Refugee crisis from women’s perspective
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Introduction
"I left my injured country to meet with my husband who went to save himself from the war and he was killed. I left with my children, but I saw the worst of the world. I crossed that hungry sea that was thirsty for the bodies of children and women from Syria, only to reach the land that was kingdom of famine, and another state where death lurks at every step. I lived out in the open, where it was cold, and where I had nothing to warm my children with. We waited for more than three months for them to open the borders, to reach that country without any life conditions."
– Amira wrote in her open letter, a woman from Syria who went on the journey with her six children, youngest of whom, a three-year-old Iman, still has pieces of shrapnel in her leg.

Through the activity “Open letters”, organised by NGO Atina and supported by UN WOMEN and Oxfam Italy, a total of 74 women refugees (33 Syrians, 14 Iraqi and 27 Afghan woman and girls from 16 to 45 years old) conveyed the stories of life experiences in their countries of origin, the status of women, their rights, difficulties and risks they were facing during their journey to Europe. 

This activity was one of many aimed at women refugees and asylum seekers that NGO Atina conducted from the moment of border closures, when thousands of women were stranded in the transit reception centres, asylum centres and near the border crossings, in order to empower them and provide assistance to those who have been recognised as the most vulnerable and exposed to greatest risks. Involved in direct work and assistance, we learned a lot about their culture, customs, tradition, the status of women, their rights, gender roles, daily routines, suffering, pain, bitter everyday life, and the difficulties they faced in the country of origin and during their journey. 

Experience in work with individual cases showed that women refugees are at increased risk due to inadequate humanitarian and political responses that require urgent and comprehensive reform. The lack of basic services, clear information, lack of sensitised and trained service providers in emergency situations, lack of gender sensitivity, risks of smuggling and exploitation are just some of the challenges women refugees faced in the countries of transit. Learning about that, we realised how important it is for us to understand what they are going through in order to help them feel free and relaxed. Open letter activity was one of the techiques we used to reach that goal.
“What makes you sad?”
A letter in English language found its way to the “Open letters” box. It was written by one of the asylum seekers in Serbia who was travelling alone, running away from gender-based violence and death threats grounded in traditional and cultural values. Aware of the risks she exposed herself to when she made the decision to travel alone, she is sending a powerful message to others:
“Hello dear friends,

The sun is shining, the weather is nice... That is good. At least it will not worsen your mood, just make you feel at least a little better. But, what makes you sad? Unhappy? No, you will not answer my questions, and I will not either, because you are used to being silent and hiding your concerns from others. Who are those OTHERS? Those are the people around you. THEY live in accordance with the norms of the group, THEY are the ones who have mutual points of view based on culture, family rules, and so on. And, what will you do if your views are different from THEIRS? The only thing you need to do is be silent, because THEY will not understand you. 

Who will you run to?

Who will help you?

Who cares enough to help you?

By the way, who do you think you are to ask for their help?

Who will help you? The police? Go to the police... Tell them your story. They will write down your worries, problems... Just a piece of paper. Will the paper help you? No... Who will take care of you? No one... Well, will you continue to be silent, or will your conclusions send you back to the beginning of this letter: “You are used to being silent and hiding your concerns from others” (family members, relatives, friends)

Are you brave enough to make a move? Let's see.

Make a move. Just a single step...

Make a decision. Move on.

The problem is global.

And you are alone with your thoughts. Without any friends to share them with.

No shoulder to cry on.” 
Our experience of field workers showed us that women in this crisis did not have the necessary information and that those information were not available to them, despite the effort of field workers to change that. Men were taking the role of leaders, they asked and they decided. In such a patriarchal system, women did not have a chance to make even the smallest decision, which put them in an even more subdued position. This is confirmed by a statement of NGO Atina’s field worker who described a situation where they were trying to help an Afghan woman, while her husband answered their questions instead of her, explaining what she needed, and not once asking her anything, but simply presuming her answers. Also, what we had to understand is that women we cared for came from collectivist societies, in contrast to our individualist ones, and that the interest of a group is far above any interest of an individual. 

“Afghanistan is not a country for women”
Women from Afghanistan we met at the Asylum centre in Krnjaca shared with us the experience of life in Afghanistan, aversion of the system toward women, even the total exclusion of women, their anxiety and concern in anticipation of family reunification, and care for the future of their families, especially children “for whom we are ready to fight to death, so they do not have the same childhood and life we experienced”.
This is how one of them told her story:
“I am a refugee. Just one of many to come from Afghanistan. I am 27 years old, I am married, I have three children, two of whom I have not seen for two weeks. Three days ago I heard that they are well and safe. I grew up in Iran, where I spent my childhood. Life in Iran is also trying. I married when I was 14 years old.  

