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Introduction
Domestic violence is one of the most prevalent forms of gender-based violence. One in four
women, and one in seven men, will experience domestic violence in their lifetime.1 Domestic
violence continues to have destabilizing effects on individuals and families around the country,
including in New York City. In 2014, the New York City Police Department responded to more
than 282,000 domestic incidents, and the Mayor’s Office to Combat Domestic Violence
documented 11,108 requests for shelter from women and families exposed to domestic violence.2
Domestic violence is a human rights concern, and freedom from domestic violence is a
fundamental human right. Moreover, access to safe and affordable housing is a critical
component of meeting the fundamental human needs of individuals who experience domestic
violence, and ensuring their human rights are respected and protected.
The Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute is pleased to provide this testimony to inform
the New York City Council on the human rights principles relating to government obligations to
ensure freedom from domestic violence as the Council considers Int. No. 832, aimed at
“prohibiting discrimination in housing accommodations on the basis of an individual’s status as a
victim of domestic violence.”
The Human Rights Institute, founded in 1998, draws on the law school’s deep human rights
tradition to support federal, state, and local government efforts to promote core human rights of
dignity, equality, and opportunity.
The Right to Be Free from Violence and Abuse
In recent years federal, state, and local government representatives across the United States have
recognized freedom from domestic violence as a fundamental human right. Over two dozen city
and county governments have declared support for a human rights based-approach to domestic
violence, and emphasized the corollary responsibility of local government to secure the right to
be free from domestic violence.3 In 2014, President Barack Obama reaffirmed the “basic human
right to be free from violence and abuse.”4
Several cities, including San Francisco and Los Angeles, have also incorporated universal human
rights principles into local law to address gender equity, including issues of violence against
women.5
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New York City’s effort to prohibit discrimination against survivors of domestic violence in the
housing context, and its existing protections against such discrimination in the employment
context, represent important steps in fulfilling the right to be free from violence and abuse. This
right is grounded in core international human rights principles,6 which provide a framework for
laws, policies, and programs to address gender-based violence and a means to assess the
effectiveness of existing efforts.
Fulfilling human rights requires government to take action to create conditions where all
individuals, including individuals who experience violence and abuse, can meet their basic
needs, such as adequate housing.
The human rights framework calls for proactive steps to prevent and address gender-based
violence committed by both private and governmental actors. Further, it emphasizes laws and
policies that empower victims and prioritize survivor dignity, including access to adequate
services and support to enable individuals to leave violent circumstances without putting basic
needs, like housing, at stake. In particular, “due diligence” represents the internationallyaccepted standard to guide government efforts to address gender-based violence. This due
diligence standard is drawn from a number of human rights agreements focused specifically on
the rights of women,7 and international human rights treaties that the United States has ratified.8
The Due Diligence Standard
Due diligence calls for laws, policies, programs, and practices to alleviate discrimination that can
occur on an individual or systemic level—whether intentional or unintentional. Due diligence
underscores the importance of changing attitudes, policies, and structures that are reflective of
gender bias and that perpetuate gender-based violence. It shifts the focus from addressing
violence after it occurs to addressing the systemic causes of domestic violence and preventing it
from occurring in the first place.
The United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women—an independent expert on
human rights—has articulated core components of due diligence, which require governments to
(1) take all appropriate measures to prevent gender-based violence from occurring; (2) offer
appropriate protections to potential targets; (3) investigate violence when it does occur; (4) hold
offenders to account for their actions; and (5) provide remedies and compensation for victims.9
This multipronged, proactive approach, grounded in the right to be free from discrimination in all
its forms, aims to address and alleviate the systemic causes of gender-based violence, and to
ensure redress.
Access to Housing
Ensuring survivors’ ability to access affordable housing is essential both to preventing domestic
violence and to protecting potential targets. Women seeking to leave abusive situations face
multiple barriers, and in many situations, do not even report abuse because of the negative
repercussions reporting may have on their personal circumstances, including retaining housing,
employment, and child custody.10 A comprehensive, rights-based approach should ensure that
women have the economic and social security to both report abusive situations and leave those
situations.
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Without access to stable housing, many women facing violence are also in danger of
homelessness. In fact, violence against women is a leading cause of homelessness for women
and families. One 2008 survey of 25 U.S. cities found that 28% of families were homeless as a
result of domestic violence.11 U.N. experts have also underscored the nexus between access to
housing and domestic violence, calling on the United States to provide “secure housing options
for those fleeing domestic violence;” and emphasizing that “housing policies should not
discriminate against victims of domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking—by excluding
them as applicants or evicting them based on their histories of abuse.”12
Prohibiting housing discrimination against survivors of domestic violence is one step toward
meeting survivors’ basic needs, in line with human rights principles.
Conclusion
There is growing momentum to recognize and secure the right to be free from violence at the
federal, state, and local levels. As a global city of economic, social, and cultural significance,
New York is poised to be a national leader in recognizing the right to be free from domestic
violence as a human right, and taking action to ensure this right. Specifically, by providing for
protections against discrimination in housing for survivors of domestic violence, New York City
can empower victims of domestic violence and prioritize survivor dignity by enabling
individuals to leave violent circumstances without putting their basic housing needs at stake. We
urge the City Council to ensure that the New York City Human Rights Law and its protections
reflect universal human rights principles, including the due diligence standard, to address genderbased violence.
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