
UNHCR Handbook
for the Protection
of Women and Girls



 

 iii 

Table of Contents 

 
Foreword .............................................................................................................................. i 
List of field practice examples ............................................................................................. v 
Acronyms and abbreviations .............................................................................................viii 

 
Introduction to the Handbook............................................................................................................. 1 

Overview .............................................................................................................................1 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction to Protecting Women and Girls .................................................................... 5 

Overview .............................................................................................................................5 
1.1 Displacement today.......................................................................................................7 
1.2 Impact of displacement on women and girls .................................................................9 
1.3 Promoting gender equality to protect women and girls................................................12 
1.4 Implementation challenges..........................................................................................16 

 
Chapter 2: Principles and Practices for Gender Equality................................................................. 21 

Overview ...........................................................................................................................21 
2.1 International legal standards to protect women’s and girls’ rights ...............................22 
2.2 A rights- and community-based approach...................................................................26 
2.3 UNHCR’s age, gender and diversity mainstreaming strategy (AGDM) .......................34 
2.4 Strengthening participation and empowerment of women...........................................39 
2.5 Strengthening participation and empowerment of girls................................................49 
2.6 Working with men and boys ........................................................................................55 

 
Chapter 3: Identification, Prevention and Response to Risks Faced by Women and Girls.............. 65 

Overview ...........................................................................................................................65 
3.1 Risk factors faced by women and girls ........................................................................66 
3.2 Prevention and response to risks in the wider protection environment........................74 
3.3 Individual case management systems for protection and response ............................82 

 
Chapter 4: UNHCR’s Protection Response ..................................................................................... 93 

Overview ...........................................................................................................................93 
4.1 Partnerships and UNHCR’s protection response ........................................................94 
Overview ...........................................................................................................................94 

4.1.1 Partnerships .....................................................................................................95 
4.1.2 UNHCR’s protection response .......................................................................103 

4.2 Tools to protect women and girls...............................................................................111 
Overview .........................................................................................................................111 

4.2.1 Registration and identity documentation ........................................................112 
4.2.2 Birth registration and certification ...................................................................118 
4.2.3 Registration and certification of marriage and divorce....................................123 
4.2.4 Family tracing and reunification......................................................................125 
4.2.5 Best interests assessments and best interests determinations ......................130 
4.2.6 Refugee status determination.........................................................................137 

4.3 Securing solutions for women and girls.....................................................................145 
Overview .........................................................................................................................145 

4.3.1 Participation in peacebuilding processes .......................................................146 
4.3.2 Voluntary return and reintegration ..................................................................151 
4.3.3 Local integration .............................................................................................160 
4.3.4 Refugee resettlement .....................................................................................166 

 
Chapter 5: Exercising Rights and Ensuring Protection .................................................................. 175 

Overview .........................................................................................................................175 
5.1 Access to information ................................................................................................177 
5.2 Nationality, civil status and family relations ...............................................................184 
Overview .........................................................................................................................184 

5.2.1 Nationality ......................................................................................................185 
5.2.2 Marriage, civil status and family relations.......................................................191 

Continued on next page 



 

 iv 

Table of Contents, Continued 

5.3 Personal liberty and security .....................................................................................199 
Overview .........................................................................................................................199 

5.3.1 Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV)...................................................200 
Overview .................................................................................................................200 
5.3.1.1 SGBV challenges ........................................................................................201 
5.3.1.2 Responding to and preventing SGBV..........................................................206 
5.3.2 Smuggling, trafficking and abduction..............................................................218 
5.3.3 Restrictions on freedom of movement............................................................227 
5.3.4 Military recruitment and DDR .........................................................................234 

5.4 Administration of justice ............................................................................................245 
Overview .........................................................................................................................245 

5.4.1 Administration of justice during displacement.................................................246 
5.4.2 Formal national judicial systems.....................................................................250 
5.4.3 Traditional justice mechanisms ......................................................................255 
5.4.4 Transitional justice and justice in return situations .........................................263 

5.5 Health........................................................................................................................267 
Overview .........................................................................................................................267 

5.5.1 Accessing and enjoying the highest attainable standard of health .................268 
5.5.2 Reproductive health .......................................................................................271 
5.5.3 HIV/AIDS........................................................................................................282 
5.5.4 Mental health and psychosocial support ........................................................288 

5.6 Access to safe and quality education ........................................................................295 
5.7 Livelihoods and food security ....................................................................................306 
Overview .........................................................................................................................306 

5.7.1 Livelihoods and food security .........................................................................307 
5.7.2 Food security and food distribution.................................................................316 

5.8 Housing, land and property .......................................................................................320 
Overview .........................................................................................................................320 

5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement ......................................................321 
5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return .............................................................327 

 
Chapter 6: The International and Regional Legal Framework ....................................................... 333 

Overview .........................................................................................................................333 
6.1 International refugee, human rights, humanitarian and criminal law..........................335 
Overview .........................................................................................................................335 

6.1.1 International refugee law ................................................................................337 
6.1.2 International human rights law........................................................................338 
6.1.2.1 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against ........ 
            Women........................................................................................................340 
6.1.2.2 Convention on the Rights of the Child and its Optional Protocols ...............342 
6.1.3 International law regarding stateless persons ................................................344 
6.1.4 International humanitarian law........................................................................346 
6.1.5 International criminal law................................................................................348 

