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Executive summary

Sexual Violence Against Children and Adolescents (SVACA) is a pervasive problem in
Bolivia, with profound physical, psychological and emotional consequences for the vic-
tims. Despite legal reforms and international commitments, efforts to combat SVACA are
undermined by sociocultural attitudes, political resistance and institutional weaknesses,
resulting in a significant gap between the legal framework and its implementation. This
study examines %ow historical, sociocultural and political factors perpetuate the culture of
silence on SVACA in Bolivia by using a multi-layered analytical approach.

The first section provides a historical overview of child protection policies in Bolivia, tra-
cing their evolution through different phases and highlighting the influence of colonial
legacies and systemic inequalities. This context forms the basis for understanding the
socio-cultural and institutional barriers that still exist today. The study then explores three
inferconnected themes that contribute to the perpetuation of silence: adultcentrism in SVA-
CA, SVACA as a private issue, and the lack of trust in institutions. Using the metaphor
of an iceberg, the study shows that visible measures such as laws and public campaigns
only represent a performative response of the State, while deep-rooted socio-cultural and
historical factors remain hidden.

Data collection included interviews with 31 individuals from non-governmental organi-
zations, civil society organizations, government institutions and indigenous communities,
as well as a comprehensive review of reports, policy documents and academic literatu-
re. The findings underscore the importance of considering both visible and underlying
factors to set sustainable policy priorities. The analysis emphasizes the need for holistic,
evidence-based strategies that consider Bolivia’s unique historical and cultural context.

The study calls for approaches that challenge harmful norms, strengthen institutions, and
align policies with children’s rights. Involving children and families in program design
ensures their needs guide decision-making, creating a more protective environment E)r
Bolivia’s children. Key recommended actions incluc?e supporting survivorled advocacy
groups, facilitating community-based initiatives led by trusted local actors, and establi-
shing national strategy dialogues among key stakeholders to define joint political goals.
Additional measures such as independgent monitoring mechanisms and long-term fun-
ding for local efforts are needed to ensure sustained institutional and cultural change.
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Introduction

Since the 2010s, there has been notable progress in adopting legal measures to combat
Sexual Violence Against Children and Adolescents (SVACA), including the adoption of
laws to improve children’s rights (Law 548, 2014), combat gendered based violence
(Law 348, 2013) and compliance with international fromeworﬁs such as the Convention

on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the Lanzarote Convention (2007). .

Recent attention to sexual violence against children and adolescents (SVACA) has been
driven by cases like Brisa de Angulo vs. The Plurinational State of Bolivia, which marked
a significant milestone, as well as by new legislative proposals. However, gaps in enfor-
cement remain. Since 2022, Bolivia has faced measures mandated by the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights (IACHR) in mentioned court case, reinforcing the need for stron-
ger protections against SVACA.

However, political progress has been slow, hindered by challenges in implementing the
court’s recommendations. Proposals, such as the law on the statute of limitations for se-
xual offenses, show some political momentum, but their frequent rejection highlights the
inadequate prioritization of SVACA on the country’s political agenda. Despite the legal
framework, enforcement is undermined by insufficient funding, limited institutional capa-
city, and political inertia, with the rejection of the statute of ﬁmitqtions law serving as a
striking example of the lack of political commitment to comprehensive child protection.

Meanwhile, an alarming high prevalence rate that disproportionately affect girls and
female adolescents prevails. Studies show that around 34% of girls and 23% of boys in
Bolivia experience sexual violence before the age of 18 (Defensoria del Pueblo, 2015).
Disturbingly, twelve children and adolescents are raped every day across the country
(ibid.), with 44.4% of cases being perpetrated by family members (Instituto de Investi-
gaciones en Ciencias del Comportamiento [IICC] & International Justice Mission [IJM],
2024). These statistics show not only the extent of the problem, but also the deep roots
of SVACA in family and social structures.

This study seeks to examine the underlying factors contributing to the emergence of these
legal measures to address SVACA in Bolivia, but also what has contributed to their lack
of enforcement and slow progress in generating sustained national political commitment
to address this prevalent and pressing issue. We do this by tracing the interplay of histo-
rical, sociocultural and political dynamics related to the problem.

First, we provide a socio-historical analysis of how SVACA gained visibility and received
societal and political attention. Secondly, we explore three key issues 1K0t perpetuate
a culture of silence around SVACA: adultcentrism in SVACA, SVACA understood as a

rivate issue, and the pervasive lack of trust in institutions. Using the metaphor of the ice-
Eerg, the study illustrates how visible efforts, such as legal reform and public campaigns,
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only address the surface of the problem and remains to be a performative resc,fonse of
the State, leaving the underlying cultural and systemic factors largely untouched.

Although a legal framework exists, the
lack of implementation leaves children
exposed to sexual violence and without
real access to justice.

The findings indicate that comprehensive strategies are needed to address the root cau-
ses of SVACA and to generate the attention and capacity to tackle this issue effectively.
These strategies incluc?e challenging harmful norms, strengthening institutional capacity,
and aligning policy implementation with children’s rights, such as increasing the budget
and ensuring that the voices of those directly affedegore heard.

Strengthening existing networks working on SVACA and creating more space for dia-
|oc1;ue between NGOs, civil society, policymakers, and survivors, while dismantling the
beliefs that sustain the culture of silence, is also crucial.

Furthermore, involving children and families in the design and monitoring of local pro-
grams to guarantee their needs and experiences will shape decision-making. By ad-
dressing the deeper, hidden layers of SVACA, Bolivia can E:ster a more equitable and
protfective environment for its youngest citizens.
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Background

study is part of an Oak Foundation-funded research program examining political factors
that shape national priority and capacity to address sexual violence against children.
The program’s aim is to uncover these factors, and to offer insights on how to strengthen
national systems. It consists of eight studies: a scoping review of literature that examines
policy and governance concerning sexual violence against children; national case stu-
dies of Bolivia, Chile, Germany, South Africa, the United Arab Emirates, and the United
Kingdom (Shawar, Truong, & Shiffman, 2022); and a comparative study that draws on
the scoping review and the national case studies to delineate factors shaping priority
and capacity.

An analytical framework (table 1) presented in detail in the scoping review (Shawar,
Kosuri & Shiffman, 2025)) anchors all the studies. Developed in the formative stages of
this research program, the framework is grounded in scholarship from the disciplines of
political science, policy studies, and sociology, and draws on the scoping review and six
national case studies. The framework identifies 14 key factors shaping national priority
and capacity to address sexual violence against children, grouped into three broad ca-
tegories: historical and sociocultural context, priority, and capacity.

Table 1: Framework of key factors shaping national priority and capacity to address
sexual violence against children

Explanation
States and social institutions are more likely fo
Category of factors Factor prioritize and have capacity fo address se:ucﬂ
violence against children when:
1. Social Families, communities, and decision-makers
norms embrace a responsibility to profect vulnerable
Historical and sociocultural and practices children.
context:
Factors that shape the
conceptualization, emergen- | 2- Risk factors Challenges that shape sexual violence prevalence
ce, and persistence of sexual such as poverty are not overwhelming in scope,
violence against children, and when present, states are able to manage
and that underpin the priority these problems effectively.
the issue receives and the
capacity of siate and sos:iol 3. Historical A country has not faced macrosocial difficulfies
insfitufions fo act on the issue legacy such as structural adjustment that have hampered
the ability of the state to address sexual violence
against children.
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Features of government organization facilitate
efforts to address sexual violence against children;
for instance no contradiction between customary
and indigenous law on the issue.

4. Regime
type and

legal systems

Advocates and allies concerned with sexual

5. Acor violence against children, including survivors,

power have the power to press government fo act.
6. Political Sirong individual champions and institutions
and within government exist fo guide policy
bureaucratic development and implementation.
leadership

Priority:

Effective legal and judicial instruments, commis-
Factors that move states and

cties 1o add | 7. legislative | sions, and/or inquiries dedicated to addressing
59(:"6 165 1o ac reslf_ls;xuo processes child sexval abuse are established within
violence against children government.
8. Social Scandals or crises emerge that highlight the
Crises scope of the problem and/or the failure of
and existing institutions fo address the problem.
attentions

Global organizations or discourses incentivize

9. International stafe action on sexual violence against children.

influences

Relevant agencies within the state bureaucracy
10. Workforce | and professionals that address sexual violence
Capacity: capacity against children have sufficient skills, resources,
Factors that shape the and motivation to carry out policy.

capacity of states and other
institutions to address sexual
violence against children 11.
Coordination

State, international, non-governmental and
community-based actors work together to address
sexual violence against children.

12. Financial The government provides adequate resources to
resources address the problem.

Strong mechanisms are in place fo hold national
13. Accountability | leaders to account, including quality data and
mechanisms program evaluation.

Decision-makers, service providers, and
community members are aware of the extent of
sexual violence against children, and how to
prevent and address it.

14. Social
awareness

Source: Shawar et el, 2025

Historical and sociocultural context pertains to factors that shape the definition, emergen-
ce and persistence of the problem of sexual violence against children, and that underpin
state and social priority and capacity to address the issue. This category consists of four
elements: social norms and practices (factor 1), risk factors (factor 2), ﬁistoricol legacy
(factor 3), and regime type and legal systems (factor 4).

Social norms and practices concern widely held beliefs and behaviors connected to se-
xual violence—for example, the extent to which violence against children is considered a
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private affair rather than one the state ought to concern itself with, and whether practices
such as child marriage are perceived to constitute sexual violence against children. Risk
factors refer to large-scale challenges that countries must navigate, such as poverty, that
shape the prevalence of sexual violence against children and the priority and capacity

of the state to address the problem.

Historical legacy concerns macro-level political, social and economic developments,
such as apartheid and structural adjustment programs, that shape the problem of sexual
violence against children and the state’s ability to address it. Finally, regime type and
legal systems refer to features of government organization—such as the degree of au-
tocracy, level of federalism, and power of customary versus indigenous law—that may
shape attention to and policymaking surrounding sexual violence against children.
Priority refers to the degree to which states ong societies give meaningful attention to
addressing sexual violence against children. The category consists of five elements: actor
power (factor 5), political and bureaucratic leadership (factor 6), legislative processes
(factor 7), social crises and attention (factor 8), and international influences (factor 9).
Actor power refers to the political strength of advocates and dllies, including survivors,
women'’s rights groups, service providers and researchers. Political and bureaucratic
leadership concerns the position and power of individual and institutional champions
within government.

Legislative processes pertain to the quality and effectiveness of the mechanisms to ad-
vance action on addressing sexual violence against children, such as legal and judicial
instruments, commissions, and inquiries. Socioﬂ crises and attention refer to scandals or
crises that highlight—often via the media—child protection challenges, the failure of exis-
ting institutions to address sexual violence against children, and/or the prevalence of the
problem. Finally, international influences pertain to the power that international agencies
and discourses have to shape national policymaking on sexual violence against cEildren.

