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Refugee women are among the most vulnerable people in the world. While most refugees 
experience traumatic and life-threatening situation s, often women must also contend with 
extreme levels of physical, sexual and gender-based  violence. For many of these women, 
resettlement will remain an impossible dream. 
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�� Women in Sierra Leone  were targeted by rebels during the 

decade-long civil war. One 19-year-old woman was sexually 
assaulted by twenty men during a rebel attack on her village, and 
subsequently abducted and held for two months. She eventually 
escaped and walked for two weeks along a bush path to reach a 
refugee camp in neighbouring Guinea. Once in the camp, she 
was forced to trade sexual favours for food. She had to wait 
months without access to rations or shelter before her identity 
and her claim for asylum could be verified.* 
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�� One refugee woman in Bhutan  was dependent on her husband 

for basic subsistence, and claimed that he denied her food and 
other necessities: “Sometimes I was beaten so badly I bled. My 
husband took a second wife. I didn’t agree. He said, ‘If you don’t 
allow me to take a second wife, then the ration card is in my 
name, and I’ll take everything.’ I have asked my husband for the 
health card and ration card and they don’t give it to me. I have 
not gotten approval to get a separate ration card.”* 

 

 
Violence against women is experienced in countries 
around the world, especially during times of upheaval. 
Women refugees experience heightened violence, 
abuse and exploitation simply because they are 
women. Women at risk: 
 

�� often live in huge refugee camps, where the 
normal way of life is suspended and their 
future is uncertain; 

�� have often lost their husbands, and face new 
responsibilities in becoming the sole head of 
a needy household. They are likely to be 
illiterate or lack confidence in dealing with 
authorities; 

�� are often in poor health as a result of conflict 
and famine, and suffer war-related injuries 
with little medical attention; 

�� encounter violence and sexual exploitation 
when they try to access food, fuel and 
medical treatment; 

�� experience sexual abuse and violence, as a 
result of the social disintegration caused by 
conflict and camp life; 

�� often must contend with stigma and isolation 
after being raped or abused; 

�� are vulnerable to being kidnapped from the 
camps and trafficked in the sex trade; 

�� often have no documentation, or have 
documentation that is held by the male head 
of the household;  

�� have vastly reduced chances of finding 
resettlement opportunities. 

 
Australia’s Contribution 

 
The United Nations’ High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) created the Women at Risk program in 
recognition of the particular vulnerabilities faced by 
refugee women in their country of first asylum. The 
program strives to identify refugee women in dangerous 
situations and help them find asylum.  
 
Australia is one of only three countries to host a 
Women At Risk resettlement program, which began in 
1989. Since that time, the Government has resettled 
5000 refugees under the program. Each year, 10.5% of 
all refugee places are allocated specifically to Women 
at Risk. 
 
While significant, Australia’s Women At Risk program is 
not yet adequate. Refugee advocates have argued 
strongly that the quota is too low. There are also 
concerns about the adequacy of care and support 
systems for the women. 
 
Additionally, under the Australian program, ‘women at 
risk‘ are identified as those women who are without the 
protection of a male relative. This narrow definition is 
contrary to the UNHCR policy, and fails to take into 
account the personal circumstances of refugee women. 
It fails to take into account whether or not it is 
appropriate to assume the male relative can or will 
protect a particular woman.  
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www.womenscommission.org  the Women’s Commission for 
Refugee Women and Children  

 
www.unhcr.org  the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  

 
www.hrw.org  human rights watch  

 
www.crr.unsw.edu.au  the University of NSW’s Centre for Refugee 

Research  
 

 
 

*Case studies are taken from testimonies to Human Rights Watch and from the Refugee Women’s Commission, non-government 
bodies who work for justice for refugees and internally displaced peoples. 
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UnitingJustice Australia  is an agency of the Uniting Church in Australia, National Assembly 

T: (02) 8267 4236 F: (02) 8267 4222 E: unitingjustice@nat.uca.org.au 
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