6.2 Other Relevant Principles, Conclusions, Resolutions and Declarations....................349 
Overview .........................................................................................................................349 

6.2.1 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (DEVAW) ..........350 
6.2.2 ECOSOC conclusions and resolutions...........................................................352 
6.2.3 Security Council resolution 1325 on women, peace, and security..................353 
6.2.4 Security Council resolutions on children and armed conflict ..........................354 
6.2.5 Executive Committee Conclusions .................................................................356 
6.2.6 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement ..................................................357 
6.2.7 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action ....................................................358 
6.2.8 Millennium Declaration and Millennium Development Goals..........................359 
6.2.9 World Summit and World Summit Outcome document ..................................360 

6.3 Regional Legal Framework .......................................................................................361 
 
Annexes ........................................................................................................................................ 365 

Annex 1: ExCom Conclusion No. 105 (LVII), 2006, Women and Girls at Risk ................365 
Annex 2: ExCom Conclusion No. 107 (LVIII), 2007, Children at Risk .............................370 
Glossary ..........................................................................................................................377 

apiccioli
Highlight



 

 v 

List of field practice examples 

 
Chapter Section Field practice example 

2.2 A rights- and community-
based approach   

Kenya – community volley ball project for girls in 
Dadaab refugee camps 
Nepal – women's participation and representation n 
camp elections 
Guinea/Sierra Leone – women's associations and 
disability 
Somalia – training in running NGOs, empowerment, 
education 

2.4 Strengthening participation 
and empowerment of women  

Guinea/Liberia – participatory video, C4C  
South Africa – refugee and returnee children's 
contribution Secretary-General's Study on Violence 
against Children 

2.5 Strengthening participation 
and empowerment of girls  

Australia – high school writing competition 
Namibia – girls' and boys’ youth groups raise 
awareness about respect and non-violence  
Sierra Leone – working with men's groups  
Egypt – men's working group opposes violence 
against women 

2 

2.6 Working with men and boys 

Chad – men's involvement in International Women's 
Day 

3.2 Prevention and response to 
risks in the wider protection 
environment 

Afghanistan – developing a protection strategy for 
women and girls at risk 

Romania – establishing a task force for persons of 
concern with specific needs 

3 

3.3 Individual case 
management systems for 
protection and response  India – women's protection clinic, Delhi 

Colombia – registering  and documenting  IDPs, 
particularly women and children 

4.2.1 Registration and identity 
documentation  

Malaysia – registering asylum-seekers and 
refugees in a way that reaches women and girls 

4.2.2 Birth registration and 
certification  

Papua New Guinea – campaign to register and 
certify births of refugees born in exile 

4.2.4 Family tracing and 
reunification  

Various countries – good practices on reunification 
of refugee families in country of asylum 
Tanzania – BID in voluntary repatriation context 4.2.5 Best interests 

assessments and best interests 
determinations  

BID before resettlement for children in family 
suffering domestic violence 
Germany –  raising awareness about gender-
related persecution among decision-makers 

4.2.6 Refugee status 
determination  

Various countries – domestic violence and refugee 
status determination  
African women's peace committees 
Sierra Leone/Liberia – workshops preparing for 
return and to consolidate peace 

4.3.1 Participation in 
peacebuilding processes  

South Africa – building gender equality in exile and 
consolidating it on return 
Angola – women's rights committees and 
empowerment upon return 

4 

4.3.2 Voluntary return and 
reintegration   

Guatemala – women's rights upon repatriation 

Continued on next page 
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List of field practice examples, continued 

  
Chapter Section Field practice example 

4.3.3 Local integration  Mexico – Guatemalan refugee woman explains how 
skills learnt as refugee helped her local integration  
Ecuador – identifying refugee women and girls at 
risk for resettlement 
Brazil – adopting emergency procedures for  
resettling refugees, including women and girls at 
heightened risk 
Iceland – involving the host community in the 
integration of resettled refugees 

4 

4.3.4 Refugee resettlement  

Kenya – identifying Sudanese "lost girls" at risk for 
resettlement 
Kenya – accessing refugee domestic workers in 
Nairobi to support their empowerment 

5.1 Access to Information 

Algeria – participation and involvement of refugee 
women's association in camp management 

5.2.1 Nationality  Nepal – citizenship campaign ensures women and 
girls are also included 
Ethiopia – transit house for newly arriving single 
women and survivors of SGBV 
Austria – ensuring domestic violence legislation can 
also apply to asylum-seeking women and girls 

5.3.1.2 Responding to and 
preventing SGBV 

Sri Lanka – SGBV protection network 
Slovenia – preventing women and girls of concern 
from being trafficked 

5.3.2 Smuggling, trafficking and 
abduction  

Albania – referral model for illegal entrants, 
including victims of trafficking 
Hungary – special accommodation for separated 
girls 
Bangladesh – participatory assessments reveal 
arrest of men can lead to SGBV risks for wives and 
daughters 

5.3.3 Restrictions on freedom of 
movement  

Australia – alternatives to detention for women and 
children 

5.3.4 Military recruitment and 
demobilization  

Sierra Leone – DDR initiatives 

Kenya – mobile courts in remote refugee camps 5.4.2 Formal national judicial 
systems  Ecuador – programme to ensure access to justice 

for victims/survivors of domestic violence 
Rwanda – initiatives to maximize women's 
participation in gacaca justice system 