Capacity refers to the ability of states and societies to act to address sexual violen-
ce against children. This category consists of five elements: workforce capacity (factor
10), coordination (factor 11), ?inonciol resources (factor 12), accountability mechanisms
(factor 13), and social awareness (factor 14). Workforce capacity concerns the skills,
resources, and motivation of involved stakeholders, including social workers, to address
sexual violence against children. Coordination concerns the extent to which involved
stakeholders, including service providers, policymakers, donors, and advocates, work
together to achieve collective goals.

Financial resources concern the extent to which government provides adequate funding
for preventing and addressing sexual violence against children. Accountability mecha-
nisms pertain to how advocates hold decision-makers to account, for instance via the
collection of data on sexual violence against children prevalence and solutions. Finally,
social awareness concerns the extent to which decision-makers, service providers, and
community members are aware of the nature and scope of sexual violence against chil-
dren, as well as how to adequately prevent and address the problem
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xual violence against children and adolescents (SVACA) in Bolivia throug
with key informants, (2) a comprehensive review of relevant literature, and (3) an analysis
of policy documents and laws. The following sections provide a detailed explanation of
the study’s methodological approach.

This qualitative case study examines national  prioritization and cclpocit{1 to address se-

(1) interviews

1. Data

1.1 Key informant interviews

A total of 31 key informant interviews were conducted between September 2023 and
May 2024 (see Table 2). Participants were selected based on their knowledge, exper-
tise, and/or experience in the field of sexual violence against children in Bolivia, en-
suring a broad range of perspectives, including those from civil society, government,
and indigenous communities. The use of key informants as a data collection strategy is
widely recognized in case study and policy research for its ability to provide in-depth
insights (Lokot, 2021).

The interviews involved 14 participants from (international) non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) working on human, children’s or women'’s rights, eight participants
from (local) advocacy organizations consisting mainly of young people and survivors,
five professionals with (previous) experience in a governmental institution in relation
to child protection and policy, and four indigenous community leaders from the Santa
Cruz region. Notably, professionals with experience in governmental institutions were
harder to reach, whiTe the active participation of NGOs and advocacy organizations
highlights the vital role of civil society in addressing these issues and driving the work
that still needs to be done.

Of these interviews, 14 were conducted in person, while 17 took place online. Gen-
der representation was predominantly female, with 26 women and 5 men. Most of
the interviews (29) were conducted in Spanish, two in English. The duration of the
inferviews was between 30 and 90 minutes, with an average of 60 minutes.



Table 2: Overview of key informants

Type of organization In-person/virtual

1 F NGO la Paz Virtual
2 F NGO la Paz Virtual
3 F NGO La Paz In person
4 F NGO la Paz In person
5 F NGO la Paz Virtual
6 F Advocacy organization La Paz In person
7 F Advocacy organization la Paz In person
8 F Advocacy organization la Paz Virtual
9 M Advocacy organization la Paz In person
10 F Advocacy organization La Paz In person
11 F NGO Cochabamba Virtual
12 F NGO La Paz In person
13 F NGO USA Virtual
14 i NGO Cochabamba Virtual
15 M Advocacy organization Cochabamba Virtual
16 F NGO Potosi Virtual
17 F Governmental institution La Paz Virtual
18 F NGO Potosi Virtual
19 M Governmental institufion la Paz Virtual
20 F NGO La Paz In person
21 i Governmental institution Lla Paz Virtual
22 F Governmental institution La Paz Virtual
23 F NGO la Paz Virtual

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia



Type of organization In-person/virtual

24 M Indigenous community Santa Cruz In person
25 F Indigenous community Santa Cruz In person
26 M Indigenous community Santa Cruz In person
27 M Indigenous community Santa Cruz In person
28 F NGO la Paz In person
29 F NGO la Paz In person
30 F Governmental institution La Paz Virtual

31 F NGO US/Cochabamba Virtual

1.2 Document review

In addition to the interviews, 119 research articles, reports, and policy documents in
both English and Spanish were consulted and reviewed. A total of 86 articles and re-
ports were reviewed, along with 33 documents related to the regulatory framework—
including policy documents, protocols, and legislation—to compare progress and
limitations in the regulation of sexual violence against children and adolescents in
Bolivia. These sources provided a nuanced understanding of the topic by weaving
together international and local perspectives to contextualize the situation in Bolivia
and align it with global research trends on the topic. They include assessments of past
and current laws and policies, a historical overview of efforts to protect children, and
powerful testimonies from survivors of sexual violence against children.

2. Analysis

Based on the inferviews and relevant documents, categories and subcategories were
developed to answer our research question in accordance with the analytical framework
discussed in the previous section. We applied a grounded theory approach by coding
all interviews and categorizing them into priority, capacity, and historical and socio-cul-
tural context. However, in order to better convey the specificities of the Bolivian case, we
adapted our structure while maintaining the central analytical framework.

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia
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3. Ethical considerations

Several ethical safeguards were implemented to protect participants:

A\ 4

The research design and data collection instruments were reviewed by an ethics
committee assembled specifically for this research and coordinated with the
Universidad Catélica Boliviana ‘San Pablo’ in La Paz. This committee, compo-
sed of three experts specialized in issues of sexual violence in Bolivia, gave
advice with a focus on avoiding re-victimization during the inferviews. In addi-
tion, the instruments were reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at Johns
Hopkins University’s School of Public Health, the lead institution overseeing this
research project.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants before each interview.
Participants were informed about the research objectives and design through a
comprehensive document outlining the study’s purpose, voluntary participation,
potential risks, and privacy protection measures. All participants have given
their written or verbal consent for the data to be anonymized and used exclusi-
vely for research purposes.

Anonymity was strictly maintained throughout the research process, with parti-

cular care given to avoid revealing identifiable information about participants,
especially those who had experienced sexual violence during childhood.

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia



This section is divided into two parts. The first part provides a historical overview of the
prioritization and capacity related to SVACA in Bolivia, structured into four periods:
(1) before 1990, examining the gradual emergence of children's rights throughout the
20th century; (2) 1990-1999, focusing on efforts to strengthen children's rights; (3)
2000-2020, analyzing the development of more comprehensive legislation addressing
SVACA; and (4) 2020—present, discussing waves of prioritization driven by recent em-
blematic cases. The second part examines contemporary factors that sustain a culture
of silence at the societal level regarding sexual violence. We identity three key issues:
adultcentrism in SVACA, the perception of SVACA as a private matter, and the lack of
trust in government services.

Part 1: Historical narrative: An overview of the
prioritization and capacity of SVACA

1. 1. Prior to 1990: The gradual emergence of children’s
rights in the 20th century

In many parts of the world, including Bolivia, the 20th century has been marked by
various scholars as the “century of the child” (Key, 1909 [2020]), driven not only by
a growing global emphasis on individual rights but also by shifting societal views on
childhood, the rise of social reform movements, and increasing recognition of children’s
vulnerability and need for protection in legal reforms. These factors collectively shaped
approaches to child welfare worldwide (Macinai, 2016; Sandin, 1995).

In Bolivia, this period marked the beginning of efforts to protect children and adoles-
cents. While a formal and centralized child protection system had yet to be established
in the early 20th century, most initiatives emerged through charitable and institutional
endeavors, influenced by broader international trends (Escobari de Querejazu, 2009).
Much of this early child welfare work was led by the upper class and women’s associa-
tions, who combined moral obligations with charitable actions. These efforts were often
shaped by a racialized view of society, where children from higher socio-economic and
predominantly white or mestizo backgrounds were seen as more deserving of care and
support. Rooted in Christian values and heavily influenced by Catholic doctrine, churches

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia
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and related organizations played a central role in addressing the needs of vulnerable
children (Escobari de Querejazu, 2009, 2020).

However, indigenous children-who up to today form a large part of Bolivia’s racial com-
position-were marginalized and excluded from these initiatives, making them less likely
to receive the same level of State care.

Although the State’s role was initially limited, the consequences of the Chaco War
(1932-1935) between Bolivia and Paraguay, fought over a region believed to be rich in
oil, left many children orphaned. The large numbers of orphans prompted the creation of
the Patronato Nacional de Huérfanos de Guerra (National War Orphans’ Trust).

The aftermath of the war exposed stark ethnic and racial inequalities in child welfare,
as it predominantly affected mestizo and indigenous children from lower socio-economic
backgrounds, highlighting the need for a more inclusive child protection system. The
newly created institution represented one of the first significant steps in governmental
involvement in child welfare. Over time, its mandate expanded and evolved into the
Patronato Nacional del Menor (National Trust for Children) in 1937, marking a broader
recognition of state responsibility for protecting vulnerable children. This shift focused
more on the child’s living situation—whether in “regular situations,” such as those living
with their (extended) families, or in “irregular situations,” such as orphans and institutio-
nalized children—rather than their ethnic background, although racial disparities in care

persisted (Escobari de Querejazu, 2009, 2020; Ifio Daza, 2020).

In the 1950s, Bolivia saw the growing recognition of children’s rights within its social
welfare system, closely tied to the rise of the National Revolutionary Movement (MNR),
a political party that led one of the most significant political transformations in Bolivia's
history in 1952. The MNR transformed the country’s social and political landscape,
prioritizing greater equity and the inclusion of previously marginalized groups, including
indigenous children.

A key initiative was the Rights of the Bolivian Child in 1955, one of the first laws to fra-
me child protection as a shared responsibility of families and the state, with a particular
focus on children in “irregular” situations, such as orphans and abandoned children (Ifio
Daza, 2020). Under René Barrientos’ military dictatorship, Bolivia implemented its first
Minors” Code in 1966, reflecting the principles of the 1959 Declaration of the Rights of
the Child, which Bolivia had ratified. This Code introduced the notion of childhood and
adolescence as the nation’s future; however, like the codes that followed in 1975, 1992,
and 1999, it included no provisions addressing sexual violence.

The 1972 Penal Code of Bolivia was introduced during Hugo Banzer's military regime as
part of broader legal reforms aimed at consolidating state power and breaking with the
colonial legacies of the first Penal Code of 1834, implemented after Bolivia’s foundation
(Landa Alejandro, 2020). Notably, the 1972 Penal Code was the first legal document
to include specific provisions addressing sexual violence against children. Article 308
criminalized the “rape of a minor who has not reached the age of puberty,” while Article
309 addressed estupro—defined as the seduction of adolescents aged 14 to 18 —which
applied only to “an honest woman who has reached puberty and is under the age of
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seventeen” (emphasis our own) (Penal Code, 1972)'.

However, both articles reflected the patriarchal framework under which they were concei-
ved. By framing sexual violence against minors within the context of a woman’s “honor”
and positioning estupro as seduction rather than coercion, the law reinforced cultural
attitudes that prioritized protecting a woman’s social reputation over recognizing her
agency and the harm caused by sexual violence. This approach diminished the gravity of
such crimes and perpetuated broader societal attitudes that minimized the harm inflicted
on survivors (Barragan, 2005; Equality Now, 2021).

