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Introduction 


Over the twenty year period from 1975 to 1995 the global refugee population rose from 2.4 million to 14.4 million (United Nations – UN).  It has been over a decade since that statistic was found and estimates of the number of refugees worldwide today are only 10 million, given that not all people seeking refugee status are included (UN).  However, there are anywhere between 33 million and 50 million people of concern to the United Nations (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees -- UNHCR).  People of concern include refugees, internationally displaced persons, asylum seekers, those whose status is pending, stateless people, and returnees.  (Graphs are included to show increases and decreases of the millions of refugees worldwide over a thirty-year period, and to show the growth rate of all peoples of interest to the UN over the past decade – Refer to Appendices A and B.)  

Of roughly 32.9 million refugees and asylum seekers world wide nearly fifty percent are women and children (UNHCR).  One would think with over sixteen million females of concern, that the status of “refugee” would be as easily and equally attainable for women as for men.  Unfortunately, this is not the case.  The process of becoming a refugee and the life of a refugee is much more difficult for the female sex due to the sexually based abuses they suffer, their personal situations (economics, health, etc), and restricting views held about women, among various other problems which will be discussed.

Having official refugee status is important to all those fleeing their homes because, without it, they are without any protections.  With a refugee status, a person will gain access to resources (food, water, shelter, people, etc), will be protected from being sent back to the country they fled, and they will be given the rights and opportunities of any full citizen of the host country.  Without the status, their chance for survival will decrease.

The international requirements for refugee status do not have restrictions based on sex.  Actually, the current basic international definition of a refugee is anyone “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of their nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail him/herself of the protection of that country” (United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees).  Women certainly fit this definition.  The rights of refugees, which include many of those of a legal resident of the country of migration, should also be readily available to anyone, no matter their sex.  Yet, again, women are not always aware of their rights, nor are they always protected.  It is difficult to find the number of women granted refugee status versus the number of men granted refugee status, but women are highly under-represented.  “Gender influences the answering of ‘who is a refugee?’  Gender can affect procedures used in the refugee determination process, and through admissibility criteria it produces a sex-selective settlement process in which men are more likely to be resettled than are women” (Boyd, 1999; page 120).  A few more of difficulties faced by women in this situation include: problems with having to leave their families behind or being forced to become the head of the household, lack of access to education, trouble receiving enough food, and numerous issues regarding their protection against abuse and rape, among other factors.  All of these put female refugees and refugee status seekers under extreme emotional, physical, and mental stress, which only adds to the stress they are facing from having to flee their homes.  

When one hears about the problems faced specifically by women seeking refugee status, they begin to develop many questions.  For instance, do international institutions make the journey to being granted refugee status so much more difficult for women or are the problems they face caused by personal or cultural reasons?  Would these women face similar problems whether or not they are seeking refugee status?  Perhaps the best way to begin answering these questions is to look more deeply into the internationally accepted definition(s) of refugees and verify the rights allotted to those granted refugee status.  Then the problems faced specifically by females, in places such as refugee camps, and a comparison of these problems to those faced by the males can be used to show further discrepancies in treatment based on gender.  The questions will then turn to why women have more difficulties throughout the journey from their homes, to refugee camps, and finally to the country of asylum.  Why should women not be just as easily granted legal refugee status?  Another question would be why it seems to be that women do not have the same access to rights and protections as men seeking refugee status?  The case study of experiences of Sudanese women will be used to show the difficulties and discrepancies in one specific country.  Without the answers to these questions, conclusions cannot be made about the cause of this discrimination and solutions cannot be offered. 

The purpose of this research is to take the legal qualifications to be a refugee that are utilized to determine the status of displaced persons and try to discover why it is so much more difficult for women in the process of obtaining refugee status than it is for men.  First in the methods of research on this subject will be a thorough discussion of the definitions of refugees.  Next will be an examination of the distribution of refugees over time and by region (refer to Appendices C and D).  This will set the stage for what the life of a refugee is like and, more specifically, what life is like for women refugees.  An investigation of international, legal documents will be done to gain a comprehensive understanding of what rights refugees are allotted.  The section on female refugees’ experiences and what rights they should possess will combine to help explain why female refugees have a much harder experience gaining their status than male refugees.   A review of the reasons that prior literature says are behind the difficulty women have gaining refugee status will be discussed.  I will then look at a number of instances from the Sudan, a currently significant area of conflict, to show specific difficulties faced by female refugees (that are not necessarily shared by male refugees) in an individual country.  The case study will help to prove the reasons authors have already given for restrictions faced by female refugees.  After reviewing examples, I will conclude based on the information I have examined and end with closing remarks.   