5.4.3 Traditional justice 
mechanisms  

Thailand – strengthening administration of justice in 
refugee camps 

5.4.4 Transitional justice and 
justice in return situations 

Sierra Leone – Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and conflict violence against women 
Chad – programme to treat refugee women and 
girls with fistula 
Kenya – enhancing urban refugee women's access 
to reproductive health care 

5 

5.5.2 Reproductive health  

Tanzania – adolescent sexual and reproductive 
healthcare programme 

Continued on next page 
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List of field practice examples, continued 

  
Chapter Section Field practice example 

Tanzania – radio show about womanizing truck 
driver reduces risky sexual behaviour 

5.5.3 HIV/AIDS 

Ecuador – gender and HIV project 
5.5.4 Mental health Ecuador – psychological support for SGBV 

survivors, unaccompanied and separated children 
West Africa – training women classroom assistants 
Lebanon – summer school away from conflict 
Liberia – refurbishing a women's centre to allow 
adult literacy and livelihood training 

5.6 Access to safe and quality 
education   

ninemillion.org campaign – promoting girls' 
education 
Sudan – Lulu Works soap making project for 
returnee women 
Sierra Leone –  refugee women's initiative for 
driving lessons 

5.7.1 Livelihoods and food 
security 

Belarus – community development and social 
entrepreneurship, bakery and billiards club 
Indonesia – ensuring gender perspective in post-
Tsunami reconstruction 

5.8.1 Housing during 
displacement  

Turkey – raising awareness and funding for 
improved reception accommodation 
Rwanda – supporting legislative changes to allow 
women to inherit housing, land and property 

5 

5.8.2 Housing, land and 
property on return  

Guatemala – empowerment initiative to strengthen  
returnee women's land rights 
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5.8 Housing, land and property  

Overview 

 
“Housing, land and property disputes and problems are also an almost inevitable consequence of armed 
conflict, as people flee their homes and lands in search of safety, or are forced to flee, in particular through 
ethnic cleansing or sectarian violence, as currently plagues Iraq. Such situations invariably give rise to complex 
issues that, if not prevented in the first place, must be addressed later if any future peace is to be sustained and 
further violence prevented. These include forced evictions; property transactions made under duress; illegal 
destruction or appropriation and occupation of abandoned property; the illegal confiscation of land; 
discriminatory application of abandonment laws; and the loss or deliberate destruction of documentary evidence 
of ownership. Such problems are further compounded by the application of inheritance laws that deny women 
and minors the right to inherit, own or use land and property.” 

Report of the Secretary-General on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict”,  
S/2007/643, 28 October 2007, para. 54 

 
Lack of adequate housing during 
displacement, and lack of access to 
land, property, and housing on return, 
can expose women and girls to 
severe protection risks, including 
SGBV and other forms of violence.  
 
Lack of adequate housing during 
displacement is often related to lack 
of access to other rights, such as 
water, sanitation facilities, and health 
care.  
 
In return situations, women and girls 
who are denied access to their land, 

 
Russian Federation / Ingushetia / Chechen IDPs 
/ A grandmother minds her children in a tented 
camp in Sunzhenski District / UNHCR / T. 
Makeeva / March 2003 

Introduction 

property, and housing lose their main source of physical, economic, and food 
security.  
 
Discrimination against women not only on account of gender, but also race, 
caste, ethnicity, age, relative impoverishment, and lack of access to social and 
economic resources compound these problems. 

 
In this section This section covers the following topics. 
 

Topic See Page 
5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement 321 
5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return 327 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement 

 
“We checked that it was the correct number and walked up the stairway, which was dark even though it was 
noon. The place had a terrible smell. We looked all along the stairway and its pathway for the correct unit but 
we could not find it. Finally we found it at the bottom of a very dark and dirty stairwell that went downstairs, 
which we were first afraid to venture into…  Ms A. opened the gate to us that led to a corridor. On the left was a 
big space that was very dark except for the fire from the stove at the far corner. She led us to what she said was 
her room towards the right… As we entered the room we saw men’s clothing and toiletry. We asked her where 
she slept and she pointed to the space furthest from the door… All the men in the flat had gone out to work 
except one. Ms. A. says she is afraid to be at home alone with just one man.”341 
 
“In Mitrovica, northern Kosovo, over 500 internally displaced persons are living within the Zitkovac, Cesmin Lig, 
and Kabalare camps, constructed in 1999 by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees when Roma, 
Ashkali, and Egyptian community members were driven from their homes in Roma Mahalla. The camps were 
built as an ad hoc, temporary response to the flow of refugees. They were built on highly toxic land and 
individuals living there are alleged to have been, and continue to be, exposed to serious lead poisoning and 
other environmental health problems. The impact on women has been particularly grave, resulting in stillbirths 
and miscarriages.” 
                                                                       From “Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a  
                                                                                   component of the right to an adequate standard of living”342 
 
Introduction Whether living in urban slums, collective centres, refugee settlements, or 

with host families, women face a series of protection risks due to or 
associated with the lack of adequate housing. This and a lack of privacy can 
result in sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), including domestic 
violence. Many women and girls cannot leave violent family situations simply 
because they and their children have no place to go.343 Inadequate housing 
usually also means inadequate water, sanitation and safety. 344 

 
Summary of 
challenges 

Some of the specific housing challenges faced by women and girls during 
displacement are discussed below and include: 
 
• finding affordable and suitable accommodation in urban settings; 
• overcrowding and lack of privacy in camps; 
• insufficient plastic sheeting, blankets, and clothing; and  
• protection risks in reception and transit centres. 