The second Minor’s Code (1976), introduced under Hugo Banzer’s military government,
was primarily a response to growing concerns about juvenile delinquency and child
abandonment. However, the Code'’s failure to address violence against children—par-
ticularly sexual violence—reflects a significant omission that reveals the patriarchal and
adult-centric values embedded in the state’s approach to childhood. Rather than focusing
on protecting children from harm, the Code prioritized controlling the proliferation of
“irregular” children, reinforcing a framework that viewed children as potential threats
to social order rather than as rights-bearing individuals. By institutionalizing care and
enforcing discipline while ignoring the issue of sexual violence, the state exposed its un-
derlying concern with maintaining order rather than safeguarding children’s well-being
(Escobari de Querejazu, Rodriguez, Bellido, Loza, & Tito, 2019; Ifio Daza, 2020).

A more comprehensive approach to children’s rights emerged at the turn of the 1990s.

2. 1990-1999: Efforts to strengthen children’s rights

In the 1990s, Bolivia experienced significant advances in child protection laws and chil-
dren's rights, starting with the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) on 8 March 1990 through Law 1152, following years of military
dictatorship from 1964 to 1982, during a period of post-dictatorship reconstruction and
increasing infernational pressure. This ratification was a decisive step towards prioriti-
zing children’s rights and recognizing the shared responsibility of families, communities
and the state for the protection of children and adolescents (Escobari de Querejazu et
al., 2019). Building on this foundation, the introduction of the Third Minors’ Code in
1992 represented Bolivia's first major effort to align its legislation with the principles of

the CRC.

The code emphasized the right to survival, development, dignity and protection and
moved from punitive to protective and preventive measures. However, despite these ad-
vances, the Code retained elements of older frameworks, such as the distinction between
“regular” and “irregular” situations, and lacked robust mechanisms to fully implement
children’s rights in different contexts (Escobari de Querejazu et al., 2019; Ifio Daza,

2020).

1 According to Barragan (2005, p. 74), the patriarchal character of modern laws in Bolivia is evident, as the early laws
distinguished between women of “good reputation” and women of “blemished reputation”, which led to different punish-
ments. Barragdn notes that this distinction is a remnant of Spanish colonial law, which was rooted in medieval customs
and divided women info these two groups.

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia
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At the end of the 20th century, Bolivia introduced a new code-the Children and Adoles-
cents Code (1999)-which replaced the term “minors” with “children and adolescents,”
thereby aligning itself with the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC). This amendment recognized children and adolescents as rights-bearing indivi-
duals, with an emphasis on empowerment, participation and inclusive measures rather
than control or punishment. The Code also broadened the scope of the child protection
system, which had previously focused only on children in “irregular situations,” to include
the needs of children in “regular situations” as well. This represented a significant deve-
lopment, as children were legally recognized as subjects of rights and not just objects of
protection (Ifio Daza, 2020).

The 1999 Children and Adolescents Code also failed to address SVACA, since these
crimes were only covered under the Penal Code. However, significant changes to the
Penal Code were made that same year through Law No. 2033 (1999), which introduced
Article 308bis, specifically criminalizing the rape of a child or adolescent. Additionally,
the requirement that the victim of estupro had to be an “honest woman” was removed,
extending the law’s protection to all adolescents aged 14 to 18. These reforms likely
reflected Bolivia's broader effort to align its legal framework with growing international
awareness of children’s rights, spurred by its ratification of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child. Nevertheless, the reforms failed to fully eliminate the cultural and legal bia-
ses embedded in the original provisions.

Table 2: Overview of Laws and Codes Addressing Children’s Rights

Declaration of the Rights of the Bolivian Child

Minor’s Code

Penal Code

Minor's Code

Law 1152: Ratification of the Convention of the

Rights of the Child
Minor’s Code

Children and Adolescents Code

Law 2033: Law on the protection of victims of
crimes against sexual freedom

Law 3773: to install August 9 as Bolivia's National
Day of Solidarity with Victims of Sexual Violence

Lanzarote Convention (Convention on the
Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation
and Sexual Abuse)

Law 348: Comprehensive Law to Guarantee
Women a Life Free from Violence

Law: 548: Children and Adolescents Code

Source: prepared by authors
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3. 2000-2020: The run-up to more comprehensive laws ad-
dressing SVACA

a) The rise of the MAS party

To understand the impetus for the development of a more integrated child protection
framework in the 2014 Children and Adolescents Code, it is important to consider the
socio-political context that enabled the consolidation of the political party Movimiento
al Socialismo (Movement for Socialism [MAS]) under the leadership of former president
Evo Morales, the country’s first indigenous president. This context reveals how regula-
tions to protect children from sexual violence were created as part of the legitimization of
the MAS political project, commonly referred to as the “project of change.” During Evo
Morales’ presidency, this project was positioned both as an alternative to the hegemonic
capitalist development and as a strategy to gain recognition and legitimacy in the inter-
national legal arena.

Before the MAS came to power, Bolivia was experiencing a crisis of political legitimacy
caused by a state that had distanced itself from the needs of the indigenous rural popu-
lation. This crisis was due to several factors: a lack of equity due to the absence of a real
plan for social and economic integration between urban and rural areas, reflected in
ineffective policies to address inequality and access to services; a crisis of representation
as traditional political parties operated with a “pact democracy” based on coalitions
that ignored the needs of large segments of the population; and the neoliberal policies
of 15 years prior, which deepened economic inequalities and undermined trust in state
institutions. Together, these factors undermined democracy in Bolivia and highlighted the
alienation between the state and its people (Ichuta Nina, 2008).

On the other hand, two key factors were crucial in the construction and consolidation of
the MAS: the process of municipalization that began in 1994, which, together with the
work of non-governmental organizations, helped to bring the rural population into the
political sphere; and the growing mobilization of various social movements. Thus, the
MAS’s promise of change, which aimed to break with the political systems inherited from
colonialism and sustained by the republican order, resonated strongly with the popula-
tion. This allowed Evo Morales to win with more than 50% of the popular vote (Zuazo,

2009).

This context explains how the Movement for Socialism placed the indigenous and rural
population at the center of its political agenda, focusing on the reclamation of indige-
nous rights and the protection of Mother Earth. However, in its early years, children and
adolescents were not yet considered as central political subjects in the MAS discourse.
Over time, however, their role began to gain importance, as evidenced by the educa-
tional reforms promoted by the Ministry of Culture and Education. These reforms, which
were central to the government’s decolonial transformation efforts (Reinares, 2020), ai-
med to strengthen the “Vivir Bien” project, with a clear emphasis on providing free, deco-
lonial education for all. However, it was not until civil society organizations and survivors
themselves took over the fight against sexual violence that this topic gain relevance both
at national and international arena.
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b) The role of civil society and international pressure

Over time, Bolivia infroduced a series of laws to address sexual violence against chil-
dren and adolescents. These legislative advances were primarily driven by civil society
organizations, which played a crucial role in advocating for children’s rights amid signi-
ficant political and social transformations. During this period, Bolivia underwent major
economic and political shifts, creating a favorable context for legal reforms focused on
combating violence against children.

While the MAS government sought national legitimacy through educational reforms, its
infernational recognition was also shaped by its response to gender-based and sexual
violence. Addressing SVACA became a key aspect of the government’s strategy to de-
monstrate that the Plurinational State of Bolivia, under its new Constitution, was commit-
ted to building a rule-of-law system that upheld international human rights standards. This
external pressure, combined with civil society mobilization, led to legal and institutional
changes aimed at improving protections for children and adolescents.

One early sign of this growing awareness was the enactment of Law 3773 in 2007,
which designated August 9 as Bolivia’s National Day of Solidarity with Victims of Sexual
Violence. This law reflected the increasing recognition of sexual violence as a systemic
issue and provided a platform for awareness campaigns, prevention measures, and soli-
darity efforts to drive institutional and social change.

Civil society organizations played a pivotal role in placing sexual violence on the natio-
nal agenda, particularly from a gender perspective. Women's rights groups led efforts to
push for legal reforms, emphasizing the protection of women’s human rights. However,
while these movements contributed to strengthening legal frameworks against sexual vio-
lence, their advocacy largely centered on gender-based violence, with limited attention
to the specific vulnerabilities of children and adolescents. As a result, legislative advan-
cements offen prioritized the protection of women, sidelining the distinct needs of child
and adolescent victims of sexual violence.

Two key cases illustrate the impact of civil society advocacy in shaping legal reforms.
The first was the case of Juana Quispe, a municipal councilwoman who faced harass-
ment, threats, and violence for denouncing political corruption. Despite filing criminal
complaints, she received no protection from authorities. Following her tragic death, wo-
men's organizations mobilized to demand stronger state action against all forms of vio-
lence, particularly political and gender-based violence. This advocacy helped push for
legislative changes addressing violence against women.

The second crucial case was M.Z. vs. The Plurinational State of Bolivia, brought before
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. The victim, M.Z., denounced the State’s ne-
gligence in handling her sexual assault case. Despite her efforts to seek justice, Bolivian
authorities failed to investigate the crime adequately. The case was settled through a
friendly agreement between the Bolivian state and the victim, leading to a commitment
to legislative reforms and the establishment of a specialized unit to address sexual vio-
lence cases. This agreement laid the groundwork for Law 348; Comprehensive Law to
Guarantee Women a Life Free from Violence, enacted in 2013, which marked a turning
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point in Bolivia’s legal framework against gender-based violence.

Institutionally, there were significant changes following the friendly settlement agreement
in the M.Z. case, which also reached the Inter-American Commission. As part of this
process, a specialized unit was created within the Prosecutor's Office to handle sexual
violence crimes exclusively. Initially, this unit operated effectively and was considered a
major advancement in addressing sexual violence cases.

However, with the enactment of Law 348, the unit became overwhelmed with cases re-
garding other types of violence, which in turn led to an inefficient response.

“But with Law 348, they said, ‘Now, who is going to handle these
cases?’ because that law did not come with additional funding.
So, they said, this unit will handle special cases. As a result, from

the 6,000 sexual violence cases they handled, 50,000 cases of all
types of violence appeared under Law 348."

(Interviewee 20)

While Law 348 was primarily designed to protect women from violence, it introduced
critical reforms affecting child and adolescent victims of sexual violence. It redefined the
legal understanding of rape against minors, recognizing that coercion was not always
necessary fo constitute rape and that the inability to provide consent was sufficient
grounds for prosecution. Additionally, Law 348 abolished the criminal offense of “kidna-
pping with matrimonial intent”, which had allowed perpetrators to evade rape charges
by marrying their victims—a practice that was often used to pressure adolescent victims
info forced marriages to protect their families’ reputations.

These legal changes represented a significant step toward dismantling entrenched ste-
reotypes and patriarchal norms that had historically minimized sexual violence against
minors. However, implementation challenges persisted. The lack of funding and resour-
ces meant that specialized units initially created to handle sexual violence cases became
overwhelmed as Law 348 expanded their mandate to cover all forms of gender-based
violence.

Beyond genderfocused legislation, Law 548 (Children and Adolescents Code), enacted
in 2014, represented a milestone in child protection. This law sought to align Bolivia's le-
gal framework with its obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Unlike
Law 348, which centered on gender-based violence, Law 548 took a broader approach
by explicitly recognizing children and adolescents as rights-holders and strengthening
protections against all forms of violence, including SVACA. It introduced mechanisms for
prevention, care, and access to justice for child victims of sexual violence.