Definition of  a Refugee

Both universal and regional definitions of a refugee that tend to overlap except that the region definitions tend to expand upon universal definitions.  Part three of Article One of the Charter of the United Nations states the purpose “to achieve international co-operation in solving international problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character and in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion” (Hevener, 1983; page 52).  The Charter of the United Nations does not even expressly refer to refugees, but already in the first article it states that human rights should be esteemed for all and no one should be discriminated on the basis of their sex (along with race, religion, and language).  Clearly this applies to anyone, refugee or not.  The United Nations full definition of refugee, as stated in Article One Section Two is:

“As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 

In the case of a person who has more than one nationality, the term ‘the country of his nationality’ shall mean each of the countries of which he is a national, and a person shall not be deemed to be lacking the protection of the country of his nationality if, without any valid reason based on well-founded fear, he has not availed himself of the protection of one of the countries of which he is a national” (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights - UNHCHR)

There are both regional and universal documents pertaining to human rights law and refugee law, some of which offer additions to the definition given by the main international instruments, the documents of the United Nations.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and its 1967 Protocol the are three main collective instruments, in addition to the document from the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, laying down the global definitions of refugees and humanitarian laws.  The UDHR, however, is only a declaration and does not hold any legal power over its adoptive states.  According to the Declaration of Teheran (1968), the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights states a common understanding of the peoples of the world concerning the inalienable and inviolable rights of all members of the human family and constitutes an obligation for the members of the international community” (Henkin, Pugh, Schachter, & Smit; page 809).  The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) was created during the 1950 Geneva Convention following World War II.  Twenty-six countries were represented and it was basically one of the first documents regarding universal human rights.  The Convention’s definition of refugee is essentially the same as the one given in the first article of the Charter of the United Nations.  The Protocol was added in 1967 and “was drafted to remove the geographic and time limitations of the earlier instrument, the incorporation of which reflected the post-World War II context in which the Convention was framed. Otherwise, it retains the same language as that used in the Convention” (Mason).  Various international bodies, such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), and national legislations supplement these international and regional tools, but do not add to the already stated definitions of a refugee.  Along with international instruments, some individual states choose to create documents and laws regarding their stance on the refugee issue.

One regional instrument regarding refugee rights is the 1969 Organization for African Unity (OAU) Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa.  In addition to the definition of refugee set by the United Nations, the OAU states that:

“the term ‘refugee’ shall also apply to every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin or nationality” (OAU, Article 1.2).  

A second regional document referring to refugees is the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees which specifically pertains to Central American, Mexican, and Panama refugees.  Although they center on different areas of the world, both of these instruments “expanded the definition of refugee to more realistically account for contemporary root causes of flight, i.e., war, internal conflict, massive human rights abuses, etc” (Mason).  In general, war and conflict are not considered approved reasons for flight unless that person is exclusively at risk for one of the stated reasons (member of a group, nationality, etc) that happens to coincide with the conflict.  A single, globally enforced definition of a refugee should be agreed upon to simplify the refugee problem.  

The currently existing international definitions should be re-written to better fit the modern time since they were drafted over sixty years ago and do not include some of the reasons that create many displaced persons today.  With the ever-changing climate in today’s world, people are faced with difficulties that they did not face when these documents were written.  For example, many countries are facing devastating droughts more and more often due to global warming.  East Africa has suffered long droughts which cause its people to be unable to grow food and, therefore, unable to support themselves. “The food security and nutrition situation has improved for the rural populations of southern regions of Juba and Gedo, regions previously devastated by the regional drought in 2005/6. However, the humanitarian situation has deteriorated over the last six months in the Shabelle, Hiran and Central regions due to a significant increase in the number of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) fleeing Mogadishu and a deepening drought in Hiran and Central regions” (ReliefWeb, 2008).  

Natural disasters are another cause for displaced people. Although natural disasters did occur when original definitions for refugees were created, with over-population and, again, climate change, these disasters have caused even more problems for the regions in which they are experienced.  Both drought and natural disasters are a huge cause of famine.  Food shortages worldwide are the reason many people are forced to leave their homes in hopes of finding a place with enough food for their families to survive.  However, these people are not considered refugees and, if forced to leave their home and go to a new country, they must do so illegally.  