A few months ago, we were deported from Iran to Afghanistan, it was the most difficult moment in the life of my family. We had no relatives or acquaintances there, all of our friends stayed in Iran. In Afghanistan, we were welcomed by bombs, suffering, corruption, lack of freedom, fear whether we will survive until the next day. My children could not go to school, and even if they did, I do not know if they would come home alive. Fear for life prompted us to move toward Europe. Through Pakistan and Iran, we reached Turkey. Together with my husband, children and two other families, I stayed in Istanbul for two weeks. We had to rest before we went further. From Turkey we went to Bulgaria. We were starving for days, without water, wet and exhausted we walked through forests. We paid to be driven to Serbia, and that is when they separated us and said that women must go in one car, and men in the other. The three of us arrived to Serbia with children. We did not sleep for nights, we prayed for them just to be alive and call us. It is hard, because our youngest children are not with us. They are two years old. My husband called three days ago, he told me that they are all well, and that they are in Bulgaria, in a camp in Sofia. UNHCR will help us be together again. Now we are here and waiting. We do not know for how long.  

We did not leave Afghanistan willingly, we were forced to do it. The difficult life and conditions made that decision for us. We would have stayed there if it were safe for us and for our children. The war there lasts for 30 years, you cannot walk freely down the street. The girls are forbidden from going to school, not by their parents, but by the Taliban. If they see them on the street going to or from school, they will kill them. You cannot live a safe life there. We do not want that kind of life for our children. We do not want them to live the way we did. They did not deserve that.”
Over time, we began noticing the differences between women who come from different countries, and we realised that Afghan women have an extremely high tolerance for pain and violence, that there are a lot of things they do not conceive as problems, and even when they witness violence they do not react adequately to it, because they have been taught not to. What we noticed watching the women in our programmes is that nine out of ten women from Afghanistan suffered physical, psychological or sexual violence, or were forced to enter into marriage. It is almost impossible to meet an Afghan girl who is not familiar with violence, who has not suffered some form of violence by the age of 10, and during the months of refugee crisis they shared with us the experiences of “honour killings”, forced marriages and sex for survival. What we have learned is the fact that violence became relativised and normalised in the refugee crisis, and that gender-based violence is rarely discussed - and even during odd times it was talked about, it was always considered women's issue.  

“It is dangerous, difficult, and frightening”
In the context of the refugee crisis, we learned it is prejudice that there are no women travelling alone. We met a number of them, because we asked who they are, what they are, where they are from, and realised that they were joining groups in order to protect themselves, at the same time stressing that the members of the group are not family, and that it was a way for them to painlessly go through the whole situation. However, it was not always a case, and sometimes it turned out that their judgement was wrong because of the blackmails and pressure they have suffered during the time spent in the group. 

Women refugees are rightly concerned for their safety during the entire journey, but also inside the transit centres. They are exposed to many risks, especially if they travel alone or in groups with children. 

A situation they found themselves in easily led them to depending on someone who is more powerful. Women who have had the freedom to talk about that mentioned bad experiences in almost every country they passed - psychological abuse, robbery, forcing to sexual relations with smugglers, security guards, or other refugees. Such experiences led them to traumatisation and long-term consequences.

A group of six women from Syria who for months travelled alone with their children openly talked about sexual abuse that occurs during the journey, and that women have survived by the mafia, smugglers, and other refugees as well:

"We were in the camp Idomeni, in Greece, with other 14,000 refugees. We escaped from the suffering in Idomeni because of the problems we had with other refugees from the camp who were trying to touch us in a sexual way. It was a terrible situation.