Despite these advancements, legal and cultural challenges remained. The Committee on
the Rights of the Child (2008) criticized Bolivia for maintaining a lower minimum marria-
ge age for girls (14 years) compared to boys (16 years), reinforcing harmful norms that
sexualized adolescent girls and legitimized child marriages. Although Bolivia later raised
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the minimum age, informal unions between young girls and adult men persisted, often as
a result of societal pressure rather than legal gaps.

“That's the issue of child marriage, for example, isn't it2 In Bolivig,
you can't really make statistics on that because they don't neces-
sarily marry, but they can live together. What does that look like?
In many cases... what happens is that sexual assault has occurred,
right? But the family or the community doesn’t recognize it as sexual
assault. Instead, they force the adolescent to live with the aggressor.
They say, ‘Since they already had sex, they must be together.” Of-
ten, these are non-consensual relationships.”

(Interviewee 3)

“Well, the structural factors of violence correspond to two aspects,
let’s say: one is cultural, where we have this normalization of vio-
lence, these marriages of girls with adult men, rituals where 10- or
12-year-old girls are sexually initiated in their community by their
families, etc. Community and cultural issues that are a complete risk
factor, but which are a structural factor.”

(Interviewee 2)

One of the main ongoing criticisms of Bolivia’s legal framework against SVACA s its
gendered focus, which prioritizes violence against women and girls while neglecting the
realities of sexual violence against boys—who remain largely invisible in national deba-
tes on child protection—despite the undeniable role of civil society in advancing legal
protections between 2000 and 2020.

c) Towards a Comprehensive Child Protection and Public Justice System:
The Most Recent Efforts Since 2014 in Bolivia

Building on the legal reforms and institutional changes discussed earlier, Bolivia has
developed the Sistema Plurinacional de Proteccién Integral de la Nifia, Nifio y Adoles-
cents (Plurinational System for Comprehensive Protection of Children and Adolescents
[SIPPROINA]), a framework that reflects the State’s intention to establish a coordinated,
multisectoral response to safeguard children and adolescents. This system represents ano-
ther key milestone in Bolivia's evolving legal and institutional framework for responding
to SVACA, aiming to unify the efforts of various government entities under a comprehen-
sive child protection and public justice model. However, despite its ambitious design,
SIPPROINA continues to face significant structural and operational challenges that limit
its effectiveness in addressing sexual violence against children and adolescents.
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At the core of SIPPROINA lies the recognition that child protection must be a shared
responsibility across multiple state institutions. The Ministry of Justice and Institutional
Transparency plays a central role, particularly through two key units. The Direccion Ge-
neral de Nifiez y Personas Adultas Mayores (General Directorate of Childhood and
Older Adults) is responsible for formulating and coordinating policies to ensure the full
protection of children’s rights, reinforcing prevention and intervention strategies against
SVACA. Meanwhile, the Servicio Plurinacional de Asistencia a la Victima (Plurinational
Service for Victim Assistance, [SEPDAVI]) provides legal representation for economically
disadvantaged victims, including children and adolescents, ensuring their access to jus-
tice despite socioeconomic barriers.

The Fuerza Especial de Lucha Contra la Violencia (Special Force to Fight Violence [FEL
CV]) and the Directorate General of Human Trafficking and Smuggling are both spe-
cialized units operating under the Ministry of Government. FELCV, as a division of the
Bolivian National Police, investigates gender-based violence, including sexual violence
against children and women. The Directorate General intervenes in cases of child se-
xual exploitation. In addition, the Office of the Attorney General (Fiscalia General del
Estado), which operates under the Public Ministry, has a specialized division focused on
crimes related to gender and juvenile issues.

Within the Public Justice System, courts and judicial bodies enforce child protection laws
and oversee cases involving child sexual violence. Specialized judicial units have been
created to improve case management, ensuring that prosecutors and judges receive tra-
ining to handle these sensitive cases with the necessary expertise and trauma-informed
approaches. Yet, despite these specialized courts and legal provisions, the system still
struggles to provide a justice process that fully prioritizes child victims' well-being and
prevents revictimization.

The structure of SIPPROINA reflects Bolivia’s aspiration to create a more comprehensive,
infer-institutional approach to child protection, aligning with international child rights
frameworks. However, its effectiveness in responding to SVACA remains limited due to
several persistent issues. A major obstacle is the lack of adequate resources and funding.
Similar to the challenges faced by Law 348, SIPPROINA was not accompanied by the
financial and human resources needed to support its ambitious objectives. As a result,
specialized units, legal aid services, and child protection programs often face budgetary
constraints that hinder their ability to function effectively.

“There is a lack of adequate psychological and social support, as
well as a more efficient legal defense—these are some of the limita-
tions that exist. Institutions are overwhelmed with cases, and while
this does not justify situations such as mistreatment and others, it
does in some way help explain why prosecutors sometimes go info

trials unprepared or not fully informed, because the sheer num-
ber of cases they handle is simply too much—and the same often
applies to judges.”

(Interviewee 20)
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Another key challenge is fragmented coordination and institutional overlap. Despite the
clear division of responsibilities among institutions, inter-agency coordination remains
weak. Overlapping mandates, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and inconsistent communica-
tion between different sectors have led to delays and gaps in protection services. Additio-
nally, limited capacity for trauma-informed care within many institutions means that vic-
tims often experience secondary victimization during legal and institutional proceedings.
Barriers to justice for child victims persist, exacerbated by judicial bottlenecks, lack of
trust in authorities, and deeply rooted cultural norms that normalize sexual violence. Fur-
thermore, boys remain largely invisible in the state’s protection strategies, as Bolivia's le-
gal framework continues to prioritize violence against women and girls while neglecting
the realities of sexual violence against male children and adolescents.

While SIPPROINA represents a significant step toward strengthening Bolivia's response
to SVACA, its current limitations highlight the need for more systematic investment, tra-
ining, and inter-institutional coordination. Addressing these shortcomings will require
sustained financial commitment to ensure that child protection institutions have the neces-
sary resources to operate effectively. Enhanced training programs for justice operators,
law enforcement, and social workers are essential to building capacity for trauma-infor-
med interventions. Strengthening inter-agency cooperation is also necessary fo create a
more streamlined and efficient response to child sexual violence as also demonstrated by
the recent study led by Instituto de Investigaciones en Ciencias del Comportamiento and
International Justice Mission (2024).

Despite these challenges, SIPPROINA remains a critical component of Bolivia's evolving
strategy to combat SVACA, demonstrating the state's ongoing efforts to build a more res-
ponsive and accountable child protection system. However, without concrete measures
to address its current limitations, the system risks becoming yet another well-intentioned
reform that struggles to translate legal commitments into tangible protection for children
and adolescents.

4. 2020-present: Waves of priorization of SVACA due to
emblematic cases

Recent scandals have brought the issue of sexual violence against children and adoles-
cents (SVACA) back into the spotlight. Larger scandals with lasting consequences tend to
lead to more sustained action, while smaller ones often generate temporary momentum
that quickly fades. In recent years, three cases have played a significant role in keeping
SVACA in the public and political eye: the landmark case of Brisa de Angulo, which led
to legal reforms and international attention; the church’s secret sexual abuse scandal;
and the allegations of sexual assault against former President Evo Morales. These cases
have created political momentum, making it important to focus on them in more detail.
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a) Case Brisa de Angulo Losada versus Bolivia

On January 19, 2023, the InterAmerican Court of Human Rights (IACHR) issued its
landmark ruling in the case of Brisa de Angulo Losada v. Bolivia. The Court held Bolivia
accountable for failing to fulfill its obligations to prevent, investigate, and punish the acts
of sexual violence that Brisa endured as an adolescent (Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, 2023). Brisa described this ruling as a significant step, stating, “This is
not just about my case, but about setting a precedent that will affect 25 countries in the
region” (interviewee 31).

At the age of 15, Brisa, a Colombian national living with her family in the Cochabamba
region, was repeatedly raped over eight months by her 26-year-old cousin, who had
traveled from Colombia to Bolivia. Through manipulation and control, he forced Brisa
info silence, threatening to rape her sisters as well. After some time, she finally confided
in her parents and pressed charges against her aggressor (FUBE, 2022).

Despite reporting the abuse, Brisa De Angulo encountered a series of systemic obstacles
that not only delayed justice but also subjected her to further victimization. One of the
most glaring issues was the way authorities handled her case. Instead of being treated
as a survivor in need of protection, she faced skepticism and blame. Officials questio-
ned why she had not resisted more forcefully and why she had not reported the abuse
sooner, disregarding the psychological and emotional manipulation she endured. These
attitudes reinforced harmful stereotypes about sexual violence, suggesting that victims
are somehow responsible for preventing their own abuse (Inter-American Commission on

Human Rights, 2023).

Procedural irregularities further obstructed her access to justice. The investigation was
riddled with delays, and despite clear evidence, the prosecution failed to move forward
effectively. Instead of ensuring her safety, the system subjected her to repeated, unneces-
sary medical examinations, including a highly invasive forensic test that was conducted
without her consent. These examinations were not only degrading but also traumatizing,
as they forced her to relive the abuse under the pretense of gathering evidence. Fur-
thermore, legal authorities allowed the defense to employ tactics that humiliated and
discredited her, shifting attention away from the perpetrator and onto her personal life

and behavior (ibid).

Institutional discrimination based on her gender and age also played a significant role
in the mishandling of her case. As a 16-year-old girl, she was not seen as a credible
witness to her own experience. Court officials and prosecutors often treated her with
suspicion rather than empathy, creating an environment where her testimony was un-
dervalued. The failure to recognize and address these biases meant that justice was not
only delayed but also distorted. The case of Angulo Losada vs. Bolivia exposed these
deep-rooted failures, underscoring the urgent need for systemic reforms to ensure survi-
vors receive the protection and justice they deserve.

These failures reflect a broader pattern: while Bolivia has legal frameworks in place to
address sexual violence, enforcement remains weak and inconsistent. Cases like Brisa’s
illustrate how political and judicial systems often respond selectively to sexual violence,
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prioritizing action only when there is public or international pressure. Without sustained
institutional commitment, survivors continue to face systemic obstacles that delay justice
and leave them vulnerable to further harm.

Reflecting on these challenges, a representative from Brisa’s legal team stated:

“Brisa’s case presents all the elements of injustice that we—people
that work in access for justice a long time—recognize. It repre-
sents every single barrier of a person going to the system. [...] This
case has all the different elements to be able to demonstrate easily

the violence against women or girls. [...] Every single stereotype
about her personality, about the way that she looks, the way that
she speaks... was there [...]. She was experiencing re-victimization
every single day of the process [in Bolivia].”

(Interviewee 13)

The Bolivian judiciary repeatedly dismissed her case, arguing that the abuse stemmed
from “seduction and deceit” rather than coercion, reflecting the limitations of the coun-
try's Penal Code, which narrowly defined rape as requiring physical or psychological
intimidation (Article 308). The legal representative from her legal team highlighted:

“The law was interpreted wrongfully. It was wrongly applied, that's
why they get one, two, three cases trying for the court to apply the
law that was at that time right. For us, it was very important to es-
tablish a standard of how the laws on sexual violence should look

like.”