Dissemination of Refugees by Area and Over Time  


According to the UNHCR statistics as of 1 January 2007, the estimated number of asylum seekers, refugees, and others of concern worldwide is nearly 33 million.  Of those 33 million, nearly 10 million are from Africa (UNHCR).  There are millions of refugees worldwide and “in any refugee population, approximately 50 percent of the uprooted people are women and girls” (Refugees International).  In order to find solutions to the refugee problem, knowing what regions are producing the highest number of refugees would be useful information.  Understanding which areas of the world have the most refugees within their borders will help in seeing which countries are in need of conflict relief and which countries are capable of giving the most aid.  I will be looking back over an eleven-year period (five year increments), from 1995 until 2006 (the most recent data available) to determine the distribution of refugees over this period of time.  

In 1995 there were a total of 14,488,700 refugees worldwide (UNHCR, Oxford Press, 1995).  The regional breakup of this number, according to the UNHCR State of the World’s Refugees (refer to Appendix E).  As seen in Appendix E, the region producing the highest number of refugees was Africa with Asia as a close second.  In 1995, the top five countries of asylum were Iran, Zaire, Pakistan, Germany, and Tanzania (UNHCR, Oxford Press, 1995).  By 2000, the statistics had changed greatly for some regions and, overall, the number of refugees worldwide had decreased.


According to the UNHCR Statistical Yearbook for 2000 there were a total of 12,062,075 refugees globally, decreasing by nearly 2.5 million since 1995.  The only regions to have an increase in the number of refugees produced were Asia by 17,378; Europe by 442,485; and Oceania by 365,118 (UNHCR, 2000).  The next set of data will be coming after a six year period because 2006 is the most recent year with complete statistics on refugees.  Again, the number of refugees worldwide decreased.  In fact the amount of refugees decreased by over 4.6 million in the eleven year period since 1995.  The 2006 UNHCR Statistical Yearbook breakup of the 9.8 million refugees by region was can be viewed in Appendix F.  Only three regions experienced increases in the number of originating refugees.  They were Latin America by 2,749; North America by 360,087; and Oceania by 15,422 (UNHCR, 2006).  

The information presented clearly shows that Asia and Africa are the crucial, refugee regions and that Oceania is a region whose refugee population has been growing.  Since these statistics are not broken up to show how many refugees were produced by the region versus those who migrated to the region, it is important to remember that these regions could be essential in housing refugees and not just creating refugees.  Seeing as how Oceania’s rate of refugees has been growing, it may need to become a focal region for the international community now, so that further growth can be prevented. 

The Refugee Experience
Refugee camps are a border; a border between two countries, an old life and a new life, and even between restriction (physical, mental, etc) and freedom.  Refugee camps are built by either the government of a country, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), or international institutions such as the UN.  Although they are made for the purpose of protecting and simplifying a refugee’s life, refugee camps are not always easy to access.  “He [Esa
] says his village was burned down by the military a decade ago and survivors were forced into the jungle. His family walked for three days to the camps along the border” (cited in Sultan).  Escape to a camp can take hours or months, many times through harsh climates and without the necessary resources for survival.  There may also be travel through hostile territory.  The journey to find a camp can be especially difficult for women who, frequently have children to care for and may be without a male for protection from risky encounters with adversaries.  After the struggle to reach the safety of a camp, many times the conditions found are not much better than those the persons were fleeing.  “The most important characteristics of the camps are: segregation from the host population, the need to share facilities, the lack of privacy, plus overcrowding and a limited, restricted area within which the whole compass of daily life is to be conducted” (Stein; page 324).  Although these camps can be an escape from persecution, they are highly limited, in both resources and space, and may also be highly dangerous.  Refugee camps are not particularly safe places, especially for women.  All refugees need both legal and physical protections, but these protections are not always available or evenly distributed among the camps or sexes.   A refugee camp might have some form of security, but it is usually low-level and the personnel may not be capable of fully protecting the inhabitants.  Martin gives one such example in her book Refugee Women.

“Pich Kola is 13 and from Indochina.  She has been living in a refugee settlement for some three years.  The camp is guarded but recently armed gangs from her country of origin have broken in to rob and terrorize the refugee population.  Pich Kola’s family hut is on the edge of the settlement so each night they move into the centre of the compound and sleep huddled in the open” (Martin; page 25).  

