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Hon. Representative of the Transitional

Government of Ethiopia,

Your Excellencies,

Dear Colleagues,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like at.the outset to welcome you all most sincerely to

Africa Hall and to express my delight that the ECA is co-sponsoring

and hosting this important meeting.

Civil strife and armed conflicts have taken a heavy toll on African

countries during the last few decades. Aside from the massive loss of

lives, the region has witnessed the destruction of its physical,

economic and social infrastructures, the collapse of civil societies, the

breakdown of family units and the displacement of its people in

unprecedented numbers. In this latter regard, no less than 20 million

Africans, about one half of the global figure, have joined the ranks of

refugee and displaced persons. Among this large number are millions

of women: widowed, deserted and separated from their societies and

families. They constitute an estimated 60% of all the refugee and

displaced populations in the regiorr. To them refugeeism and

displacement come with the exacerbated problems of female-headed

families that have to deal with the economic burden of having the

woman single-handedly cater for herself and her children. The question

to ask is, what is being done to ensure the legal protection of the

increasing number of refugee and displaced women in Africa?

As you are aware, the first legal instruments on the treatment of

refugees were established forty years ago. Today, provisions exist that

stem from the OAU Convention on the Specific Aspects of Refugee

problems in Africa that came into force to complement the 1951 UN
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Convention and the 1967 Protocol on the Status of Refugees and

those which are a result of the deliberations of the African Charter on

Human and Peoples' Rights adopted in the Nairobi Kenya Summit in

1981.

The protection of refugee women is also based on other

international legal instruments, including: the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights, the 1949 Conventions and the two subsequent

Protocols of 1 977, the 1966 Human Rights Covenants, the convention

on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the

Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emergency

and Armed Conflict, the Convention on the Consent to Marriage,

Minimum Age for Marriage, the Registration of Marriages, and the

Convention on the Nationality of Married Women. All these

instruments provide the legal framework for the carrying out of the

protection activities for refugee women.

In addition, individualcountries of asylum, through their national

regulations and policies dictate what legal status a refugee woman

receives, where she should live, and what help Should be offered her.

Individual states also make certain offenses against women illegal as

contained in their national legal codes and processes that have been

adopted for internal enforcement in the refugee camps. The OAU, the

UNHCR and countries of asylum are charged with the responsibilities

of implementing these legal instruments. i. .

In spite of the existence of these instruments and the organs

charged with their enforcement, the implementation of the protection

of refugees and displaced women in Africa has encountered several

roadblocks. First, the women found in refugee camps live under

deplorable conditions: abused, tortured and dehumanized in the most
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flagrant manner. As-".a result, refugee mothers have also had to

succumb to manipulation, physical and sexual violations, as well as

dysfunctional social control mechanisms.

Second, they often have to bribe guards to obtain fuel wood, water

and other essentials, and inthe process, expose themselves to all sorts

of abuse and ridicule. Everyday, there are untold stories of rape

happening even before the very eyes; of husbands who are expected

to protect them, but cannot for fear of getting killed by the

perpetrators. Incidents of rape have resulted in unwanted pregnancies,

infanticide, illegal abortions, child abandonment, to mention just a few.

This condition raises such psychological problems for both mother and

child that ordinary counselling cannot contain.

Third, the implementation process of the aforementioned _ legal

instruments raises fundamental gender issues of concern, including:

whether or not refugee women generally obtain the same legal status

as refugee men, all things being equal; whether or not the process of

refugee determination has been established in such a way that women

have easy access to attain the status; whether or not women have

been included in the interview process to guarantee refugee women a

fair share; and whether or not adjudicators have received adequate

training on the special rights and problems of. refugee women? A

glaring example is the fact that UN Refugee Identification Cards are

usually issued only to Heads of Households, who are often male. Even

the married refugee women cannot be issued cards under their own

names; they have to be protected by their husbands.

Fourth, although refugeeism and displacement have resulted in so

many human rights violations,-we still lack concrete and reliable

information on what is actually happening to this population. The
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scanty official statistics available are often based on estimates rather

than on actual field surveys. To compound the problem, one can hardly

find documented evidence showing the gender or age breakdown of

refugees and displaced persons in Africa. Yet, women and children are

singularly prominent in any refugee camp or settlement.

Fifth, all existing legal instruments cover the protection of refugees

only. No provisions currently ensures the protection of displaced

women because, it is assumed, their problems are of more an

economic than of social origin.

Of the aforementioned issues two categories of legal protection

problems emerge: those that deaf with individual women being victims

of human rights violations and those that concern practices of

discrimination against female refugees, including displaced populations.

These issues need immediate redress and the logical way to begin is

by examining the legal status of the persons in question.

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This regional conference should afford the participants with a

unique opportunity to review the situation of refugee and internally-

displaced women in Africa; exchange experiences on the existing

regional and national legislation affecting refugee and displaced women

and the mode of implementation of such legislation; and, in the

process, suggest gender-specific legal reform and other measures that

would impact on, protect and empower refugee and internally

displaced women . In this latter regard there is need to guarantee the

full legal eights of refugee and displaced women; and ensure that
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relevant standards for the promotion and protection of refugee and

displaced women are observed.

Success in this regard willrequire that the international community,

UN, governments, regional organizations, and non-governmental and

civil society organizations should all collaborate in attempting to

achieve this objective. This conference, which is attended by

representatives of many of these actors, has the potential for

recommending concrete ways in which all concerned can best

cooperate to ensure the protection of the human and legal rights of

refugee and displaced women in Africa.

Finally, let me wish you fruitful deliberations and thank you for

your kind attention.