(Interviewee 13)

When the Bolivian justice system failed to adequately address her case, Brisa turned to
higher appeals, launching a remarkable example of survivor-led advocacy that success-
fully leveraged both national and international mechanisms to gain visibility and justice.
From the outset, she adopted a proactive and strategic approach: she studied law to
better understand and navigate the legal system herself and collaborated with academic
institutions such as Rutgers University to examine and present her case. This professionali-
zation of her personal experience was key to moving the case forward. A central element
of her strategy involved forging alliances with international human rights organizations.
Together, they worked to keep the case visible within the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, lobbying individual commissioners, organizing hearings, and facilita-
ting private meetings between survivors and commissioners to build political will. Brisa
also recognized the importance of grassroots mobilization. She actively engaged with
Bolivian feminist networks, encouraging stronger collaboration between women'’s and
children’s rights movements. By aligning her cause with broader social justice agendas,
she ensured wider support for structural change.
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Her case was admitted by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 2017 and
later referred to the Court in 2020. In its ruling, the latter determined that Bolivia had vio-
lated multiple rights enshrined in the American Convention on Human Rights, including
the right to personal integrity, judicial guarantees, and judicial protection (Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights, 2023). It criticized the state for systemic failings, inclu-
ding ineffective investigations, judicial processes that lacked sensitivity to survivors, and
the absence of adequate psychological and social support for victims. Additionally, the
Court noted that the lengthy delays in the legal proceedings and the use of invasive me-
dical examinations on the victim constituted further violations of her rights (ibid).

To address these violations, the Court ordered a series of reparations and institutional
reforms in 2022. In addition, the state must acknowledge its international responsibility
in a public act that took place on August 3, 2023 (Tribunal Supremo de Justicia, 2023).
At a structural level, Bolivia must implement legal reforms to ensure faster, more efficient
investigations and trials in cases of sexual violence, with greater sensitivity toward survi-
vors' needs.

In the wake of the Court’s landmark ruling, A Breeze of Hope (FUBE), the organization
founded by Brisa de Angulo in 2004 at the age of 17, has intensified its efforts to train
professionals as part of the measures to address systemic failures identified in the judg-
ment. Reflecting on the transformative impact of these trainings, Brisa explained,

“We have trained over a hundred thousand people, including jud-
ges, prosecutors, and police officers, and after they go through our

training, it's day and night in the way they treat the children”
(Interviewee 31)

Collaborating with the Bolivian government has been a key component of this strategy.
As Brisa remarked,

"If you want real change, you need to be friends with the govern-
ment... I'm not here to punish, and I'm not here to embarrass the

country. I'm here to highlight the issue so that we can work together
to make change.”

(Interviewee 31)

These trainings aim to institutionalize trauma-informed approaches and ensure a justice
system that prioritizes the well-being of survivors.
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b) The call for and rejection of a proposed laws removing the statute of

limitations

In April 2023, a significant scandal regarding sexual abuse in Cochabamba, commit-
ted by the late Jesuit priest Alfonso Pedrajas, was revealed by the Spanish newspaper
El Pais. This revelation followed the discovery of Pedrajas’ journal by his nephew, who
found it among his mother's belongings. The journal documented numerous instances
of sexual violence over several decades, spanning multiple South American countries.
Pedrajas, who was primarily based in Bolivia from the 1960s to the early 2000s, was
involved with several Jesuit-run schools. The scandal deepened as evidence emerged of
the church’s systematic cover-up of these crimes, which was further substantiated by the
confessions in Pedrajas’ journal. The journal named various church members who were
aware of the abuse, while also revealing the unsuccessful attempts of Fernando to report
the violence to the church (La Razén, 2024a). This scandal caused great outrage among
the general public calling for a law to remove the statute of limitations:

“Well, in Bolivia, you know that a large case of sexual abuse wi-
thin the Church was uncovered, right?2 Many instances of sexual
violence have been identified within, and this case became public,
with even adults recounting their experiences of when they were
children, having been abused and violated sexually. This is where
the State also promoted the introduction of a law to guarantee the

imprescriptibility of these crimes, especially because in these cases,
these were crimes that had been committed 15, 20, or even 18
years ago, or 10 years ago, right? And this is when the debate
around the imprescriptibility of sexual violence crimes against chil-
dren, adolescents, and infants began.”

(Interviewee 23)

The scandal surrounding the sexual abuse committed by Jesuit priest in Cochabamba ex-
posed the impunity that surrounds child sexual violence and highlighted the urgent need
to reform Bolivia's legal framework, particularly by eliminating the statute of limitations
for such crimes. This reform is crucial given the emotional and structural barriers that
prevent victims from coming forward in a timely manner (see also IICC & 1JM, 2024). In
response, the victims of the priest came together to form the Comunidad Boliviana de So-
brevivientes de Abuso Sexual Eclesial (Bolivian Community of Survivors of Clerical Sexual
Abuse), which played a pivotal role in demanding more public and political attention
for the issue of clerical sexual abuse (La Razén, 2024c). Through media interviews and
public advocacy, they brought widespread attention to the systemic failures of the church
and the need for greater accountability. In parallel, various civil society organizations
and NGOs collaborated to draft a legal proposal aimed at eliminating the statute of
limitations for sexual violence cases, in order to allow survivors more time to seek justice
and support.
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“Regarding the proposal for the law on the imprescriptibility of
sexual abuse crimes against children and adolescents. First of all,
this work was also from civil society, right? The human rights com-
munity, alongside several NGOs and other interested parties, de-

veloped the proposal for the imprescriptibility law based on inter-
national norms.”

(Interviewee 17)

The bill to eliminate the statute of limitations for sexual crimes was proposed and de-
veloped by various civil society organizations. It was part of the State’s commitments
following the Inter-American Court of Human Rights’ ruling in the case of Brisa de Angulo
Losada versus Bolivia. Despite receiving backing from the Minister of Justice and the go-
vernment in power, the bill was rejected by the lower house of Congress on September

21, 2023.

According to the inferviewees in this study, the rejection of the proposed law is highly
political. The evaluation of the law in the Senate coincided with various political issues
and power struggles, including tensions between institutions such as the State and the
Church, as well as internal fractures within the ruling party, the MAS. These divisions
deepened following the legitimacy crisis faced by Evo Morales’ government after allega-
tions of electoral fraud and the political turmoil of late 2019, which ultimately led to his
resignation and departure from the country. Beyond these broader conflicts, opposition
to the law was also shaped by the fact that it could expose influential figures—including
political leaders and members of the judiciary—to prosecution for past crimes. Given
that some high-profile individuals, such as Morales himself, had already faced allega-
tions that could fall under the law’s scope, the prospect of legal accountability became
a powerful incentive for certain elites to obstruct its passage, reinforcing the broader
political resistance to legislative change.

Thus, the debate surrounding the enactment of the imprescriptibility law shifted from an
infention fo guarantee justice and reparations for those who, as children, had suffered
sexual violence but were unable to report it, to a fear that the law might be exploited to
target and eliminate political actors, both within the Church and within the government
apparatus.

"| think it's more of a political issue, and one can see the indivi-
duals involved, like our former president. So, that's why | conclude
that it's a political matter, but political parties change, ideas chan-
ge, and this issue gets brought up again, because this should be an

ongoing struggle to achieve the imprescriptibility of sexual violence
crimes."

(Interview 12)
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c) Allegations of sexual violence against Evo Morales

In October 2024, the Fiscalia General (Bolivian Attorney General’s Office) issued an
arrest warrant for former President Evo Morales. The arrest warrant was based on alle-
gations of sexual violence and human trafficking. The case concerns allegations that
Morales had a relationship with a 15-year-old girl in 2015, who later became pregnant
(Opiniodn, 2024). Prosecutors allege that the relationship began when she was underage
and that her family facilitated the connection in exchange for political and financial be-
nefits, which could be classified as human trafficking. Evidence includes digital communi-
cations between Morales and the alleged victim, along with witness statements. Morales
has vehemently denied the allegations and dismissed them as a politically motivated
smear campaign. Despite efforts to delay the legal process, the case has attracted con-
siderable public attention. Some accuse certain groups of trying to shield him from legal
accountability (La Razén, 2024b; Opinién, 2024). This is not the first such accusation.
Since 2006, Morales has faced at least five allegations of sexual violence against ado-
lescent girls, with these cases often politicized as part of broader efforts to undermine his
political standing (El Pais, 2024).

The legal framework for the allegations is rooted in Bolivia’s estupro law, which deal with
sexual violence against adolescents between the ages of 14 and 18. In such cases, con-
sent is considered invalid as there is an imbalance of power in relationships with adults
(Penal Code, 1972). The case also draws attention to a broader legal debate about the
adequacy of Bolivia's laws against sexual violence. The Inter-American Court of Human
Rights has called for the abolition of the estupro charge because according to the Court
it perpetuates gender-based violence by providing a lesser punishment than other crimes
of sexual assault. This call for reform was reinforced by the historic ruling in 2022 in
the case of Brisa Angulo, who spent decades seeking justice for the abuse she suffered
(Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 2022).

Beyond Morales, the case has catalyzed a broader public discourse on sexual violence
in Bolivia, especially against children and adolescents. Advocacy groups have seized
the moment to bring attention to child sexual violence, which often remains unpunished
due to systemic corruption and societal norms that silence victims. Women's organiza-
tions have been particularly vocal, criticizing the use of estupro charges and demanding
stronger laws and policies to protect survivors. Public protests and social media cam-
paigns have amplified calls for justice, demanding legal reforms and survivor-centered
policies. However, the politicization of Morales’ case risks overshadowing these efforts.
Critics argue that focusing exclusively on Morales, while politically expedient, detracts
from addressing systemic issues that perpetuate such crimes.

The cases of Brisa de Angulo and Evo Morales illustrate the fragmented attention given
to the problem of sexual violence against children in Bolivia. On the one hand, the case
of Brisa de Angulo has prompted the Bolivian authorities to take measures to combat
this violence. On the other hand, the allegations against Evo Morales have reignited
the debate on sexual violence against children and adolescents, albeit in a polarized
context. While opposition parties are highlighting these allegations as part of broader
efforts to discredit Morales politically, child and women's rights organizations are using
the renewed attention to push for the issue to be prioritized on the political agenda.
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The historical trajectory of Bolivia’s governmental attention to SVACA reveals a gradual,
often uneven process of legal and social acknowledgment. While the country has made
significant strides in developing child protection laws, these advancements have been
episodic and driven by key political, societal, and international forces. These include
the state’s pursuit of international legitimacy, as well as the mobilization of civil society,
notable domestic scandals, and emblematic cases that have spurred heightened aware-
ness and legislative change. However, despite these advances, sexual violence against
children has never emerged as a sustained national priority. Cultural and political dyna-
mics, including a pervasive culture of silence, continue to hinder comprehensive action.
The historical analysis that follows highlights how these tensions between incremental
progress and systemic resistance have shaped Bolivia’s approach to SVACA, and it un-
derscores the critical need for continued reform to break entrenched patterns of neglect
and impunity.