It is essential for international institutions to provide the necessary defenses for 

refugee settlements and supply them equally amongst all refugees.  However, special care needs to be taken of female refugees because, in addition to the problems faced by all refugees, female refugees, in fact, face more problems.  “Women need protection against forced return to their countries or communities of origin; security against armed attacks and other forms of violence; protection from unjustified and unduly prolonged detention; the ability to enjoy their social and economic rights; and access to such basic items as food, shelter, and clothing” (Martin; page 26).  Men, due to their status as males in many cultures, are not at as much risk for sexual violence or abuse, or the inability to acquire basic, needed resources.  To various cultures, women are considered to be submissive and weak and, therefore, much easier to overpower.
The physical safety of refugee women and children is not always guaranteed.  Unfortunately, they are more vulnerable to various attacks, especially when fleeing their homes or even once inside a host country.  They are outside of their comfort zone and do not know who can be trusted to help.  Also, many are without male members of their families, because the men, commonly, are fighting in the conflicts or are away trying to find resources for their families, who would normally aid in the protection of women and children.  “Too often, the very personnel responsible for assisting and protecting women and children instead exploit them, often requiring sex in exchange for aid” (Martin, 2004; page 15).  Whether they are forced into military activity or voluntarily go, or are not even involved with a militia group, women run the risk of being abused by those around them.  Sexual violence is probably the biggest physical threat to female refugees.  “Sexual violence can be capricious or random – the ‘spoils of war’- resulting from the breakdown in social and moral systems.  Indeed, it is likely that this kind of ‘collateral’ GBV [Gender-Based Violence] is an element of all wars” (Martin; page 44).  These abuses can come from members of armies engaged in conflict, guards of camps, and even pirates.  The road from the refugees’ destroyed homes to a place of refuge is sometimes the most treacherous part of the journey.  

Piracy is a particularly significant danger to women and young girls.  They are often the target of pirate attacks, suffering from abuse and isolation.  “Human rights abuses against refugee women and girls do not abate upon flight or resettlement in neighboring countries.  Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Laotian refugee women, for example, often fall prey to pirates who have been known to rape girls as young as 9 and women over 50.  Often, female refugees are subjected to multiple rapes, including vicious gang rapes, and are held apart from their families in inhumane conditions that are isolated from international refugee practitioners and advocates” (Peters and Wolper 1995; page 336).  Again, male refugees are not generally the victims of these attacks because they are not physically appealing to the attackers and are, many times, more difficult to overpower.  The flight, however, is not where the abuse ends.

The country of asylum and even refugee camps, although supposedly places of refuge are still highly dangerous places for refugees.  After a two week passage across the desert, Aycha, a refugee from the Horn of Africa, thought her tribulation was over.  Unfortunately, she was incorrect.  “Physically exhausted and suffering from blistering sores she [Aycha] was directed to a refugee settlement but her ordeal was not yet over.  A policeman of the neighbouring town raped Aycha after having threatened to have her sent back to her country of origin if she did not comply” (cited in Martin; page 47).  These abuses against women and girls are not only carried out by rebellious troops on both sides of a conflict or by pirates, but also by the male refugees and sometimes humanitarian aide workers.  Another reason women are more susceptible to dangers is because many are not given the required legal documents for their travel.  In order to get these documents, they will be forced to provide sexual favors to those in charge.  

This poetic writing is an example of the types of problems and emotions that female refugees might feel in a camp.  

“Other mothers there had long ceased to care, but not this one: she held a ghost-smile between her teeth, and in her eyes the memory of a mothers pride…she had bathed him and rubbed him down with bare palms.  She took from her bundle of possessions a broken comb and combed the rust-colored hair left on his skull and then – humming in her eyes – began to part it.  In their former life this was perhaps a little daily act of no consequence before his breakfast and school; now she did it like putting flowers on a tiny grave” (Achebe; page 76).  

When refugee women are forced to become the primary caretaker of their children (or younger siblings) in a place with limited resources, the prospect of death is always around the corner.  As this shows, the little things like brushing her child’s hair had become all this woman had left.  This is an extremely difficult and usually traumatic journey.  Anyone who is living in an area of conflict and then obligated to leave their home will suffer from personal issues.  It does not help that conditions offered to refugees in camps and safe haven countries are below standard.

