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Introduction

1. The European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ) is an international, non-governmental
organization dedicated to promoting and protecting human rights around the world. The ECLJ
also holds Special Consultative status before the United Nations Economic and Social Council.
The purpose of this report is to discuss the status of human rights in the Dominican Republic
for the 46" session of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).

Background

2. The Dominican Republic is located between the Caribbean Sea and the North Atlantic
Ocean with a population of approximately 10.7 million people.! Most of the population is
Christian with about 44.3% identifying as Roman Catholic, 13% as Evangelical, 7.9% as
Protestant, 1.4% as Adventist, 1.8% as other, 0.2% as atheist, 29.4% as none, and 2% as
unspecified.?

3. The Dominican Republic’s last UPR was held on January 30, 2019.3 As a result of the
review, the Dominican Republic received 191 recommendations, 127 of which were supported
by the Dominican Republic.* It was recommended by France and the Netherlands, among other
European countries, and supported by the Dominican Republic, to decriminalize abortion
altogether or at least in some situations such as rape, incest, or the mother’s life being in
danger.® It was recommended by Maldives and Senegal, among other countries, and supported
by the Dominican Republic, to “continue efforts to ensure effective measures to combat human
trafficking” and “[f]ight more effectively against human trafficking, sexual violence and sexual
exploitation, which particularly affect women, children and people of foreign origin.”®

Legal Framework
Abortion

4. Under Article 37 of the Constitution of the Dominican Republic, “[t]he right to life is
inviolable from conception until death.”’

5. In the Dominican Republic, abortion is currently prohibited in all circumstances.®

6. The Dominican Republic is a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR).® Under Article 6 of the ICCPR, “[e]very human being has the inherent right
to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life.”°
The Dominican Republic also has a responsibility to protect the lives of preborn babies under
other international instruments such as the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR), and the 1994 Cairo Conference on Population and Development.



NGO: European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ)
UPR Submission—Dominican Republic—46" Session

Human Trafficking

7. Under Article 41 of the Constitution of the Dominican Republic, “the trade and traffic
of persons are prohibited in all their forms.”!!

8. Additionally, in 2003, the Dominican Republic enacted Law No. 137-03, which
criminalized trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants.*? Article 3 establishes the
penalty for both from “15 to 20 years imprisonment and a fine of 175 minimum wages.”*3

9. In addition to the domestic law, under Article 8 of the ICCPR, “[n]o one shall be held
in slavery; slavery and the slave-trade in all their forms shall be prohibited. No one shall be
held in servitude.”**

10.  The Dominican Republic is also a party to the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).'® Under Article 6 of the CEDAW, “States
Parties shall take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to suppress all forms of traffic
in women and exploitation of prostitution of women.”

11.  Additionally, the Dominican Republic is a party to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.!” Under Avrticle 9, Section 1 of
this Protocol:

1. States Parties shall establish comprehensive policies, programmes and other
measures:

() To prevent and combat trafficking in persons; and

(b) To protect victims of trafficking in persons, especially women and children, from
revictimization.®

Abortion

12.  The Dominican Republic stands out as a protector of the preborn by completely
prohibiting abortion.*® According to a study, from 1990 to 2019, the abortion rate in the
Dominican Republic declined by fifteen percent.?’ Unfortunately, “[t]he share of unintended
pregnancies ending in abortion [has] remained at around [forty-four percent].”?!

13.  Over the past several years, the Dominican Republic has been undergoing a
comprehensive reform of its penal code.?? In 2021, there was an attempt to decriminalize
abortion which was voted against by the Chamber of Deputies.?® More recently, the Dominican
Senate approved a bill to establish a new penal code, which does not include any grounds for
the termination of pregnancy despite pressure and demands from “women’s rights defenders”
over the past twenty years.?*

14.  This new bill will now go into effect pending approval by the Chamber of Deputies and
President Luis Abinader.? It should be expected that the Dominican Republic’s Chamber of
Deputies will approve the bill considering that they voted against the decriminalization of
abortion in 2021.% The real concern is that President Abinader might veto the bill as he showed
support for the limited legalization of abortion in his electoral campaign,?” and about sixty-one
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percent of Dominicans want to decriminalize abortion in certain instances.?® However, the
President has not made any statements since the bill began to be debated.?®

15. The Dominican Republic’s current legal stance on protecting innocent human life
should be firmly supported and perpetuated through the bill establishing a new penal code
despite internal and external pressure to the contrary. Its stance is fully consistent with various
international documents, which protect human life. The 1994 Cairo Conference on Population
and Development established that U.N. Member States have a duty and responsibility not only
to “reduce the recourse to abortion”®° but to “take appropriate steps to help women avoid
abortion, which in no case should be promoted as a method of family planning.”3! Additionally,
the UDHR recognizes that human life has inherent dignity®? and that “[e]veryone has the right
to life . . . .”%® Likewise, the ICCPR states that “[e]very human being has the inherent right to
life. This right shall be protected by law.”** The Dominican Republic clearly understands this
responsibility and should not be pressured to change its laws.