Part 2: Current issues: A culture of silence

In this section, we build on the previous discussion regarding the political prioritization
of sexual violence against children and adolescents (SVACA) in Bolivia. We now focus
on key dynamics in Bolivian society that help us explain why SVACA does not receive
more political attention, delving into the silence that surrounds the issue and prevents it
from becoming a public and political talking point. We argue this silence is rooted in a
socio-cultural context that gives little attention to issues surrounding sexuality and child-
hood. We identify three key dynamics that contribute to the persistence of this silence:
1) the adultcentrism in SVACA; 2) SVACA as a private issue; and 3) the lack of trust in
institutions that should address and protect children from sexual violence. The interplay of
these factors provide an explanation why SVACA continues to be inadequately addres-
sed in Bolivia, despite the increasing attention it requires.

1. Adultcentrism in SVACA

In Bolivia, as in many other societies, adult-centrism is deeply embedded in social, politi-
cal, and cultural structures. This worldview, rooted in patriarchal norms, positions adults—
particularly men—as superior to younger generations, viewing children and adolescents
primarily as "future adults" rather than as individuals with rights and agency in the pre-
sent (Coordinadora de la Mujer & Save the Children, 2022, p. 34). This adult-centered
view is particularly harmful in the context of sexual violence, as it diminishes the voices
of children and adolescents, leaving them powerless in the face of abuse. Children are
often seen not as active participants in their own lives, but as objects to be controlled or
molded according fo the needs of adults. This dehumanizing perspective reinforces an
environment where sexual violence against children can be ignored or dismissed.

The consequences of adult-centrism in Bolivia are particularly evident in the realm of po-
litical participation. Children and adolescents, despite being directly affected by many
state policies and societal issues, have litfle to no say in shaping the decisions that im-
pact their lives. While the Constitution and legal frameworks, such as the Children and
Adolescents Code, formally recognize the importance of listening to young people, the
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practical implementation of these laws remains limited. Adults, both in the family and
in political institutions, continue to exert control over decision-making and leave out the
voices of children and adolescents in public debates (Liebel, 2020). This was noted in
another interview:

“Those who draft the laws are adults; there is no involvement of
children to tell them how they would like it to be, or sometimes they

send in proposals that aren't even considered.”
(Interview 11)

This adult-centric approach perpetuates a cycle where sexual violence against children
is systematically silenced. By positioning adults as the primary decision-makers and chil-
dren as powerless and voiceless, this dynamic enables the downplaying or ignoring of
abuse reports. Children are frequently viewed as lacking credibility or the ability to fully
comprehend their experiences (Orellana & Andrade, 2024). Moreover, paternalistic atti-
tudes further entrench this silence, as families may prioritize maintaining their reputation
over addressing the harm inflicted on a child.

Incest and child marriage are two symptoms of an adult-centric society where children
are seen as commodities to be controlled, and their rights disregarded. These practices,
deeply rooted in cultural and structural systems, hinder disclosure and accountability
while reinforcing cycles of violence. Both incest and child marriage demonstrate how
children are objectified and their agency ignored—reinforcing patriarchal values that
prioritize adult desires over the well-being of children.

Incest remains a critical yet underreported issue in Bolivia. Data from the Ministry of
Justice and Institutional Transparency (2023) indicate that 42% of sexual violence cases
against children and adolescents involve a perpetrator from the family environment.
Similarly, a study by the Instituto de Investigaciones en Ciencias del Comportamiento
& International Justice Mission (2024) found that 44% of such cases involve a family
member or acquaintance. These findings underscore the pervasiveness of incest and its
concealment within family units.

Power dynamics and emotional manipulation within families further silence victims, with
patriarchal norms prioritizing family reputation over the well-being of the abused. A study
by IICC and Save the Children (2023) revealed that many victims’ mothers and grand-
mothers experienced similar abuse, perpetuating a culture of silence and helplessness.
One interviewee remarked:

“We work with rural families, and in these families, we see a lot
of this being normalized; the brother-in-law abuses the sister-in-law,
who is a girl, the girl gets pregnant, and the child grows up in the

family. The brother-in-law and the sister take care of the child.”

(Interviewee 2)
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This pattern of intergenerational trauma highlights the role of patriarchal family structures
and restrictive communication in sustaining cycles of abuse.

Child marriage, referred to in Bolivia as “Child, Early, and Forced Marriages and
Unions” (Matrimonios y Uniones Infantiles, Tempranos y Forzados, [MUITF]), represents
a grave violation of human rights. According to the Coordinadora de la Mujer and Save
the Children (2022), approximately 32,344 girls under the age of 15 were married in
2014, constituting 3% of their age group. Despite Bolivian law setting the minimum ma-
rriage age at 18, exceptions for children as young as 16 perpetuate this practice. These
unions, often informal, escape legal oversight and expose girls to lifelong gendered
disadvantages.

Poverty is a primary driver of child marriage, with families often viewing it as a solution
to financial instability. Patriarchal beliefs frame girls as subordinate, reinforcing norms of
virginity, chastity, and early childbearing. Forced unions resulting from sexual violence or
unintended pregnancies are rationalized as preserving “family honor.” One interviewee

described this:

“That's the issue of child marriage, for example, isn’t it2 In Bolivig,
you can’t really make statistics on that because they don’t necessari-
ly marry, but they can live together. What happens is that sexual as-

sault has occurred, but the family or the community doesn’t recog-

nize it as sexual assault. They force the adolescent to live with the

aggressor since they already had sex. They have to be together.”
(Interviewee 3)

Statistics further reveal the severity of the problem. Six girls under 15 give birth daily,
with 16.5% of pregnancies nationwide occurring among adolescents. Many of these
pregnancies result from sexual violence, underscoring the link between child marriages
and gender-based abuse (Coordinadora de la Mujer & Save the Children, 2022; UN-
FPA, 2020).

The high rate of sexual relationships between adults and minors is most evident in rural
areas, where community practices expose girls to violence while isolating them from state
protection mechanisms. These cultural rituals and norms often serve as risk factors. As
one interviewee noted:

“In rural communities, girls at the age of 10 or 12 are initiated se-
xually through rituals. These are community and cultural issues that

pose a significant risk.”

(Interviewee 2)
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These structural factors perpetuate cycles of violence by embedding harmful practices
info everyday life, making it difficult to challenge their legitimacy. While Bolivia has
made efforts to regulate child marriages, significant gaps remain. Article 139.2 of the Fa-
mily Code (Code 603) permits marriages from the age of 16 with written authorization,
a provision that undermines the broader legal framework prohibiting marriage under 18.
This loophole is particularly concerning in cases of sexual violence, where assailants can
escape punishment by marrying their victims. International recommendations, such as
CEDAW Recommendation 21 and ltaly’s suggestion during Bolivia’s Universal Periodic
Review (2019), emphasize the need to eliminate these exceptions. However, resistance
to implementing reforms continues to enable practices that violate children’s rights.

Incest and child marriage are deeply entrenched issues in Bolivia, sustained by cultural,
structural, and legal factors that reflect an adult-centric view of children as subordinate
and controlled. Their persistence underscores the urgent need for systemic reform and
cultural transformation. By prioritizing the rights and well-being of children, Bolivia can
take significant strides toward eradicating these practices and fostering a society that
protects its youngest members from violence and exploitation.

2, SVACA as a private issue

Based on the principle of the best interests of the child, recognized at the constitutional le-
vel and based on the Family and Family Procedures Code (Law 603) and the Children's
and Adolescents Code (Law 548), the State has the task of guaranteeing the exercise of
the human rights of children and adolescents in Bolivia. Although the care and upbrin-
ging of children and adolescents is the responsibility of their parents, the prevention and
protection against violence against children is a public matter and the responsibility of
the State. However, this shift towards recognizing children's rights as a public concern is
relatively recent in Bolivia's history. Historically, children were largely seen as the respon-
sibility of the family, with limited state intervention in family matters, as seen in Bolivia’s
early legal frameworks and the focus on family reputation over child welfare (Escobari de
Querejazu, 2020). To understand the motivations for maintaining SVACA in the private
sphere, it is therefore crucial to recognize the high rates of violence in this context.

Unlike cases of violence perpetrated by outsiders, cases of abuse often involve a family
dynamic aimed at covering up the violence. This is due fo the high costs associated with
revealing the secret, which can lead to the literal destruction of the family, as in the case
of the aggressor's imprisonment, or to symbolic destruction by damaging the family's

reputation (IICC & Save the Children, 2023):

“It was like ‘the shame of the family’, it was also ‘it's just your
cousin, nothing will happen, you will separate the family... it's my
brother, my sister’. These aspects have meant that there have not

been many complaints, but as complaints have increased, attention
has specialized in all areas of justice providers.”

(Interviewee 17)
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This tendency to protect family reputation over justice echoes Bolivia's historical treatment
of sexual violence, where patriarchal norms and family interests have often oversha-
dowed the protection of victims. This cost-benefit logic in covering up cases of violence
often leads to the family allying with the aggressor, as his symbolic position within the
family may carry more weight and power than that of the victim (IICC & Save the Chil-
dren, 2023). This exposes the victim to prolonged violence, as expressed in the following
inferview:

“’Unfortunately, these crimes often happened in our families, but
we kept quiet about it.” In other words, many cases were resolved,
resolved in quotation marks and kept secret, which harmed the vic-
tim and also the aggressor who was not punished at the time. So

| think it's a complicit silence that does not make us really take this
question of responsibility.”
(Interviewee 18)

However, this dynamic is not limited to the family sphere. Although 56% of acts of vio-
lence are not perpetrated by members of the same family, this does not mean that the
aggressors do not have social relationships with the victims. In general, the perpetrators
are close to the victims and their families and often belong to the same social groups.
Therefore, the reactions of these groups to violence against children are similar to those
described above, as this type of violence also threatens the stability achieved in these
spaces.

This dynamic not only prevents cases of sexual violence against children from being re-
ported and prosecuted by the public criminal justice system, as required by law, but can
also have serious consequences for the victim and their family if they choose to disclose
the violence they have experienced. This is particularly worrying given how ineffecti-
ve the justice system is at protecting complainants. The negative consequences include
re-victimization. As emphasized in one interview:

“In the communities it's very complicated because often the mother
and the victim are the ones who end up being expelled from the
community because they have involved the police, because they

have put the community look bad light.”