Several of the dangers in camps (and other places) come from overcrowding and complete lack of resources, which in turn cause diseases.  When a camp is overcrowded, refugees who are unfamiliar with one another may be required to share a living space.  Sometimes they are from warring tribes.  This can cause them to be uncomfortable and sets up a situation for abuse.  There are also issues with supplying the camps with food, clean water, and sanitary conditions.  “A principle cause of mortality in humanitarian emergencies is malnutrition” (Martin; page 62).  These people are completely dependent upon what can be supplied for them because, when fleeing, they are unable to take many material goods along.  Distribution of supplies can also be difficult because of cultural differences in dietary choices (Martin).  A system that may work best for the distributor may cause more strain for the refugees.  Women and children can get overlooked in the distribution process too.  “Decisions about food distribution are generally made by international organizations and host countries, often in consultation with the refugee leaders of the camps.  Refugee leadership structures, particularly at the height of emergencies, often exclude women” (Martin; page 63).  Female refugees need to be given a voice so that they can provide for their families and themselves.  In order for them to have a useful say in decisions made in refugee camps, women need to have access to information concerning their rights and specific protection of those rights.
Refugee Rights According to International Law
Not only do regional and universal instruments define a refugee and list the requirements to receive refugee status, they also provide information on the rights that are allotted to refugees.  It is important for people to understand that refugees are legal immigrants given protection by the host country; protection from danger and protection of their rights.  They are not illegal immigrants and have gone through thorough examinations to prove that their fears are authentic.  It is also important that refugees are fully aware of their rights and protections.  One of the main instruments where refugee rights can be found is the Convention of the Status of Refugees.

The beginning of the charter of the Convention lists the requirements for obtaining refugee status, which are those found in the internationally recognized definition of refugees.  When a refugee is accepted into a country, they are given the same liberties as full citizens and, in return for those liberties; refugees are obligated to conform to the laws and regulations of the country.  If they do not, they are subject to the same punishments as any citizen who breaks a law.  Host countries are required to supply these rights without discrimination (due to sex, race, religion, etc).  In addition to general guidelines of applying protections, there are also specific refugee rights listed in the UNHCR Convention.  

These include the right to practice their religion and the right to choose how to educate their children, and the adoptive state is supposed to recognize marriages of refugees, but only “provided that the right in question [marriage] is one which would have been recognized by the law of that State had he not become a refugee” (UNHCR – Charter).  Refugees are also given various judicial rights.  For instance, they are allowed access to all contracts with regard to movable and immovable property (the same treatment that would be shown to aliens).  

“In respect of the protection of industrial property, such as inventions, designs or models, trade marks, trade names, and of rights in literary, artistic and scientific works, a refugee shall be accorded in the country in which he has his habitual residence the same protection as is accorded to nationals of that country” (UNHCR – Charter).

Refugees are able allowed freedom to associate with any political or non-profit groups, ‘treatment accorded to nationals of a foreign country, in the same circumstances’.  In addition to freedoms of choice and to property, refugees have rights to the judicial system in the host country.


Rights to access to the courts in the host country include:

“1. A refugee shall have free access to the courts of law on the territory of all Contracting States. 

2. A refugee shall enjoy in the Contracting State in which he has his habitual residence the same treatment as a national in matters pertaining to access to the courts, including legal assistance and exemption from caution judicatum solvi. 

3. A refugee shall be accorded in the matters referred to in paragraph 2 in countries other than that in which he has his habitual residence the treatment granted to a national of the country of his habitual residence” (UNHCR – Charter). 

Refugees have rights to equal employment, access to available relief aid and welfare, and travel documentation.  Finally, contracting states must be willing to make an effort to easily naturalize a refugee.  However, the protections offered by the Convention have restrictions.  The reasons that protections would be removed from a refugee include:

“(1) He [the refugee] has voluntarily re-availed himself of the protection of the country of his nationality; or 

(2) Having lost his nationality, he has voluntarily reacquired it; or 

(3) He has acquired a new nationality, and enjoys the protection of the country of his new nationality; or 

(4) He has voluntarily re-established himself in the country which he left or outside which he remained owing to fear of persecution; Etc” (UNHCR – Charter).

Finally, if a contracting state wants to give refugees further rights and protections, then the Convention cannot impede this decision.

Another major right, found in the Protocol to the Convention regarding the Status of Refugee, is the principle of non-refoulement, which means that the host country is forbidden to return the refugee to a country where they would be at risk.  Refugees receive a multitude of economic, social, and political rights and freedoms.  Also, refugees are allowed freedom of movement within and out of the country of asylum.  “Moreover, as stated very clearly in the Preamble to the 1951 Convention, people who have been obliged to leave their homeland and seek safety elsewhere are assured ‘the widest possible exercise’ of all the other fundamental rights affirmed in the UN Charter and 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights” (UNHCR, 1997; page 53).  With all of these documents, conventions, and laws in place concerning refugees, one would think that their protection is taken care of and their rights are fully known, yet, for women, this is still not the case.    