16. The Dominican Republic’s laws on abortion not only fulfill the obligations and duties
under these international documents as they recognize, respect, and protect the dignity and
human life of the preborn child, they are also in line with a majority of U.N. Member States
protecting life. Currently, out of the 193 U.N. Member States, a majority (109) of them have
strict limits on abortion.®

17. Not only do Dominican laws protect innocent preborn babies, but they also protect
women, as abortion can result in physical and psychological harm to the mother, including
perforation of the uterus or the laceration of the cervix.® Abortion also deprives women of the
health benefits that come from continuing pregnancy, such as the elimination of the protective
effect a full-term pregnancy has against breast cancer,® and it can also mask other dangerous
symptoms like an undiagnosed ectopic pregnancy.3®

18. In addition to physical harm, it can also cause psychological harm, from shame to drug
abuse to suicidal thoughts.®® All of these reasons contribute to the negative and even
devastating effects abortion has on both the mother and the preborn baby, and the Dominican
Republic has chosen to reduce these negative effects on its citizens by restricting free access to
abortion.

19. Despite various European countries pressuring the Dominican Republic to
decriminalize abortion altogether or at least in certain instances, the Dominican Republic has
every right and more than enough reason to maintain its current laws in order to protect the
health and life of women and preborn, which it in fact has an obligation to do.

Human Trafficking

20.  While the prohibition of human trafficking in the Dominican Republic is codified, there
has been questionable and ineffective execution and enforcement of the law since the anti-
trafficking laws were passed in the early 2000s. Regardless, it appears the Dominican Republic
is at least putting some effort into addressing this issue since it was pointed out in their last
UPR by various countries.

21.  In April 2023, “the first Dominican Republic-Panama Bilateral Train-of-Trainers
Workshop on the Investigation and Prosecution of Human Trafficking”*® was carried out. This
workshop provided twenty civil servants from different institutions, including the Office of the
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Attorney-General, the National Police, and International Mission for Justice, “with effective
tools for the investigation and prosecution of this crime.”**

22.  Such recent efforts may be in response to the widespread corruption within the country
that deters and undermines the fight against human trafficking. For example, in August 2022,
a large transnational human trafficking network in the Dominican Republic was dismantled,
which led to sixteen people, including active police and former military personnel being
charged with running the network.*2 This network sexually exploited at least eighty Venezuelan
and Colombian women, all between eighteen and twenty-three years old.** The women were
recruited with offers to work as waitresses, but they were then forced into prostitution in order
to pay off falsified “debts.”**

23.  The lack of effective law enforcement regarding human trafficking is well exemplified
by recent human trafficking statistics in the Dominican Republic. It is estimated, of the $150
billion generated globally every year by human trafficking, $9.5 billion is generated by the
Dominican Republic alone.*®* Furthermore, even with a rampant human trafficking system
ongoing in the Dominican Republic, in 2021, only twenty-nine sex trafficking victims were
officially recorded.*® Additionally, the same year, a total of “98 people [were] prosecuted in
relation to 55 cases of sex trafficking, forced labor and pimping,” but only six were convicted.*’
On top of that, there seems to be an overall lack of public support. For instance, there is only
one shelter specifically for sex trafficking victims in the entire country, and it has a mere 24-
person capacity.*®

Recommendations

24.  The Dominican Republic currently has the correct legal framework to protect the life
and human dignity of preborn babies and women. We want to encourage the Dominican
Republic to maintain its current stance on life, despite external pressure from various countries
and internal pressure from certain advocacy groups promoting abortion. Protecting and
respecting human life at all stages is a quintessential principle to uphold for any morally sound
country, consistent with what is required by various international human rights documents, and
accordingly, the Dominican Republic should stand steadfast as a city on a hill providing refuge
for innocent preborn babies who are unable to protect themselves.

25.  Eventhough we highly respect and are encouraged by the Dominican Republic’s stance
on protecting life at all stages, it is extremely evident that there needs to be changes regarding
the enforcement of anti-trafficking laws as suggested by various countries during the last UPR.
The workshop in 2023 (mentioned above) was a vital step, and hopefully a sign of things to
come, but greater action needs to be taken to fully address the corruption ridden system present
in the country and sufficiently provide support for trafficking victims.
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