Sinyoro Case Study

Frantias has a population of 13 million.   Since 1996 it has been devastated by war and drought. Infrastructure has collapsed--health, education, law and order, etc.—and untold numbers of people have died from hunger, starvation and bullets.  About 2 million people have been displaced from their homes. The most affected are the elderly, the pregnant, the physically and mentally challenged, and unaccompanied and separated children.

As a result of this displacement, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees UNHCR, in collaboration with OCHA and other international agencies, has established 20 refugee camps, serving approximately 1 million people. It is estimated that an additional 1 million internally displaced persons are hosted by communities around the camps. 

Food is provided by WFP in collaboration with its implementing partners. WFP has made its policy on women’s participation clear to the local population and has advocated for ensuring that women are on all food distribution committees. This has also been reinforced by UNHCR’s Five Commitments, in which women’s participation is high on the agenda. 

Prior to the fighting, UNIFEM had worked with women in Frantias; as a result most of the women are aware of their rights, despite the fact that the ongoing war has ruptured most of the once vibrant women’s organizations.  Involvement of women in food distribution and other public domains is viewed by many male members of the community as culturally inappropriate and has therefore been largely resisted by the local community. However, in one exception, Sinyoro camp, the male leaders have accepted to comply with UN standards and there is 50% representation of females in all committees, including food distribution.

FEP is a local NGO contracted by UNHCR to work in Sinyoro camp with women and children as well as other persons with special needs. A recent survey carried out in Sinyoro camp by FEP revealed that 60 % of single women were finding it difficult to access food, medicine and other assistance provided by the humanitarian actors. The report further indicated that many women who were able to access their entitlements were being heavily taxed by the male leaders: Women--especially those without male heads of family—were being asked to contribute half of the food they receive to community leaders through the community chairperson. 

Beneficiaries of this organized scam are local business people operating at Sinyoro business centre, which is run by a local NGO with support from several UN agencies. In March 2007, a UNHCR Senior Community Services Officer visited Sinyoro camp to conduct an independent follow-up to the FEP survey and held focus group discussions with women. Lack of food was raised in all the three meetings, and the majority of complainants were single mothers and unaccompanied adolescent girls.   During the focus group discussions, there were intimations that NGO local staff was having sexual relationships with adolescent girls from the camp. 

A gender based violence consultant was hired in December 2007 by the International Rescue Committee (IRC) to coordinate and implement a GBV program in the 20 IDP camps, including Sinyoro. One of the responsibilities of the consultant is to scale up efforts to address the risk of SEA among the encamped.  When conducting an initial visit to Sinyoro, the consultant was approached by a female NGO worker who told her that NGO workers and UN staff members were having sexual relationships with girls and single women in the camp. 

In one instance, a brother “caught” his 16-year-old sister having an affair with a UN staff person. The father was overwhelmed by anger, and severely beat the girl and threw her out of the home, until other members begged the family to accept the girl back. 

An FEP worker reported the beating of the girl to UNHCR protection officer in the camp through the only means of communication--HRF radio.  Because all agencies in the camp have HRF radios, the information was overheard by many people in the camp, and therefore became well known amongst aid personnel as well as the community at large.

Upon receipt of the report, UNHCR requested the Community Services Officer (CSO) to carry out a preliminary investigation. The CSO uncovered 10 alleged cases of sexual exploitation and abuse; three reportedly involving OCHA international and national staff, and the rest involving staff from three local NGOs implementing for DRC and NRC. Two NRC staff were apparently having sexual relationships with sex workers from the community, while the rest were engaged with internally displaced persons living in the camp.

The CSO was informed during preliminary interviews with those involved that as a result of the conflict many people have lost their livelihoods and are finding it difficult to make ends meet. Many girls have dropped out of school and are assisting their parents with petty trading.  Having a sexual relationship with an NGO worker or UN staff is like winning a lottery for some families. It gives them access to more food and other material assistance; in addition they are getting money to buy other necessities. However, the majority of the people in the camp frown at this type of behaviour, but up to now have been reluctant to voice their disapproval lest they risk reprisal by the offending individuals and/or organizations.

Discussion:

1. What measures should be implemented to address the SEA issues from the standpoint of engagement and support of the local community?

2. What measures should be implemented to address the SEA issues in terms of management and coordination?

3. What measures should be implemented to address the SEA issues in terms of response?

4. What measures should be implemented to address the SEA issues in terms of prevention?
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