Barriers to Refugee Status: A Review of Literature

As it can be clearly seen in the discussion about refugee experiences, female refugees suffer from numerous abuses that contribute to the difficulties they face when trying to obtain legal, refugee status.  Refugee Women by Susan Forbes Martin, along with various other publications, discusses the difficulties faced specifically by women who are forced from their homes.  In the second edition of her book, Martin uses her years of field work and research to focus on the major problems for female refugees.  There are numerous authors on the subject who share the same ideas as Martin.  They have many insights into these problems.  One of the major problems females have gaining refugee status, which Martin cites, is a lack of legal documentation.

Lack of Identification & Legal Documents


Martin mentions a report from the Economic Commission for Africa.  It states that, “In order to qualify for these services [relief assistance], however, refugees were required to present their identification cards, but most of the displaced women never had such cards” (Martin; page 42).  Females in many tribes and countries are not considered to be on the same level as men, specifically when dealing with citizenship.  It is important for the man to have documentation as a citizen because he is the one who would be traveling alone, he would be with his wife if she were traveling and could provide certification of her legal status, and women are not actual citizens.  They are not important enough to be given identification.  Without identification cards, women cannot prove their legal status or citizenship.  It is the same concept as if a citizen of the United States was to apply for a bank account or a loan and did not have a social security card.  No one would grant them an account in this situation.  Martin points out that “registration is necessary not only to establish legal standing, age, and nationality but also to obtain assistance in many locations” (Martin; page 42).  According to Beyani, “women seeking refugee status in their own right and not in association with their husbands, fathers, brothers, or uncles, are often subject to sexual demands in return for refugee status” (Beyani; page 29).  If the males of the family (husbands, fathers, brothers, etc) are the ones with the legal identification, but are separated from the females, then the females have no access to protection and are vulnerable to abuse.  Males are not going to be forced into sexual favors by camp authorities.  
Abuse in the “Safe” Haven


Martin also discusses gender-based abuses that women suffer after reaching the camp or country where they thought they would be safe.  This is yet another barrier against their attempt to receive the full protection and rights of refugees.  “Perpetrators of violence against refugee and displaced women and children include not only military personnel from the host and home countries and resistance forces but male refugees and humanitarian aid personnel as well” (Martin; pages 47-48).  If women cannot even trust those who are supposed to be protecting them and helping them then how are they ever going to trust anyone to get them to a final destination country that will legally accept them?  


“Female refugees often have contact only with refugee counselors of victims of torture, and it is crucial, therefore, that such counselors assume a significant role in developing and implementing protection programs and policies” (Peters and Wolper; page 339).  The information about obstacles faced by female refugees is not being given to those who have the power to protect them.  “In Uganda a research project on conflict and suffering in war led to rape counseling being identified as the urgent need for women” (Wallace; page 22).  This project shows that rape and sexual abuse is a problem for female refugees and that no one is getting the information needed to help them.  Along with this, the system is corrupt.  

Lack of Voice


Beyani (1995) says that women refugees cannot receive the attention and resources they need for survival because they do not have a voice in the system.  Women are not the decision-makers in many ethnic groups.  A male would be considered the intelligent decision-maker for a family by the outside community (even if his wife does influence his decisions).  When people are forced to flee their homes, many women must go without their husbands or other male family members, leaving them without someone to speak up for the needs of her and her family.  “A second reason for such lack of attention is the fact that until recently, refugee issues have tended to be separated from human rights in legal systems and debates” (Beyani; page 30).  This implies that refugee issues are not human rights issues and do not merit the same attention.  “Such a large group [female refugees] is significant because of the magnitude of their need, which is often unheard or misunderstood” (Kulig; page 99).  Judith Kulig’s study on Cambodian refugee women living in the United States shows that, because women have no voice they are more likely to suffer from depression, abuse, and other issues they suffer from in their new, insecure environment (Kulig, 1994).


Martin also suggests that women refugees be given more control in decisions made in the camps in regard to distribution of resources and living arrangements.  She believes that having more females employed by relief agencies and camps would help to give refugee women someone, with whom they are comfortable, with which to share their problems.  Tina Wallace says that “when women are consulted, issues of education, cultural identity, and psychological health are frequently stressed, yet these issues are largely overlooked in much refugee work” (Wallace; page 22).   

Repatriation 

“The fundamental importance of the principle of non-refoulement both at the border and within the territory of a state – of persons who may be subjected to persecution if returned to their country of origin irrespective of whether or not they have been formally recognized as refugees” (Jaeger; page 54).  Repatriation is a solution to the refugee problem, especially when the refugee voluntarily returns to their home country because they no longer have a reason to fear being there.  However, being forced to return when there is still a legitimate fear is not appropriate.  “Women need protection against forced return to their countries or communities of origin” (Martin; page 25).  Martin also points out the fact that a state is not required to permanently resettle refugees within its borders, but instead may settle them in a third country.  This still does not mean that a state has the right to force a refugee back to their country of origin.  Women are more likely to be threatened with forced return to their country because they are without identification and, to get official documents, they may be forced into giving sexual favors to authorities.  If they try to resist, the authority figure can simply threaten to send them back.  