 
Challenge: 
Accommodation in 
urban settings 
 

Urban asylum-seekers and refugees often find it extremely difficult to find 
affordable and suitable accommodation. Consequently, groups of unrelated 
families may share one flat or even one room. Single men and women often 
share rooms. Eviction by landlords or for urban regeneration is common. In 
such circumstances, women and girls, in particular those who are alone or 
who head families, are at great risk of SGBV, either by those with whom 
they are living or by landlords.  In addition, these flats often do not have 
kitchens or fresh water and many people may be required to share one 
toilet. This can lead to serious sanitation and health problems. 

Continued on next page 

                                                           
341 

“Needs Assessment for a Shelter to House Women of the Chin Community who are at Risk/are Survivors of Sexual Harassment”, A project by 
Malaysian Care for UNHCR, 2004. 
342

 Commission on Human Rights, Women and Adequate Housing, “Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living”, E/CN.4/2005/43, 23 February 2005, para. 65. 
343 

Ibid., para. 67. 
344 

Commission on Human Rights, “Women and Adequate Housing: Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living”, E/CN.4/2003/5, 3 March 2003. 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement, continued 

 
Challenge: 
Overcrowding and 
lack of privacy in 
camps 

In camp situations, overcrowding and a lack of privacy between and within 
dwellings can create protection risks for women and girls. Single women, 
women and girls with disabilities, and unaccompanied or separated girls 
often end up with the most insecure accommodation in the camp. Even 
when camps are planned to avoid this, these problems may arise as camp 
populations grow and additional land is not available.  
 
When sanitation facilities and water are located far from accommodation, 
women and girls face further protection risks, especially if there is not 
lighting at night.  

 
Challenge: 
Insufficient NFIs in 
camps 

Insufficient non-food items (NFIs), such as plastic sheeting, blankets, and 
clothing, can compound these risks. For example, when there are fewer 
than five members of a family, as may be the case with child-headed 
households or single women, women and girls may be required to share 
tents and/or plastic sheeting with unrelated strangers.  
 
While office policy might be to provide one blanket per person, inadequate 
supplies and insufficient consideration to the needs of those who are single 
and thus will not be warmed by the presence of family members can lead to 
ill health and undignified and threatening situations. Clothing is not regularly 
distributed or included in emergency packages or distributed on a regular 
basis during protracted refugee situations, even when refugees have no 
access to income-generating activities. This increases women’s and girls’ 
risk of exposure to SGBV. 

 
Challenge: 
Risks in reception 
and transit centres 

In some regions of the world, asylum-seekers are accommodated in 
reception centres, refugees and internally displaced persons may be housed 
in collective centres, while returnees may be housed in transit centres 
before they go back.  
 
Such centres are used to provide short-term accommodation and can suffer 
from a lack of privacy and inadequate services, which can expose women 
and girls to SGBV and other rights violations. Because of their temporary 
nature, sanitation and cooking facilities are minimal and these 
accommodations often do not contain any partitions.  
 
Some refugee or internally displaced women, particularly those who are 
older and unable to rebuild their homes or cultivate their land, have 
remained in collective centres indefinitely.  
 
Some returnees may remain in transit centres for longer than originally 
intended. This is particularly a problem for older, unaccompanied women, 
for those with disabilities, or those who may not have anywhere else to go.  

 
International legal 
standards and 
guidelines 

The right to adequate housing forms an integral part of the right to an 
adequate standard of living contained in Article 11 of the ICESCR, Article 27 
of the CRC, and Article 14(2)(h) of CEDAW. This right also implies a 
continuous improvement of living conditions. 

Continued on next page 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement, continued 

 
International legal 
standards and 
guidelines 
(continued) 

The Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to 
an adequate standard of living has defined the right to adequate housing as 
“the right of every woman, man, youth, and child to gain and sustain a 
secure home and community in which to live in peace and dignity”.345 
 
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has identified 
seven criteria of adequate housing:  
 
• legal security of tenure;  
• availability of services, materials facilities and infrastructure;  
• affordability;  
• habitability;  
• accessibility; 
• location; and  
• cultural adequacy.346 
 
The Special Rapporteur on adequate housing has identified nine additional 
elements when evaluating adequacy: access to land, water, and other 
natural resources; freedom from dispossession, damage, and destruction; 
access to information; participation; resettlement, restitution, compensation, 
non-refoulement and return; privacy and security; access to remedies; 
education and empowerment; and freedom from violence against women. 
 
The Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s Women, Girls, Boys and Men: 
Different Needs, Equal Opportunities: Gender Handbook in Humanitarian 
Action (2006) provides useful guidance on gender considerations relating to 
shelter in emergencies on pp. 97–104.  

 
Responsibility States have a responsibility to adopt positive measures aimed at alleviating 

the situation of refugees and displaced persons, including women and girls, 
living in inadequate housing. As part of their responsibility to ensure access 
to adequate housing States should ensure that accommodation provided 
gives security from harassment and violence in the home, as well as 
protection from illegal forced eviction. 
 
The 1951 Refugee Convention requires States to give refugees treatment as 
regards housing which is as favourable as possible and not less favourable 
than that accorded to aliens generally in the same circumstances.  
 
