



	Protecting Women and Girls and 

Ensuring Access to Services 



Natural disasters disproportionately affect women and girls. As primary caregivers with greater responsibility for household work and often agricultural and food production responsibilities, women may have less access to resources for recovery
. They may also be required to take on new household responsibilities, for example when primary income earners have been killed, injured or need to leave their families to find employment. If law and order break down, or social support and safety systems (such as the extended family or village groups) fail, women and girls are also at greater risk of gender-based violence and discrimination. 

1. Access to humanitarian aid
Women might experience obstacles in accessing humanitarian assistance, for example women and girls with care-giving responsibilities (especially household heads), breastfeeding mothers, or pregnant women, may not be able to queue. Women may not be able to lift and transport heavy or bulky humanitarian supplies. They may also lack access to information on distribution (if they are restricted to their homes, for example, or women are often excluded from community affairs and therefore might lack access to information). Special measures to address these obstacles are therefore needed to ensure they have safe priority access to: humanitarian aid, especially food and non-food items; water, sanitation and hygiene; medical assistance; and family tracing. To meet this objective, delivery of supplies, separate distribution points, and mobile health clinics should all be considered. The assistance provided should also adapt to the specific needs of women: food aid should supply the nutritional needs of pregnant and breastfeeding women; relief supplies should include sanitary napkins and flashlights; all items should be small enough for women to lift and transport; shelter kits should be lockable. 

2. Documentation 

If people lose their documents during a disaster, it can be difficult for them to prove their identity, make property claims, receive humanitarian assistance, or qualify for housing and reconstruction programmes or education and health or other social services.
 Such challenges can disproportionately affect women who, generally enjoy weak property rights, and often are not recognized inheritance rights. They may become homeless if they cannot enforce their right to inherit from a deceased husband, because their marriage documents have been lost or destroyed, or never existed (as in the case of many customary marriages). Where property is registered in the husband’s name, women risk losing their property rights because they are unable to prove their ownership rights. Programmes that assist women to issue, recover or replace personal documents (free or at low cost) should therefore be a priority after a disaster. Monitoring should ensure that access is not being denied because documents are unavailable. Property ownership documents should always be recorded in the woman’s name, or the child’s name, or jointly (in the case of matrimonial property).

3. Violence, abuse and harmful traditional practices

After disasters, women and children are at a higher risk of sexual violence and abuse, physical abuse, and other forms of maltreatment. Domestic violence may rise, for example, because families have fewer resources, live in more crowded circumstances, face unemployment, or have poor coping strategies. Harmful traditional practices may also put women and girls at risk, particularly where they are presented as coping mechanisms. Early marriage, forced marriage, widow “cleansing”, and dowry-related killings provide examples. Preventive actions include: regularly monitoring security and assessing vulnerability; strengthening the capacity of law enforcement officers and community leaders; raising community awareness of women’s rights and the importance of preventing violence and abuse.

4. Sexual exploitation and abuse

Adolescents, widows, unaccompanied girls, women headed-households and women living in poverty might be subjected to sexual exploitation after disasters: trafficking, forced marriage (including bride sales), survival sex, and forced prostitution. In some contexts, the behaviour of humanitarian workers or local employees has increased the incidence of exploitation and prostitution. Preventive actions include: replacing lost and mislaid personal documents; assessing and mapping the risks these groups are exposed to; increasing the security around women’s accommodation by means of floodlights, locks and patrols; strengthen family reunification services. Codes of conduct, supported by zero-tolerance policies, should prohibit staff from engaging in, promoting, or facilitating any form of sexual exploitation or abuse, including the purchase of sexual services. Communities should be made aware of these measures and the reporting mechanisms they include.

5. Housing, land and property

Women can face many obstacles to accessing and protecting their rights to land and property. Where they are not entitled to own, inherit, or rent, women may find it impossible to find safe housing. They may also be unable to enforce their inheritance rights or claim jointly-owned or matrimonial assets, especially if they mislay their marriage documents, or these have been destroyed or never existed (as in much customary marriage). Women may also experience discrimination, violence or customary practices that deny their property rights. In some cultures, their homes may be occupied by members of the deceased husband’s family, or they may be forced to leave home on the death of their husband unless they consent to marry relatives or undergo rituals that abrogate their rights.
Women's HLP rights are strengthened if matrimonial property is jointly registered, personal property registered in the woman’s name and facilities are made available for transferring documents (such as tenancy and service agreements) to the name of a surviving spouse. Other measures include the provision of free legal advice on inheritance, guardianship, and the transfer or dispossession of land and other productive or personal assets. See further Guidance Note 3: Women and Girls.
Livelihoods programmes may even increase women’s vulnerability if they do not take account of the constraints women face, or their roles and responsibilities within the family (particularly their household and care-giving responsibilities). Income generation and cash-for-work programs that are part-time, flexible and home-based are generally best suited to women, who should be permitted to choose between remuneration in cash and food or shopping vouchers. When women join the workforce or become income earners, this can also disrupt power-balances and challenge gender roles, creating household or community tensions that may drive domestic violence or discrimination. Programmes should therefore be carefully monitored. 

6. Emergency shelter and permanent housing

Adolescents, unaccompanied girls, women-headed households, widows, older women, single women and women with disabilities should be housed together with other women, friends or relatives. At the minimum, they should be housed separately from unrelated men. Their housing should be close to water and sanitation facilities and essential services. Housing should be made safer by means of floodlights, the provision of lockable latrines and bathing facilities, and patrols.  Women and girls should have priority access to permanent housing and should be assisted to resettle in areas of their choice, preferably in locations close to extended family and support services. Finally, permanent housing programmes that provide shelter materials, while beneficiaries provide labour, should include measures to ensure that women have access to relevant assistance.
Useful Instruments, Links and Publications


· Global Protection Cluster GBV Area of Responsibility Website. At: 
http://oneresponse.info/GlobalClusters/Protection/GBV/Pages/Gender-Based%20Violence.aspx. 

· IASC Guidelines on Gender-Based Violence Interventions in Humanitarian Settings: Focusing on Prevention of and Response to Sexual Violence in Emergencies. At:

www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/downloadDoc.aspx?docID=4402. 

· L. Chew and N. Ramdas, Caught in the Storm: The Impact of Natural Disasters on Women, The Global Fund, 2005. At: 

www.globalfundforwomen.org/cms/images/stories/downloads/disaster-report.pdf

· Gender and Disaster Network, Gender Equality in Disasters: Six Principles for Engendered Relief and Reconstruction, 2005. At: 
www.unifem.org/campaigns/tsunami/documents/GDN_GENDER_EQUALITY_IN_DISASTERS.pdf.
· Gender and Disaster Network,  HYPERLINK "http://www.unifem.org/campaigns/tsunami/documents/GDN_GENDER_EQUALITY_IN_DISASTERS.pdf" 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.unifem.org/campaigns/tsunami/documents/GDN_GENDER_EQUALITY_IN_DISASTERS.pdf" Hard Lessons Learned: Gender Notes for Tsunami Responders, 2005. At: www.unifem.org/campaigns/tsunami/documents/GDN_GenderNote_1.pdf.
· Gender and Disaster Network, The Gender and Disaster Sourcebook, 2005. At: 
www.gdnonline.org/sourcebook/index.htm
�It would be more accurate and emporwering saying that « women might have less access to resources » rather than less capacity than men.
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