Case Study: The Obstacles Faced by Women in the Sudan while Struggling for Refugee Status
The area of focus for the case study is the Sudan, specifically the Darfur region.  The recent conflict in the Darfur region of Sudan has created a large number of refugees and displaced persons.  Sudan can be found in East Africa (see map in Appendix G).  Many of the countries in the East African region have suffered from years of violent conflict and environmental problems forcing many people to leave their homes.  There have been military regime changes, government takeovers, and coup d’états.  There are numerous stories of women from this conflict-torn region and, though they may have different backgrounds, many similarities can be found between their stories.  The Sudan has experienced conflict nearly the whole time it has been independent.  Sudan gained its independence on 1 January 1956 (United Nations Mission in the Sudan – UNMIS).  The conflict, a civil war, in Sudan started in the early 1980s and was basically between religions, the Muslims and the non-Muslims.  The government’s forces and the People’s Liberation Army were the two main armed forces fighting.  “Over two million people died, four million were uprooted and some 600,000 people fled the country as refugees” (UNMIS).  This civil war started coming to a close in 2002 and agreements were made between the two sides.  The Machakos Protocol allowed for agreement over principles of governance, government process, and governmental structure and it also gave the southern Sudanese the right to self-determination (UNMIS).  The United Nations continues to this day to promote peace in the country.  However, when one conflict ends another one begins.  

The conflict in the Darfur region of the Sudan has been raging since 2003.  The fighting is again between the government and rebel groups, most notably the Janjaweed.  However, unlike the civil war which was based on religious conflicts, the current clash in Darfur is based on ethnicity.  It is between the Arabs and the black Africans (UNAMID).  The atrocities from this conflict are shocking and include numerous accounts of sexual abuse and violence against women.  The estimates of the number of deaths in this conflict, as given by the Coalition for International Justice, are anywhere between 200,000 and 400,000 and there have been at least 2.5 million people displaced (UNAMID).  Though the statistics cannot be confirmed.  The United Nations has officially claimed “estimates of over 400,000 people have lost their lives and some 2 million more have been driven from their homes” (UN News Service).  The violence in this region is only escalating, provoking international claims of mass genocide.  As a huge source of refugees today, it is an important area to study to understand refugee experiences.

Stephanie Beswick, author of “If You Leave Your Country You have No Life!”, is the first focus in this study and she writes stories about refugee women from three countries in East Africa – Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan – who all end up in a Kenyan refugee camp.  The following includes parts of her experience with female Sudanese refugees.  As stated, Sudan’s conflict is between the Muslims and the non-Muslims, but Darfur is an ethnic conflict between the black African and Arab African tribes.  The women of southern Sudan must run from vicious attacks and slave trades.  It is the southern Sudanese who are at extreme risk because they have not been the group (ethnically or religiously) in power.  Many women flee to Ethiopia such as Rebecca Abuk Deng.  She says, “I stayed in the village and never saw the town…  The daughter of my aunt was taken by Murahaleen [government militias]. Then they took my brother who was 25 by force to put in the Khartoum army. My sister was killed after chasing after her stolen child. They killed my husband also. I remained with my five children and then ran . . . to Itang [in Ethiopia]” (Beswick; page 84).  Yet conditions are not always better and ethnic tensions are still high in countries surrounding Sudan.  One woman Beswick discusses, Martha, tells of the horrible incident she experienced trying to go back to Sudan because of the breakout of violence in Ethiopia in the early 1990s (cited in Beswick).  “People were now stuck in the middle. Many died in the water; many pregnant women aborted and went into shock. We ran among the enemies like animals” (Beswick; page 85).  They were stuck choosing between two evils.  Stay in a country of enemies or return to the country they were trying to escape in the first place.  