Principle 18 of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement affirms that 
the competent authorities have a responsibility “at the minimum, regardless 
of the circumstances, and without discrimination … to provide internally 
displaced persons with and ensure safe access to … basic shelter and 
housing”. They should also make special efforts to ensure women’s full 
participation in the planning and distribution of such shelter and housing.  

Continued on next page 

                                                           
345 Commission on Human Rights, “Women and Adequate Housing, Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living”, E/CN.4/2006/118, 27 February 2006, para. 10. 
346

 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 4” the right to adequate housing, 1991, para. 8. 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement, continued 

 
Responsibility 
(continued) 

Relevant UN agencies, including UNHCR, have a responsibility in 
emergency situations to undertake participatory planning to ensure the right 
to an adequate standard of living and housing. Planning must include 
assessing and ensuring that shelter distribution and allocation to families 
and households are made in a non-discriminatory manner, without 
distinction of any kind. The right and needs of women, girls, boys, female-
headed households, widows and other groups with specific needs should be 
addressed, including possibly through the adoption of affirmative measures 
that positively impact specific groups.347 

 
How to respond Suggestions for actions which UNHCR, together with local, national and 

international partners, should carry out in order to promote women’s and 
girls’ rights to housing, land and property include: 

 
Response Actions 

Coordinate • Consult with all members of the community when planning shelters. Hold 
separate consultations with women and girls of diverse backgrounds and 
incorporate their views into the site plan. 

• Consult with women and girls to see what actions might be taken to minimize 
the protection risks that they face as a result of lack of adequate housing. 

• During registration and participatory assessment, identify women and girls in 
need of specific shelter assistance and follow up to ensure that they receive 
the support needed. 

Assess, 
analyse and 
design  

• When designing site plans, consider how to: 
− promote a sense of community and reinforce community-based protection; 
− ensure privacy of the family unit; 
− ensure women and girls’ safe access to water, sanitation facilities, fuel, 

and other services; 
− provide a common area where children can play and that is visible from 

their families’ homes;348 and 
− ensure adequate lighting in communal areas and for individual use. 

• When designing reception centres, ensure standards, including the following 
are respected: 
− single women and single men are accommodated separately; 
− families are accommodated together; 
− there are adequate partitions between families if families are 

accommodated collectively; 
− rooms can be locked by their occupants; 
− there are separate toilet and bath/shower facilities in different areas or, at 

a minimum, different timetables are established and monitored for their 
use by males and females;  

− there is adequate lighting throughout; 
− facilities and services are available to meet the educational, medical, 

psychological, religious, and recreational needs of asylum-seeking children 
and that special attention is paid to the risk of trafficking; and 

− the centres are protected 24 hours a day by guards, including female 
guards, trained on the gender-specific needs of those living there.349 

Continued on next page 

                                                           
347

 For more information, see IASC, Women, Girls, Boys and Men: Different Needs, Equal Opportunities: Gender Handbook in Humanitarian Action, 
Dec. 2006, p. 97; UNHCR, Handbook for Emergencies, 3rd edition, Feb. 2007, chapter 12, especially p. 218. 
348 

As promoted by UNICEF, “child friendly spaces” established in emergencies can go on to become a school or play area where educational, 
health and social support can be provided.  
349 

For further details see, ExCom Conclusion No. 93 (LIII), 2002; UNHCR, “Reception of Asylum-seekers, including Standards of Treatment, in the 
Context of Individual Asylum Systems”, EC/GC/01/17, 4 Sept. 2001, especially paras. 20–23. 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement, continued 

  
How to respond (continued) 

 
Response Actions 

Intervene to 
protect 

• Provide support with the community for housing/shelter construction for older 
single women and women with disabilities, female- and child-headed 
households. 

• Ensure these same groups of people are located in safe central locations 
with easy access to facilities and services and not marginalized. 

• Provide access to land for cultivating crops.  
• In urban areas, use proGres and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to 

map locations and inform people about where to find support networks, 
services and improved security. (See also field practice example for Kenya 
relating to access to information for refugee domestic workers in Nairobi in 
section 1.1 of this chapter above.) 

Strengthen 
national 
capacity 

• Lobby with the authorities to ensure refugees in rural areas are in safe 
locations away from the border and with access to firewood and water.  

• Work with the host community to address any tensions with the displaced 
community in a timely manner. 

• Work with the authorities to persuade them to give refugees living in urban 
areas the right to work, and where this is not provided to provide adequate 
support, to enable them to find adequate housing, so that they do not have to 
live in the poorest and most dangerous neighbourhoods, where women and 
girls may be particularly at risk of violence or abuse.  

• Ensure accommodation centres incorporate livelihood activities and people 
are organized to prevent idleness and increased security risks. 

Strengthen 
community 
capacity to 
support 
solutions 

• Mobilize community support for individuals require specific shelter assistance 
in relation, for instance, to construction and plot allocation.  

• Ensure that centres where women can network, convene, and work on 
projects are available for women during displacement. Adolescent girls 
should also have access to centres where they are offered skills training and 
information on sexual and reproductive health. 

• Consider establishing a transit house for newly arriving women and girls who 
may be alone or part of female-headed households to reduce their initial 
vulnerability to exploitation when they arrive in the camp or urban areas.  
Make sure that such a transit house is funded and managed properly. (See 
field practice example for Ethiopia in section 3.1.2 of this chapter above.) 