(Interviewee 11)

This reflects the historical marginalization of certain groups, such as indigenous and ru-
ral populations, who were often less included in legal protections, as seen in the limited
involvement of indigenous children in early child welfare efforts. And even if the victim is
not expelled, the victimization and re-victimization can cause deep discomfort. As men-
tioned in another interview:

Generating political priority to address sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia 35



36

“Because of a machista issue, they blame either the children or the
mothers and blame them why they did not take care of the child or

why they dressed the way they did.”
(Interviewee 1)

As mentioned above, there is a normalization of this phenomenon such that sexual vio-
lence manifests itself in different groups and communities from all social strata, including
public figures and state officials. The need to preserve the reputation of these groups and
figures offen leads to the disqualification or denial of sexual violence. The historical roots
of this phenomenon can be traced back to Bolivia’s colonial and post-colonial periods,
where the interests of the elite were often prioritized, leading to the marginalization of
vulnerable groups and the normalization of certain power dynamics. Although the dis-
course on the protection of children and adolescents is widely accepted, there is still a
resistance at deeper levels to recognizing this problem, both at societal and state levels.

"There is no political will to pay more attention to this population
group. The situation of this population group is still invisible, it is still
a taboo, (...) they still say it does not happen in my school, it does

not happen in my house"

(Interviewee 28)

This resistance is a direct continuation of Bolivia's historical tendency to prioritize family
and community cohesion over the recognition of individual rights and protections, a pat-
tern that has only been partially addressed in recent decades with legal reforms such as

Law 348 and Law 548.

3. Lack of trust in government services

Another factor that has been identified is the pervasive lack of trust in state services
and the justice system, particularly when it comes to reporting cases of sexual violence
against children. This mistrust has a significant impact on the reporting and handling of
such cases and contributes to a systemic failure in delivering justice.

To understand this mistrust, it is essential to consider the broader political and historical
context. Bolivia's state institutions have long been marked by fragility and limited reach,
especially in rural and indigenous areas. The justice system, in particular, has inherited
legacies of exclusion and authoritarianism rooted in colonial and postcolonial gover-
nance. As Hylton and Thomson (2007) argue, internal colonialism and deep racialized
hierarchies have historically shaped the relationship between the Bolivian state and its
population. This has resulted in a justice system that is experienced as distant, slow, and
often punitive rather than protective—especially for indigenous and marginalized com-
munities.
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Moreover, after a period of military dictatorships and neoliberal restructuring in the
1980s and 1990s, which weakened public institutions, the rise of the MAS government
under Evo Morales promised to bring about a process of change—a transformative pro-
ject aiming to decolonize the state and include historically excluded groups. However,
as McKay and Colque (2021) note, while this project initially expanded access to state
services and symbolically empowered indigenous populations, it also reproduced au-
thoritarian tendencies and ultimately failed to fully democratize the justice system. These
contradictions have undermined the credibility of legal institutions.

During interviews with professionals, many highlighted the profound impact of pervasive

corruption on the justice system. As one interviewee noted:

“One of the reasons we don’t have trust in the judicial system is that
it's highly corrupt due to partisan politics. There aren’t adequately

trained professionals in the judicial system, and there's a lot of favo-
ritism and influence peddling, making it untrustworthy”
(Interviewee 18)

Villafuerte Philippsborn (2024), drawing on data from the Latinobarémetro Corporation
(1996-2018), reveals a persistent lack of trust in Bolivia's justice system. This broader
sociefal mistrust is reflected in Villafuerte Philippsborn’s own study, where only 21.7% of
respondents expressed confidence in the system'’s effectiveness. Public officials showed a
slightly higher level of trust (33.3%) compared to non-officials (around 10%), illustrating
the complex challenges in building trust across different sectors.

An ethnographic study by Rogers (2020) revealed that the Bolivian State frequently fails
to follow proper investigative protocols, leaving victims of sexual crimes without access
to justice. She states that corruption and gender biases further exacerbate this issue,
allowing perpetrators to escape accountability. Similarly, a 2020 report by Fundacién
Construir (2023) highlighted that, despite Bolivia’s laws meeting international standards,
their ineffective implementation has eroded trust in the Bolivian justice system.

The inefficiency and corruption within the system discourage victims and families from
pursuing justice. As one inferviewee noted:

People are discouraged from reporting because you think, “Why
should | report it if in the end it's going to be worse?’ That's the
other issue: justice is extremely slow, the investigative processes are
slow, and the justice system is highly corrupt. Suddenly, the sexual

aggressor, who might have more money than you as the victim, can
buy off the judicial process and walk free”

(Interviewee 3)
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The slow and corrupt nature of the justice system undermines trust and deters victims from
reporting cases of sexual violence. Additionally, the lack of resources and support is
evident in another interviewee’s comments:

So, it's very difficult when you don't have the resources, and basi-
cally, we see that families don’t trust the system, they abandon the
cases, and many times it's the prosecutor’s office and the defense

offices who face a case alone, often against consortia of lawyers
with judges who sometimes support the aggressors.
(Interviewee 30)

This lack of trust must also be understood in light of the deeply hierarchical nature of Bo-
livia's justice system. State institutions in Bolivia have often been perceived as instruments
of domination rather than of protection. Historically rooted power imbalances—between
white/mestizo elites and the indigenous maijority, between cities and rural areas—con-

tinue to shape who gets access to justice, and who is silenced or ignored (Hylton &
Thomson, 2007).

Orellana and Andrade (2024) revealed that only 4.53% of adolescent victims report
cases of sexual violence to state justice institutions, highlighting a profound lack of trust
in the system. Adolescents encounter significant barriers in accessing justice, including
legal requirements to be accompanied by an adult, which complicates their ability to
seek help. cases due to delays and repeated re-victimization.

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (2019) also criticized Bolivia’s institu-
tional response to violence against women and adolescents, describing it as inadequate
and harmful. According to a recent study by Guillén and colleagues (2024), these sys-
tematic failures have reportedly led to 58.9% of cases being rejected due to insufficient
evidence, with many victims abandoning their cases due to delays and repeated victimi-
zation.

Schek and colleagues (2018) found that institutional practices can contribute to the silen-
cing of violence against children and adolescents through shifts in responsibility within a
highly bureaucratic system. Referral practices by professionals may unintentionally margi-
nalize victims, transferring responsibility to others and leading to neglect or anonymity, a
common issue in the Bolivian justice system. Additionally, Orellana and Andrade (2024)
argue that the justice system suffers from adultcentrism, which undermines the specific
needs and experiences of adolescent victims. This adult-focused approach results in a
lack of tailored support and consideration for the unique challenges young people face,
further preventing them from seeking and obtaining justice.

The system often discredits victims and worsens their suffering through poor coordination
and a shortage of specialized personnel in public services, further obstructing access to
justice and fostering impunity. A UNICEF study (2017) examined public spending on
children and adolescents in Bolivia, focusing on the year 2015. It found that the Bolivian
State allocated approximately Bs17.769 million to services for children and adolescents
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—equivalent to around USD 2.6 billion at the 2015 average exchange rate.

This represented 13.6% of the national budget that year. Of this amount, over 61% was
invested in education, while only 1% was directed towards child protection. These figures
highlight a significant imbalance in spending priorities, with limited resources allocated
to protecting children from violence and exploitation.

In sum, the pervasive lack of trust in the Bolivian justice system is not merely the result
of present-day inefficiencies or isolated cases of corruption. It is the product of a long
historical trajectory shaped by colonial hierarchies, authoritarian governance, weak insti-
tutional capacity, and ongoing marginalization of indigenous and rural populations. This
mistrust is exacerbated by the adult-centrism of the system, which neglects the specific
needs and experiences of adolescent victims. By emphasizing the adult perspective and
failing to provide tailored support, the system exacerbates the challenges faced by young
victims and contributes to the continued silencing of their suffering, reinforcing a cycle of
impunity and neglect.
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This discussion draws on the analytical framework to examine the findings of this study.
It focuses on the three key dimensions identified as shaping national efforts to address
sexual violence against children and adolescents (SVACA): historical and sociocultural
context, factors shaping priority and capacity for addressing SVACA, and strategic con-
siderations. For the Bolivian case, this analysis unpacks the most relevant factors that
help explain the persistent structural and political barriers to effectively preventing and
responding to SVACA, also identifying promising strategies as well as critical gaps that
need to be addressed.

1. Historical and Sociocultural Context

In the Bolivian context, two of the four framework factors are particularly salient: (1) so-
cial norms and practices and (3) historical legacy.

The historical evolution of child protection systems in Bolivia reveals a legacy of exclusion
and stratification. Institutions such as the Patronato Nacional del Menor, established in
1937, were designed to address urban poverty and delinquency among children, but did
so in ways that reinforced colonial hierarchies and racialized conceptions of childhood
(Escobari de Querejazu, 2009; Ifio Daza, 2020). This historical legacy (factor 3) con-
tributed to a child protection model that prioritized urban, mestizo children and largely
neglected the lived realities of indigenous and rural populations. The institutionalization
of care reproduced existing social hierarchies, embedding inequality into the very foun-
dations of Bolivia's child welfare system. These historical exclusions continue to manifest
in the differentiated access to services, particularly in the justice system, where rural and
indigenous children often encounter additional barriers to recognition and protection.

Adult-centric and patriarchal logics continue to
legitimize silence and lack of protection in the
face of sexual violence against children.

Social norms and practices (factor 1) remain central to understanding how SVACA is
sustained across Bolivian society. The findings show that deeply entrenched cultural pa-
tterns—such as the prioritization of family reputation, machismo and patriarchy—crea-
te an environment in which SVACA is silenced or trivialized. Families often weigh the
consequences of disclosure—such as legal repercussions or the breakdown of family
relationships—against the perceived need to preserve familial stability. In many cases,
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the aggressor’s symbolic or social position takes precedence over the credibility and
protection of the child.

These dynamics are not limited to the family sphere; close-knit communities often repro-
duce similar patterns of denial, minimization, and blame to avoid internal conflict and
public exposure.

2. Factors shaping priority for addressing SVACA

In Bolivia, SVACA has gained some legislative attention over the past two decades but
remains insufficiently prioritized in political and institutional agendas. Four of the five
framework factors under this dimension are particularly relevant in the Bolivian case: (5)
actor power, (7) legislative processes, (8) social crises and attention, and (9) internatio-
nal influences.

Progress in prioritizing SVACA began to emerge in the 2010s, driven by growing civil
society mobilization, international pressure, and regional human rights frameworks. The
adoption of laws addressing gender-based violence (Law 348) and children’s rights
(2014) signaled a shift toward more comprehensive legal recognition of violence against
children and adolescents. This legal progress reflects the influence of international forces
(factor 9) as well as the increasing power of domestic actors (factor 5), including feminist
movements, survivor-led advocacy, and child rights organizations.

The fragmentation of actors and weak insti-
tutional coordination severely limit the state
response to SVACA.

However, this progress has not translated into consistent political prioritization, nor into
the effective implementation of these laws. Actor power (factor 5) remains fragmented
and limited in its ability to sustain pressure on state institutions. For example, recent
attempts by civil society to eliminate the statute of limitations for SVACA—an effort to
strengthen access to justice—were unsuccessful, highlighting the limited responsiveness
of political institutions to survivor demands (Pefiaranda, 2023).

Legislative processes (factor 7) in Bolivia have been reactive and politicized. While the
legal frameworks exist, their implementation is undermined by the absence of sustained
leadership within state institutions, lack of coordination, and competing political agen-
das. Political and bureaucratic champions for SVACA are largely absent or inconsistent,
which makes legal reforms vulnerable to reversal or neglect.