The next part of this case study comes from Refugees International (RI) and their collection of Refugee Voices.  RI is a humanitarian aid group and Refugee Voices is its series of interviews with refugees and photos of refugee conditions.  One interview is about the problem of abduction in Sudan and Darfur.  The abduction of women and children, especially those fleeing conflict, is a huge problem.  They are seen as easy targets and are forced into foreign tribes, into slavery, and into prostitution.  The woman interviewed, Bakita
, explains her hardship caused by the abduction of her daughter.  Her daughter was taken to Darfur, but Bakita eventually got her back.  However, with the growing violence, they did not return home.  “Then when things became bad there, we moved to the (internally displaced) camp there [southern Darfur].  It wasn’t healthy and we heard that there was peace at home so we came back” (cited in Martin, RI).  However, Bakita has not been able to return home because of her lack of funds to make the journey.  She is also without her husband who lives in Khartoum with his other wife.  “I have a number of things that I need here.  Our life is in the hands of people like you.  Our only problem now is hunger” (Martin, RI).  Bakita is fully aware of the lack of resources in the camp where she stays and her plea is for help from the international community so that she and her family can find safety. 

“Refugee women have often been depicted as vulnerable, passive, and helpless victims… At the same time, to save themselves and their families, they demonstrated surprising resilience and fortitude in the face of great hardships” (Schafer; page 30).  The next story found in Refugees International discusses the problems inside Kalma refugee camp in Darfur, specifically from a female perspective.  The women discuss the dangers of collecting firewood.  “It is dangerous when we go out to collect firewood. We have been gathering in the north east of the camp, which is more dangerous than the south, but there is grass there… One time bandits chased us, took our donkeys, hurt us, we lost our shoes” (Chin & Martin, RI).  Normally there is some form of government or African Union supply of resources, such as firewood, but Kalma has had issues with violence and corruption causing shipments of supplies to not arrive.  At first there was police protection inside the camp, but because of an attempted arrest by police, residents attacked.  Due to these attacks, the police cut off trade to the camp.  “In addition to the commercial blockade which has depleted the market in the camp, the World Food Program didn’t distribute food for months due to an internal dispute over registration” (Chin & Martin, RI).  The focus should be on giving refugees a safe place to live, complete with necessary resources for survival.  However, because of corruption and violence, the focus has been on revenge or on internal problems leaving refugees ignored.  Female refugees feel these blockades more genuinely because they are the one’s who then have to provide for themselves and their families (especially without a male family member there) and they are more likely to be victims to attacks when trying to find firewood, food, and water.

Refugees in camps are regularly asked to return to their homes, whether the violence has ended or not.  This is because the government wants them back in their villages doing their work.  “A woman who came to the camp from Nouri more than a year ago said, ‘A month ago, the soldiers came into the camp and said to me, ‘If you do not go back, we will come back soon and shoot you’.  ‘Even this camp is not safe, how can I go home?” (Cited in Bacon, Meehan, & Shields-West; RI).  There is hope, however, for the future of the conflict in Darfur.  Women are beginning to find their rights and discover their voices.  “We are seeing southern women challenge northern women for their racism and conservatism; younger women challenge the old leadership for their outdated ideas” (Hale; page 84).  With new generations, more and more objections to ethnic-based and gender-based violence are beginning to be heard.  
Conclusion


“Female refugees and their dependents are the most vulnerable of all groups not only to violence but also to hunger and hunger-related illnesses” (Peters and Wolper; page 339).  Women do not have the same access to rights and protections as men seeking refugee status and this fact creates many questions.  This research was conducted in hopes of answering questions such as: what problems challenge females seeking refugee status that are not also confronted by males seeking refugee status?  Are these difficulties created by the international system or do the women face them because of cultural or personal factors?  Is anything being done to guarantee females the protection they require?  International and regional definitions and laws were reviewed in order to find possible discrepancies between protection for women and for men.  Although there are human rights documents regarding the protection of women, it is clear that there are no set laws in place to make sure female refugees and asylum seekers are given every chance they deserve.  Obviously steps need to be taken to better ensure the protection of women (and children) refugees and to simplify the process of obtaining refugee status.  I am not implying that this process is easy for male refugees, but the evidence overwhelmingly shows that female refugees face many more hardships than males.  International staff needs to be made aware of the discriminations against women and should be trained to handle their needs.  Basically, the women need to be given a voice.

“Improve the design of refugee and displaced persons camps to promote greater physical security.  Special measures that should be implemented include security patrols, special accommodations if needed for single women, women heads of households and unaccompanied minors, improved lighting, and physical barriers to the access of armed person to camps” (Martin; page 55).  This recommendation given by Susan Forbes Martin would improve refugee lives as a whole, not only female refugee lives.  Overall, research needs to be done, information needs to be made available to everyone who requires it, and revisions to international laws need to be made.  Once these revisions are made, they also must be enforced to decrease corruption.  Simply suggesting that someone should be protected does not mean that they will be protected.
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