Monitor, report 
and evaluate 

• Monitor how women are accommodated during displacement and return, 
including women living in urban areas, in refugee settlements, in transit 
centres, and with host families, and take action to prevent and respond to 
protection problems due to lack of adequate housing. 

Continued on next page 
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5.8.1 Housing and shelter during displacement, continued 

 
Field practice: 
Indonesia 

Due to the lack of involvement of women in the planning and recovery process 
in Aceh, Indonesia, following the Tsunami in December 2004, UNIFEM 
organized a series of consultations with women to identify the needs and 
concerns of survivors and to ensure the incorporation of a gender perspective 
in the reconstruction process.  
 
The issue of land, inheritance, and property rights, particularly for children who 
had lost their entire families, and access to adequate housing were identified 
as critical issues by the women.  
 
In Aceh, women put at the top of their list of recommendations the re-
establishment of Balai Inong, or “women’s house.” Before the Tsunami, every 
village in Aceh had Balai Inong, where women could meet to network, convene, 
or work together on projects.  
 
According to the women, setting up these houses again would be an effective 
way of ensuring that women’s concerns were heard, while also providing a safe 
space for women to grieve, share experiences, and develop skills to sustain 
their livelihoods. 

 
Field practice: 
Turkey 

Many asylum-seekers and refugees in Turkey have great difficulties finding 
housing and encounter a wide range of protection problems as a result. The 
Office in Ankara therefore sought to raise awareness of the problem and 
secure funding for the opening of reception centres.  
 
As part of the “Welcome to Turkey” activities of the multi-functional Gender 
and Children Team, refugees and asylum-seekers were given cameras to 
document their experiences in Turkey. Since many asylum-seekers and 
refugees photographed poor housing conditions, their photographs 
contributed to discussions on the possibilities for opening reception centres, 
literally showing the great need for them. An exhibition of the photographs 
was held on World Refugee Day. A booklet on the project was also printed 
and included among submissions for funding for the reception centres.  
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5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return  

 
“I am too old and gnarled to plant. I will try to work the land, but it will be hard.” 
                                                                         54-year-old returnee widow and grandmother, returning to Angola  
                                                                                         with her young grandson whose mother died of AIDS350 
 
“My life has been very hard since my parents died. Since their death I have not had access to my forest or my 
fields. When I went to court I was told that I had lost even before they started my case. I was not even given the 
chance to speak. I couldn’t even cut a tree on my property or grow a potato.” 
                                                                                Concessa Nibgore, internally displaced woman in Rwanda351 
 
Introduction Many displaced women returning home from conflict find themselves 

homeless and landless. As a result, they lose their personal security, social 
status, and economic and food security and so may no longer be able to 
care for their families and children.352  The risk of violence against women in 
such situations increases.  

 
Summary of 
challenges 

Some of the challenges displaced women and girls face in gaining access to 
housing, land and property on return from conflict include: 
 
• discrimination and inheritance rights; 
• cultural practices preventing widows from accessing safe and secure 

housing, land and property; and 
• separated or unaccompanied children being denied their right to housing, 

land and property. 

 
Challenge: 
Discrimination and 
inheritance rights 

Discrimination against women and girls in relation to land, property, and 
inheritance rights contributes enormously to the challenges they face on 
return.  
 
Women may be subject to limited inheritance from husbands, harmful 
customary practices, unequal inheritance from parents, unequal division of 
property upon divorce, discriminatory laws and customs, lack of control over 
property, biased attitudes among family and community members, 
unresponsive authorities, and ineffective courts.353 Even when laws provide 
for women’s right to inherit property and land, women may lack documents 
and titles, while few have the social and economic resources to pursue their 
claims, either through non-formal or statutory means.354  

 
Challenge:   
Widows denied 
access  

Widows are particularly at risk. Cultural practices commonly prevent widows 
from having access to safe and secure housing, violate their rights, and 
expose them to additional protection risks. These include the requirement to 
commit themselves to lives of celibacy, to undergo a “cleansing ritual”, in 
which a widow is forced to have sex with a man specially hired for the 

Continued on next page 

                                                           
350 Human Rights Watch, “Coming Home: Return and Reintegration in Angola”, 2005, p. 32. 
351 Quoted in “Going Home: Land and Property Issues”, by L. Farha, Women’s Right to Land, Property and Housing, Forced Migration Review, 2000, 
p. 24. 
352 Adapted from Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), “Bringing Equality Home: Promoting and Protecting the Inheritance Rights of 
Women, A Survey of Law and Practice in Sub-Saharan Africa”, 2004, pp. 21–23. 
353 Human Rights Watch, “Fact Sheet: Women’s Property Rights Violations in Kenya”, 2003, at 
http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/women/property/factsheet.htm . 
354

 Commission on Human Rights, “Women and Adequate Housing, Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living”, E/CN.4/2006/118, 27 February 2006, para. 45. 
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5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return, Continued 

 
Challenge:   
Widows denied 
access (continued) 

purpose by the family, or to marry a male relative of her deceased husband 
in order to continue to have access to her marital home and land.355  
Separated and divorced women may also lose their rights to their housing, 
land and property.  
 