We left the camp and walked alone until we reached the Macedonian border. We walked for 25 days, and during that time on the road we were stopped, robbed, the mafia took everything we had, and they tried to rape us. It was terrible and very difficult, especially because of our children. This is why our advice to all women is not to go on this journey alone, to always be in a group. It is dangerous, difficult and frightening.”
”There are too many of you - you cannot go any further”
The situation in refugee camps is also far from ideal, and women are most affected due to the lack of gender-sensitive approach in terms of providing basic services within the centres. Women with children are often forced to share space with unknown men, use the same rooms, bathrooms and toilets, which creates an additional fear and exposes them to situations of risk. One of the biggest obstacles is the lack of mentality to respond to gender-based violence, as well as the establishment of mechanisms and the ways in which this issue will be approached.
In transit reception centre in Presevo, we met a family from Iraq, a married couple with two children whose journey lasted exactly three months. They expected to be able to reach Germany in three weeks when they left their home. Still, despite all the obstacles and problems they were faced with, they were cheerful and confident they will eventually manage to reach their destination, and secure a life that is far from war, suffering, and fear: 

"The date was February 17, 2016. We arrived at the Greek island Farmakonisi. After that, on the same day, the police took us to the island Leros. We stayed there for 48 hours. We then bought tickets for the boat to Athens, and this journey lasted eight hours. As soon as we arrived, they took us to the football stadium that was turned into a camp, and we quickly continued our way toward the border. We did not manage to enter Macedonia, the police stopped us and told us that we cannot continue because there were too many refugees, and that we are not allowed to cross the border. We ignored the police and decided to try on our own. After we tried three more times, they took us back to Thessaloniki. We stayed there for two days, and then fled in a taxi and arrived at Idomeni. That is where our suffering began, because the camp was made for 2,000 people, and there were 25,000 of us, and more was coming every day. At one point, the police told us there were 35,000 refugees in Idomeni.

We left Greece on March 5, because there was not enough food, not enough water, and to get the food you had to wait in a queue that was sometimes a kilometre long. Given the situation, some refugees, not all, were buying food outside the camp, but most quickly ran out of money, even my family. We were buying everything, because we could not wait for that long to get food in the camp, and there was not enough of it for everyone anyway.”
”I watched my friends being tortured and killed”
Border closures that left them stranded in the countries that were not their preferred destinations forced them to recall the horrors they witnessed in their countries of origin, difficulties of the journey, as well as thoughts about their future - would they stay in the country they reached, be deported, or continue their journey and be reunited with their families. They were often confronted with xenophobic statements and disapproval of the community, because people did not believe they had a reason to flee, justifying this with fear for their own future under the motto - there is not enough for us, let alone for so many people. This has opened up a new field of misunderstanding their position and the truthfulness of the refugees’ stories, particularly these women. This lack of understanding was the reason they were insulted, perceived as economic migrants, and undermined to the point of anonymity.

At the Reception centre in Presevo, we met a seventeen-year-old Leila from Syria, who is travelling with her uncle Hasan and aunt Nur to Germany where her brother and father are waiting for her. 

“This journey is difficult and exhausting. Death is all around us. I have had bad experiences on the road. In the previous country, I got slapped because I asked for a backpack to pack my belongings and continue the journey. We did not deserve that. I left the country where I watched my friends being tortured and killed.

In Macedonia, we tried to make contact with the smugglers, but as we did not have enough money, they suggested to take us to Serbia in exchange for sex with women in our group. We were terrified, because they were armed.” 

“You must be strong”
Another Syrian family welcomed us in a UNHCR family house in Presevo, where they spent the night. While A.R. was writing the letter, as her way to support all the women who were still on the road, her three-year-old son was asleep, and her husband was trying to inquire about the possibilities of leaving the camp and continuing their journey. When she finished writing, she told us that she hoped her message would help someone find the strength to realise their dreams and overcome the challenges they would face on the road.

“If you want to go on a journey from Syria through Greece, Macedonia, Serbia... have a patience. You must be strong. I have been suffering a lot because of my journey, but I am in Serbia now, and I will make it to Germany. In Serbia, we were given good food, clothes, and we were welcomed by a lot of nice people. That was not the case so far.

I plead those who are reading this, and who are trying to find a way to Europe, to be patient. That is the key to a better life. You will suffer, but in the end you will find your wishes have come true.

I ask all the women to watch their children, and be strong for them. I wish you all a long and good life. May God be with you.” 

“Do not let yourselves become tired, or lose hope“
Upon arrival to their destination country, many feel as if the journey was not as terrifying as it seemed before. But they still have some important steps to complete - procedures for asylum or temporary protection, staying in the asylum centres or finding a social housing, overcoming language and communication barriers, integration - finding employment, inclusion in the education system, facing the problems of discrimination and racism, learning a language, distance and lack of communication with families who stayed home, slow procedures of family reunification, potentially worsening mental health, financial difficulties, overcoming trauma caused by war and displacement, overcoming potential crisis of identity and sense of belonging, etc.

