual assault.
From 2005 to 2007 she had handled a major case of “grooming”, the so-called “Alexandra case”, in which
the offender had established a relationship of trust with victims to ensure that they did not tell anybody about
the abuse. A man, who had claimed to be a woman called Alexandra, had succeeded in persuading
hundreds of girls to send him pornographic photographs of themselves and in persuading many of them to
meet him. He had then sexually abused them without having to use force. The girls had met him far from
their homes and without anyone knowing where they were. On the Internet, “Alexandra” had promised them
they would be safe and had persuaded them to say what kind of sex they agreed to. When they arrived at
the rendezvous they had felt compelled to do what they had promised, and afterwards told no-one what they
had experienced because they felt guilt and shame. Even after the police had found their names on the
offender’s computer, most of them did not want to talk about what had happened. In 2007 “Alexandra” was
sentenced to 10 years imprisonment for sexual assault and rape and lifetime expulsion, “Alexandra” being a
non-national.

Media interest in the case had led to a change in the legislation: any person who arranged a meeting with a
child below 15 years with the intention of committing a sexual offence was now considered guilty of “contact
with children for sexual purposes” and could be punished by a fine or a prison sentence of up to one year.
This applied irrespective of the way in which contact was made with the child — by the Internet or in person
and irrespective of who first established contact, the child or the offender.

Nevertheless, the law had had very little impact: there had been very few convictions and none of them had
resulted in a prison sentence because of the difficulty in proving the sexual purpose of the meeting arranged
by the adult. It was very difficult to pinpoint this type of offence, especially if the children concerned did not
report it.

Ms Rogland was of the opinion that preparing for sexual assault was a serious offence, particularly when the
adult in question went as far as arranging a meeting with the child and the purpose of the meeting was to
abuse the child sexually. The legislation therefore needed to be amended. She thought that the systematic
penalty for this offence should be a prison sentence and that it should be a much longer one than provided
for in existing legislation.

Phone tapping and interception of Internet would also make it easier to detect this type of criminal offence.
They would also provide proof that the offender had taken steps to encourage a child to meet him or her.

“Alexandra” had already been convicted for sexual assault in the past and had been reported on several
occasions for having sexual contacts with girls on the Internet. There had been no police investigation partly
because it was impossible to impose a severe penalty for this type of offence. If the offence were taken more
seriously, more resources would be allocated to dealing with it.

The Chairperson agreed that it was a serious offence. It was important that the victims should feel able to
report this sort of situation to the police.

In reply to Mr Connarty, Ms Rogland explained that in the “Alexandra” case, the offender had been
discovered following complaints by three girls.

Mr Van der Maelen asked whether other member states had better legislation or other ideas.

Ms Rogland thought that additional resources would help the police to be more efficient in detecting
problems on the Internet.
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Ms Err said that Luxembourg would ratify the Lanzarote Convention the following week. She asked about
the Swiss legislation, which was being drafted in the wake of the referendum on the elimination of the
statutory limitation with respect to pornographic crimes against prepubescent children. The problem was that
extending the time-limit for starting proceedings made it even more difficult to establish offences committed
much earlier. She wanted to know what had happened in other countries. Luxembourg was also considering
extending the time-limit for starting criminal proceedings.

The Chairperson said that over 100,000 Swiss citizens had signed a petition for a referendum, which had
been approved by the majority of the population, who had been alerted to the issue by recent cases,
whereas the Government and the Parliament had opposed the initiative. Draft legislation providing that there
should be no statutory limitation on sexual crimes against children under 12 years of age had been
submitted to Parliament.

Ms Sosa Govea asked if there were any psycho-sociological studies on factors leading to this type of
offence. In Mexico, poverty and the existence of street children were aggravating factors.

Ms Rogland said that offenders had often been victims of some type of violence but not only of a sexual
nature.

Lord Boswell raised the question of proof of sexual abuse and feared that the sole aim of the proceedings
might be to obtain financial compensation, particularly in cases where there was no clear evidence or only
very outdated evidence.

Ms Rogland replied that there was no need to worry about that possibility as there had been very few
examples of false allegations.

Ms Andersen agreed with the expert. In Norway too, studies showed that the majority of offenders had
themselves been victims of abuse. She mentioned the case of a hospital doctor who had sexually abused
50 children.

Mr Connarty welcomed the fact that the European Parliament had stressed the need to prevent sexual
violence against children in the EU directive on combating sexual abuse. Extraterritorial jurisdiction of
national courts could also be very effective in combating this problem.

Mr Baghdasaryan reported on his participation in the regional conference held in Yerevan. He noted that
Ms Kyriakidou had already launched a campaign in Cyprus for the ratification of the Lanzarote Convention.
He thought that the network should also help countries which had ratified the Convention to implement it.

Ms de Boer-Buquicchio said that the joint efforts of governments, parliaments and civil society had
produced very encouraging results. They had established the conditions for rapid ratification of the
Convention in numerous member states and beyond. She welcomed the recent ratification of the Convention
by Romania and Finland and the forthcoming ratification by Luxembourg. The Committee of Parties to the
Convention would adopt an issue-based approach and would hold its first meeting in September.

The Lanzarote Convention was a very ambitious treaty which asked states not only to change their criminal
legislation but also to introduce preventive measures and ensure the protection of victims, which was
sometimes difficult to do. That was why the campaign had devised tools to encourage children, parents,
experts working in this field, the media and policy-makers to take a more responsible attitude to preventing
and reporting abuse. The secretariat was, for example, working on devising material for teenagers.

Debates like the one they were having helped everyone to comprehend the different types of sexual
violence.

The parliamentary dimension had also prompted the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities to
contribute to the campaign by mobilising its networks. The parliamentarians had succeeded in mobilising
ministries and civil society, for example in Cyprus, Greece, Sweden, Azerbaijan, Mexico and ltaly, the first
country to take part in the campaign, which would also soon be launched by the governments of the Czech
Republic and Croatia. Other players in Austria, France, Switzerland, Ukraine and the United Kingdom had
also contacted the campaign organisers.

Despite the limited resources, feedback on the campaign material was very positive.
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Given that there was a new scandal involving sexual abuse in the headlines every day, she hoped that there
was firm political resolve to prevent sexual abuse and prosecute offenders, despite the limited resources.
She urged the parliamentarians to get involved in the campaign.

Mr Katrinis informed the participants of the conference that had been held in Athens on 9 June in the
context of the ONE in FIVE Campaign. The aim of the conference had been to inform parents, children and
judges - there had been 500 participants including local elected representatives and NGOs such as “The
Smile of the Child” - and to strengthen Greek legislation. The ONE in FIVE Campaign material had been
translated into Greek.

Ms Kyriakidou said that Cyprus had launched the campaign at national level in co-operation with the NGO
“Hope for children”. A special committee had been set up and a roadmap drawn up for the campaign, of
which the first step would be to ratify the Lanzarote Convention.

Ms Fataliyeva reported on the conference held in April at the Azerbaijan parliament with various ministers
and representatives of NGOs, during which she had presented the ONE in FIVE Campaign. Articles would
be published in the media to draw the population’s attention to the problem.
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