Social crises and public attention (factor 8) have played an important but short-lived role

in shaping priority. High-profile cases—such as the Inter-American Court of Human Rights
ruling in the Brisa de Angulo case (2023)—have exposed structural failures and genera-
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ted public outcry. This case led to increased media attention, renewed legal discussions,
and temporarily raised SVACA on the political agenda. The politicization of SVACA in
the case of former president Evo Morales (accused of relationships with adolescents), has
further polarized the issue and reduced its framing as a systemic concern, often shifting
attention away from structural reforms toward individual cases and political blame.

Finally, international influences (factor 9) continue to shape the formal legal environment.
Bolivia’s ratification of international conventions has contributed to the development of
laws in line with global standards. However, the findings reveal that this alignment is
often superficial: it creates normative expectations without ensuring institutional capacity,
resources, or accountability to follow through on these commitments. This results in a
gap between legal recognition and practical enforcement, weakening the credibility of
SVACA as a political priority.

3. Factors shaping capacity to address SVACA

The Bolivian state’s ability to respond effectively to SVACA is severely limited, reflecting
structural weaknesses in workforce capacity, financial resources, and social awareness—
corresponding to factors (10), (12), and (14) in the framework. Compared to the ad-
vances made in legal recognition of SVACA, institutional capacity has remained fragile
and uneven.

Workforce capacity (factor 10) remains one of the most significant bottlenecks. Across
the justice system, professionals lack the specialized training and institutional support
required to handle SVACA cases with sensitivity and effectiveness. Judges, prosecutors,
police officers, and social workers frequently lack access to specialized training and
clear, child-centered protocols, which increases the risk of re-victimization during legal
proceedings. The findings emphasize how victims and their families are frequently met
with disbelief, blame, or procedural delays. This lack of preparation is not only a matter
of technical training but reflects broader institutional cultures that deprioritize children's
rights and perpetuate adult-centric biases.

The lack of staff training and low budget
allocations seriously undermine the state’s
response to SVACA.

Financial resources (factor 12) allocated to combat SVACA are insufficient relative to the
scope of the problem. While legal instruments such as Law 348 and Law 548 provide
a formal basis for protection and response, they remain underfunded and inconsistently
applied. Preventive programs, psychological care, and child protection services are often
limited to urban centers, leaving rural communities underserved. Budgetary allocations
for SVACA are rarely specified or protected within public spending frameworks, making
them vulnerable to political shifts and broader fiscal constraints. In practice, this leads
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to a reliance on shortterm donor funding, further weakening institutional sustainability.

Corruption and political clientelism further erode state capacity. As some interviewees
suggest, access to justice can be influenced by personal networks or political affiliations,
and trust in institutions is low. These dynamics not only obstruct justice for victims but also
reinforce the perception that the system is inaccessible or ineffective.

Social awareness (factor 14) also remains limited among decision-makers, service provi-
ders, and the general public. Despite increased public discourse on SVACA, a persistent
denial of its scope and systemic character continues to undermine institutional response.
Authorities may downplay the prevalence of sexual violence or frame it as isolated inci-
dents, rather than as a structural problem requiring coordinated and sustained action.
This weakens both the demand for accountability and the institutional motivation to prio-
ritize SVACA as a public issue.

In sum, Bolivia’s institutional capacity to address SVACA is constrained by a combination
of limited professional training, underfunded services, fragmented coordination, and low
institutional awareness. Strengthening capacity will require not only technical investments
in the justice and child protection sectors, but also a broader transformation of how SVA-
CA is understood, addressed, and integrated across levels of governance.

4. Strategic considerations

The report identifies several strategic directions that, grounded in the Bolivian experien-
ce, offer a path forward:

First, sustained investment in state capacity is essential. Llegal frameworks alone cannot
provide protection if they are not backed by adequate human, technical, and financial
resources. This includes:

) 4 Specialized and continuous training for justice, health, and education profes-
sionals to ensure child-sensitive and trauma-informed approaches;

) 4 Stable and sufficient public funding for prevention, psychosocial care, and
legal accompaniment, particularly in rural and underserved areas;

) 4 Effective coordination between sectors and levels of government, avoiding
duplication and fragmentation in service delivery;

Monitoring and accountability mechanisms that are independent, transpa-
' rent, and inclusive of survivor voices.

Second, community-level transformation is necessary to dismantle the culture of silen-
ce. Findings show that locally embedded initiatives—such as community dialogues,
school-based workshops, and youth-led storytelling—can begin to challenge normalized
patterns of abuse and denial. These efforts are most effective when led by trusted local
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figures and when they recognize the specific cultural, gendered, and territorial dynamics
at play. State actors and NGOs should collaborate to ensure that such initiatives receive
long-term support and are embedded in broader social change efforts.

Third, survivorled advocacy must be recognized as a central driver of change. In Bolivia,
survivors have not only demanded justice, but also reshaped the way SVACA is publicly
and politically understood. Their efforts have helped reframe SVACA from a private or
moral issue to a structural and political concern. Moving forward, this advocacy should
be strategically supported and expanded through:

Y Building and resourcing survivor networks that can operate independently.

A 4 Creating structured opportunities for survivors to co-develop laws, policies
and monitoring mechanisms.

Y Ensuring representation of survivor voices in media, government consulta-
tions, and national commission.

Fourth, international actors should align their engagement with political and social rea-
lities. While international rulings and treaties have had visible effects in Bolivia, their
transformative power is limited if they are not accompanied by long-term support for
institutional development, social accountability, and locally owned solutions. External
pressure must move beyond legalistic demands to foster deep institutional and cultural
change. To be effective, international actors should:

Y Prioritize long-term partnership with civil society, survivor-led initiatives, and
public institutions, moving beyond short-term or donor-driven agendas.

Co-constructing agendas with Bolivian actors based on local knowlegdes

Y ond priorities.

Support processes that build institutional resilience, public trust, and accoun-
7 tability — not only legal reform.

Fifth, a coordinated political strategy is needed to overcome fragmentation among the
many actors working on SVACA. A national coalition is recommended to bring together
government actors, civil society, survivors’ networks, researchers, and international part-
ners who are dedicated to advancing a political agenda against SVACA. This collation

should:

) 4 Develop a shared political agenda aimed at legal reform, institutional stren-
gthening and cultural change.

) 4 Identify political targets (e.g. legislators, ministries, party leaders) and tailor
advocacy strategies accordingly.

Y  Begin with strategy dialogues that map common goals, define joint actions,
and establish communication channels for ongoing coordination.
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Finally, reframing SVACA as a matter of public and political integrity—rather than indi-
vidual tragedy—is crucial to break the cycles of impunity and silence. This shift requires
more than reactive outrage to scandal. It demands proactive strategies that anchor SVA-
CA as a structural problem at the heart of democratic accountability. To do so:

) 4 Developing media strategies that do not just recount harm but also reveal pa-
tterns of institutional neglect and complicity. These narratives should empha-
size the responsibility of public authorities and systems, not just the suffering
of individuals.

Y Engage journalist, editors, and social communicators in training on ethical
and systemic reporting of SVACA, highlighting how sexual violence reflects
governance failures.

Y Organizing public campaigns that connect SVACA to broader issues of go-
vernance and accountability.

In conclusion, the Bolivian case illustrates that addressing SVACA is not solely a matter
of law or policy. It is a question of how societies value children, how states exercise
responsibility, and how institutions are shaped by—and can reshape—cultural norms.
The way forward lies in deepening institutional capacity, centering the voices of those
most affected, and fostering a societal transformation that treats the safety and dignity of
children not as aspirational, but as foundational to democratic life.
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The findings of this report reveal how Sexual Violence Against Children and Adolescents
(SVACA) in Bolivia persists through an intricate interplay of long-standing historical exclu-
sions—such as colonial, racial, and gender-based marginalization—cultural norms that
silence survivors, and fragile institutional responses. While Bolivia has taken important
legal steps in aligning its framework with international standards—such as through Laws
348 and 548 —these reforms remain underimplemented and often disconnected from
the daily realities of those affected.

The iceberg metaphor introduced earlier aptly reflects this dynamic. The visible aspects
of SVACA—scandals, emblematic cases, and legal innovations—represent only a small
fraction of the problem. Beneath the surface lie entrenched systems of impunity, under-re-
sourced institutions, and societal attitudes that normalize or excuse abuse. Crucially, the
State’s engagement with SVACA is often reactive and driven by reputational concerns,
as exemplified by the Brisa de Angulo case. The ruling of the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights prompted short-term legal and institutional responses, yet these were not
accompanied by structural transformations in the way the state approaches children’s
rights.

Civil society has played a pivotal role in disrupting silence and demanding institutional
accountability. Survivor-led initiatives and feminist networks have placed issues like the
statute of limitations and incest on the public and legislative agenda, demonstrating the
potential of organized advocacy to reshape discourse and policy. However, their influen-
ce remains fragile in a political environment where child protection is often subordinated
to competing interests.

The limited political prioritization of SVACA
reflects broader structures of exclusion and
impunity, although social actors continue to
resist and demand more structural and las-
ting responses.

Efforts to address SVACA in Bolivia have exposed both the potential and the limitations
of international influence. While treaty ratification and international jurisprudence have
bolstered legal reform, their impact is often constrained by domestic capacity and politi-
cal will. The translation of normative alignment into effective institutional practice remains
uneven and incomplete.
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Understanding the context of sexual violence against children and adolescents in Bolivia
means moving beyond simplistic explanations that blame either structural factors (like
poverty, inequality, and weak legal systems) or individual agency (like the behavior of
perpetrators or the activism of survivors). Instead, it's about understanding how structural
constraints and enablers interact with individual agency to shape a context that feels
both dynamic and, paradoxically, stuck.

Structural factors like economic instability, gender inequality, patriarchal norms, adult-
centrism, and weak institutional protection create conditions where abuse is more likely
to happen and less likely to be addressed effectively. Limited access to justice, inade-
quate child protection services, and cultural silences around sexual violence all make it
harder for families and communities to protect children or respond when abuse happens.
These structural limitations create patterns that persist across generations, making the
problem feel entrenched and unchanging.

At the same time, agency works within—and sometimes against—these structural limits.
Perpetrators exploit vulnerabilities created by structural weaknesses, while victims and
their families navigate the same constraints in seeking protection or justice. Caregivers
and community members also exercise agency when they decide whether to confront or
reinforce the social norms that silence victims. This highlights a key tension: while structu-
ral factors shape agency, agency also reinforces or challenges those structures.

This dialectical relationship between structure and agency makes the context of sexual
violence seem static because structural factors are so deeply rooted. But beneath that
surface, agentic processes—like the choices of perpetrators, the resistance of victims,
and the actions of communities and institutions—are constantly shifting the landscape.
The context isn't truly static; it reflects the ongoing push and pull between structural cons-
traints and human action.

Understanding SVACA in Bolivia means recognizing how structure and agency co-cons-
truct each other—how they shape and reshape the conditions that make abuse possible
or preventable.
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