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Recent years have witnessed an 1in-
crease in the number of humanitar-
ian emergencies caused by internal
conflict and characterized by large-scale
human suffering and population
displacement, both within and across
borders Innocent civilians - predom-
nantly women and children — are forced
to flee their homes seeking refuge. In
becoming refugees, their lives are pro-
foundly affected and subjected to
tremendous changes — usually of a nega-
tive nature. The face of every refugee
and internally displaced woman hides a
personal story often involving a mulii-
tude of human rights violations. As
hurnianitarian workers, we have respon-
sibilities towards these women - we
have a duty to help, not hunder them, as
they try to cope with thetr predicament.

Let refugee women’s voices be
heard

UNHCR policy stipulates thart
UNHCR staff members — as well as
NGO personnel — should ensure the in-
volvement of refugee women 1n all as-
pects of the planning, design, implemen-
tation, monitoring and evaluation of
programmes. This is echoed in the
Beijing Plarform for Action and 15 cru-
cial if our programmes are to save lives
and be cost-effective. This consensus,
however, has not always been reflected
in practice

In refugee situations, women wvari-
ably outnumber men, sometimes by sev-
eral thousand Yet why 15 it almost al-
ways the male refugees who comprise
the refugee committees whom the in-
ternattonal aid workers and government
countterparts consult? Why do the voices
of refugee women so often go unheard?
Why do they not have a say in impor-
tant 1ssues such as the design of camps
and location of water points? Since
women are the mam beneficiaries of our

Refugee Women:

Their Strength in Exile

Emerging from the ashes, refugee women head their families
in the journey back home. Uniil recently, their needs were far from
being adequatly addressed. They are now starting 1o receive the

attention they deserve.

programmes, why do we not talk to
them? It is usually not by reason of
malice or a deliberate act. We simply
forget, or it does not even enter our
minds.

My own experience with male refu-
gee committees is that they are more
preoccupied with seif-oriented matters
such as payment for their service for
being leaders, whereas the women con-
vey more gemune concerns relanng 1o
the welfare of their family Issues of
food, security and education for their
children are high on their agenda.

It 15 important to understand that 1n-
voluntary separation of refugee women
from male members of their family fre-
quently accompares exile. Thus, where
women could once channel their 1deas
and views through their hushands who
attended meetings, this is no longer a
possibility in the refugee camp setting.
The participation of refugee women n
the management of the camp is impor-
tant: women must be mncluded. Refu-
gee women must be given the opportu-
nity to play an active and creative role
n camp admnistration, which invari-
ably affects their lives.

It 1s crucial 1n any refugee situation
to have a basic grasp of the cultural
make-up of the community we are at-
tempting to help Ths is needed from
the very begmning of the emergency.
We need to have an understanding of
the changes that have taken place as a
result of the upheaval and how this trans-
lates into the way we should implement
Our programmes.

Have you ever sat in a refugee camp
and observed the activities of camp life?

If so, this is what you would normaily
see: refugee wornen often becoming the
head of their household for the first time
in their lives, entailing new and in-
creased responsibilitres; women juggling
the demands of looking after young chil-
dren, cooking, collecting water, and
washing clothes m between collecting
food rations, which often entails stand-
ing in line for hours. They may be with-
out the protection of any male family
members — another first.

Until recently, refugee women’s
needs were far from adequately ad-
dressed — by UNHCR or by Govern-
ments, who have the primary responsi-
bility for ensuring safe asylum and
physical protection for all refugees
These 1ssues are now receiving the at-
tention that they deserve. Last year
UNHCR issued a directive instructing
all its offices to budget on a mandatory
basis for the provision of samitary ma-
terials for refugee women. This 15 an
important area which has been neglected
for too long, although the UNHCR and
UNFPA Inter-Agency Field Manual on
Reproductive Health in Refugee Suua-
trons 1ssued m 19935 broke new ground
The manual 15 most comprehensive. It
addresses the marn concerns, such as
prevenuon and care of sexually trans-
mitted diseases (including HIV/AIDS),
famuly planning and reproductive heaith
needs of adolescents. Sigmficantly, the
manual urges that some aspects of re-
productive health must be dealt with in
the initial emergency It details the con-
tents of a Mimmum Initial Service Pack-
age (MISP), which include provision of
emergency post-coutal contracepuon,

14

DHA News - April/May 1997