Even if they continue to have access to their housing, land and property, 
older women may not have the capacity to farm it to support themselves and 
those for whom they are responsible. If there is no legal transfer of 
ownership or no will, “in-laws” may take back properly belonging to the 
deceased husband, leaving widows homeless. In these circumstances, 
some prefer to give their land to the next male heir. 

 
Challenge: 
Girls denied access 

Unaccompanied and separated children and orphans, including those living 
in child-headed households, find it particularly difficult to gain access to their 
land and property. Girls are at particular risk of being denied their right to 
housing, their land and property. A girl child may, for instance, not be 
permitted to inherit property on an equal basis with her brother on the 
pretext that she will “not need it” because she will eventually be married. 
She may often not be aware of her rights. Even when girls have access to 
their land, they may not be able to build a home or shelter by themselves. 
 
After the genocide in Rwanda, for instance, children in child-headed 
households lived a precarious existence. Ninety-five percent had no access 
to education or healthcare and most lived under plastic sheeting or in 
substandard housing. More than 60 per cent lived solely off agriculture, 
three quarters of whom owned less than one hectare of land and one 
quarter of whom were landless. Average revenue per family per month 
rarely exceeded 2,500 Rwandan francs (USD 5) per month. They were at 
the mercy of neighbours, relatives, and local officials when they needed 
assistance or protection, yet could find themselves marginalized and 
ignored, in part due to conflicts over management of assets left by their own 
parents.356 

 
International legal 
standards and 
guidelines 

The right to adequate housing is equally applicable to women and girls in 
displacement and on return.  In addition, the equal rights of women and girls 
to own, have access to, control, and inherit housing, land and property are 
clearly established in international law.357 These rights include the right not 
to be arbitrarily deprived of housing, land and property in the first place.358 
Ensuring that women, as well as men, have the right to land, property, and 
adequate housing on return is essential for post-conflict peace-building and 
sustainable return. Displaced women and girls are entitled to return to the 
homes from which they had been evicted or which they had left behind. If 
this is not possible, they should be provided with adequate compensation for 
any loss they have suffered.359 

Continued on next page 

                                                           
355 

Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), “Bringing Equality Home: Promoting and Protecting the Inheritance rights of Women, A Survey 
of Law and Practice in Sub-Saharan Africa”, 2004, p. 21, and Commission on Human Rights, Women and Adequate Housing, Study by the Special 
Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living”, 25 Feb. 2005, E/CN.4/2005/43, para. 68. 
356 

Human Rights Watch, Rwanda Lasting Wounds: Consequences of Genocide and War for Rwanda’s Children”, March 2003, pp. 47–48. 
357 

See CEDAW, Articles 14(2)(g), 16(1)(h). 
358 

See General Comment No. 7 of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on the right to adequate housing (Article 11.1): forced 
evictions; Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, Principle 6; UN Principles on Housing and Property Restitution for Refugees and Internally 
Displaced Persons (Pinheiro Principles), Principle 5.  
359 

Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, Principle 28; Pinheiro Principles, Principle 10. 
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5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return, continued 

 
International legal 
standards and 
guidelines 
(continued) 

The 2005 United Nations Principles on Housing and Property Restitution for 
Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons (also called the “Pinheiro 
Principles” after the Sub-Commission Special Rapporteur on Housing and 
Property Restitution, Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro) set out the applicable legal 
standards regarding the right of refugees and internally displaced persons to 
return to their housing, land, and property. An inter-agency Handbook on 
implementing the Principles was issued in March 2007.360 

 
Responsibility These UN Principles contain a number of provisions aimed at ensuring 

gender equality in relation to housing, land and property. They require 
States to adopt positive measures to ensure that women and girls are not 
discriminated against in the restitution process and the requirement to 
ensure the representation and inclusion of women and children, particularly 
unaccompanied children, in this process.  
 
The Principles also outline the responsibilities of the international 
community, including international organizations such as UNHCR. These 
include the responsibility to: 
 
• promote and protect the right to housing, land and property restitution, as 

well as the right to voluntary return in safety and dignity; 
• work with national governments and share expertise on the development 

of national housing, land and property restitution policies and 
programmes, help ensure their compatibility with international human 
rights, refugee and humanitarian law and related standards, and support 
the monitoring of their implementation; and 

• strive to ensure that peace agreements and voluntary repatriation 
agreements contain provisions related to housing, land and property 
restitution, including through the establishment of national procedures, 
institutions, mechanisms and legal frameworks.  

 
How to respond Suggestions for actions which UNHCR, together with local, national and 

international partners, should carry out in order to ensure the equal rights of 
men, women, boys, and girls to housing, land, and property restitution in the 
context of return include: 

 
Response Actions 

Coordinate • Identify all actors, in particular local authorities and UN agencies, including 
UN HABITAT and development agencies,  involved in housing, land and 
property and coordinate with them to develop a strategy to support women’s 
and girls’ realization of their rights on this issue.  

Assess, 
analyse and 
design  

• Undertake an analysis of national law on property and inheritance from a 
gender perspective to review women’s and girls’ entitlements and work to 
address any gaps. 

• Ensure that land, housing, and property rights for internally displaced and 
refugee women and girls are included in peace agreements and integrated 
into repatriation plans.361   

• Ensure that women are involved in designing restitution processes and 
procedures. 

                                                           
360

 The Pinheiro Principles are at  http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?docid=41640c874  and at 
http://www.cohre.org/store/attachments/Pinheiro%20Principles.pdf, while the Handbook on Housing and Property Restitution for Refugees and 
Displaced Persons: Implementing the ‘Pinheiro Principles’”, March 2007, is at http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-
bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&amp;docid=4693432c2&amp;skip=&amp;query="PInheiro%20Principles”. 
361

 See generally, “Report of the Secretary-General on the Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict”, S/2007/643, 28 October 2007, para. 59. 
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5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return, continued 

  
How to respond (continued) 

 
Response Actions 

Intervene to 
protect 

• Intervene in individual cases to ensure that women and girls can enjoy their 
right to have restored to them any housing, land, and/or property of which 
they were deprived or to be compensated for any housing, land, and/or 
property that cannot be restored to them. 

Strengthen 
national 
capacity 

• Advocate and provide technical assistance to governments to abolish laws 
and practices that discriminate against women and girls on issues 
concerning inheritance and ownership of housing, land and property. 

• Advocate with and provide technical assistance to governments to ensure 
that restitution processes and procedures promote the equal rights of women 
and girls, particularly single women, widows, and unaccompanied and 
separated girls, to land, housing, and property upon return. 

• Establish legal counselling and advisory services to support women and girls 
in claiming their housing, land, and property on return. 

Strengthen 
community 
capacity to 
support 
solutions 

• Work with communities and governments to abolish harmful practices, such 
as wife inheritance, which violate the rights of women and girls and prevent 
them from accessing their right to land, housing, and property. 

• Raise awareness in the community of the importance of ensuring formal 
transfer of housing, land and property ownership and of having a will to 
secure housing, land and property for family members.  

• Ensure that centres where women can network, convene, and work on 
projects are available for women during return. Adolescent girls should also 
have access to centres where they are offered skills training and information 
on sexual and reproductive health. 

• Ensure that redistribution of land takes into consideration joint ownership of 
land instead of titling the land only to male heads-of-households. (See 
Guatemala field practice below.) 

• Train and build the capacity of community para-legal workers in return and 
reintegration situations who will provide support in setting up livelihood 
enterprises and help obtain restitution and compensation when property 
cannot be restored. 

Monitor, report 
and evaluate 

• Monitor the extent to which women with specific needs, such as older 
women, women with disabilities and women or girls who head households, 
are able to own property and cultivate their land. 

• Hold focus group discussions in urban contexts to ensure women have been 
able to access their property. 

Continued on next page 
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5.8.2 Housing, land and property on return, continued 

 
Field Practice: 
Rwanda 

In 1996, UNHCR launched the Rwanda Women’s Initiative (RWI), which 
supports the efforts of women to rebuild their houses and empowers them to 
take control of their households. Prior to the genocide, Rwandan women did 
not have the right to inherit property, a major obstacle in a country where 
over 90 per cent of the population depend on subsistence agriculture for their 
livelihood.  
 
Recognizing the difficulties female heads of household encountered as they 
returned and attempted to reclaim their land, the Government of Rwanda 
took steps to change the law on this issue. UNHCR, the Ministry of Gender 
and Women in Development and RWI-funded local organizations were 
actively involved in the drafting of this legislation, and RWI supported its 
passage by promoting public awareness and providing forums for 
consultation with women at the grass-roots level on the law. RWI has also 
provided forums for women parliamentarians to meet and exchange 
experiences, critical not only to building a political presence of women in the 
country, but also to passing important laws on gender equality.362 

 
Field Practice: 
Guatemala 

In the context of the voluntary repatriation of 43,000 Guatemalan refugees 
from Mexico to Guatemala in the second half of the 1990s, UNHCR 
supported women’s refugee organizations which mobilized to demand co-
ownership of land allocated to returning refugee families (which might 
otherwise have been ceded through male heads of household).   
 
UNHCR devised a strategy whereby male-dominated refugee organisations, 
through their legal advisors in conjunction with the Office in Guatemala, 
agreed to sign a document affirming that no legal impediments would remain 
in gaining equal ownership of land between men and women.  Refugee 
women analysed this document at a workshop and it was subsequently 
made public in a conference where authorities were asked to formally 
respond to the women’s request to be included as co-owners.  After 
protracted negotiations between the parties, co-ownership for refugee 
couples was achieved. 
 
This process of clarifying institutional policies and debate was difficult and 
challenging, but it enabled the refugee women’s organizations and UNHCR 
to learn valuable lessons about women’s land rights in the Guatemalan 
context. In particular, the process revealed the clear and discriminatory bias 
against women in the interpretation and application of institutional policies by 
government officials (most of whom were male); the need for appropriate 
models of implementing land acquisition; engaged male-dominated-refugee 
organizations in the public promotion of women’s rights; and reinforced the 
women’s decision to continue their struggle for co-ownership of land. 
 
As a result, women gained equal access to resources and had to be 
considered beneficiaries of plots of land and/or full associates of 
cooperatives, if their marriage or common law relationship was dissolved or 
their husband/partner died.  As part of this programme, UNHCR also 
supported women's participation in credit schemes to purchase land.363   

 

                                                           
362 

Study by the Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, and on the right to non-
discrimination, Miloon Kothari, in accordance with Commission resolution 2002/49, “Women and adequate housing”, E/CN.4/2003/55, 26 March 
2003, para. 68, at http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G03/123/81/PDF/G0312381.pdf?OpenElement. 
363 UNHCR, “Guatemala Reintegration, 1994–2000”. 
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