One of the letters came from Germany, after a group of women with children continued their journey from Serbia, where they spent three months after border closures. Looking back on their experience, a 23-year-old Rima sent a message to women refugees: 
“Dear sisters, I wish for everyone who seeks a life in Europe, the way we do, to arrive to a good place, where people care about them, hug them like a family would, where they will have food, water, warm clothes, shelter, comfort...

We were afraid, but now we are feeling good.

I wish for all of you to find asylum in Europe, because that is the way to have a better life, a future, to find safety.

Have a patience. Do not let yourselves become tired, or lose hope. You will walk a lot. You will suffer a lot. Take care of your children, make them warm, watch over them, keep them close to you always. It is a difficult journey, but God will help you make it through. Believe in God’s work, and He will guide you.

There are good people in Serbia, much better than in other countries we passed. You will not regret meeting them, they will make you feel good and help you as much as they can.

I wish you all to get asylum where you want it.

I wish all the best for you, and for us all.”
How to adapt the existing system to newly formed needs?
Since the beginning of 2016, there was an increase in the percentage of women and children refugees, and therefore an urgent need to improve the quality and availability of services on the refugee route, adapted to these groups. Border closures reduced the influx of refugees, but at the same time significantly contributed to the flourish in smuggling, increased risks of violence, exploitation and human trafficking, both in transit and within the centres for refugees. 

In order to provide a comprehensive response to the newly formed situation, the system should be improved and tailored to monitoring and meeting the needs of the most vulnerable among the refugee population, which would imply understanding the situation in the countries of origin - cultural, religious and traditional aspects, the status of women, gender roles in society, as well as the expected norms of behaviour that accompany them. In this way, adequately qualified and sensitised staff for work on the ground - psychologists, social workers, cultural mediators, case managers, health workers, experts in the field of gender-based violence and protection of victims of human trafficking - will be able to examine the needs of beneficiaries, develop individual plans for support and assistance to the most vulnerable, and refer them to established mechanisms, services and programmes of organisations / institutions.

Set programmes and services of government institutions, civil society organisations, reception centres and refugee camps must be tailored to the beneficiaries, taking into account the importance of establishing gender-sensitive, non-discriminatory and holistic programme of support and assistance to women refugees and asylum seekers, in order to exercise their rights, meet their needs and guarantee safety and security. 

Experience in work showed there is a lack of “women only” space that would be available to women outside the context of children and the role of a mother. Such space should be accompanied by programme contents for women, distribution of NFIs for women in a culturally sensitive manner, and enable the establishment of trust between beneficiaries and expert workers. That would, in turn, allow the actors involved in protection of the most vulnerable to identify and refer persons who experienced violence, exploitation, or found themselves in the situation of human trafficking, to adequate programmes and existing services of the system or civil society organisations.

In order to adequately provide for the persons recognised as victims of violence, abuse, neglect or human trafficking among the refugee population, it is necessary to establish cooperation that will include all relevant actors who are providing direct support and protection to the most vulnerable. There is an urgent need to strengthen coordinated actions on protection programmes, provide immediate and priority services, establish functional systems and mechanisms of national and transnational referral of victims of violence, exploitation and human trafficking recognised among the refugee population. 

It can be concluded that the position of women, compared to men, in the context of the refugee crisis is different, more difficult and complex. The role of a mother is not lost even in this crisis, on the contrary it is intensified and strengthened in terms of them becoming the sole caregivers for the family. Serbia lacks mentality for GBV responding. The mechanism that is currently in place, and the way in which it is set, fails to correspond to the real situation, and fails to adequately respond to it.

Experience shows that there is no preventive action, nothing that would stop the women refugees from becoming victims of gender-based, or any other form of, violence. Clear risk factors are not sufficient to take protective measures, the violence must occur first, which makes the reaction reactive instead of proactive. 

What is evident is that the number of persons who are recognised as victims of gender-based violence has increased, which directly reflected on the increase of NGO Atina’s accommodation capacities. There has also been an increase in the number of reports and interventions conducted by NGO Atina - response to calls of other civil society organisations and international organisations, as well as identification and detection of cases of gender-based violence. 

It is necessary to build separate Transition houses for victims of gender-based violence and human trafficking who have been recognised among the refugee population, and who are in transit or intend to seek asylum in the Republic of Serbia. 

Another major deficiency is the lack of referral mechanism for victims of gender-based violence among the refugee population, harmonisation and coordinated action of all actors on the ground in this regard. The absence of referral mechanism for victims of gender-based violence and standard operating procedures for gender-based violence lead to the lack of recognition of these cases in a greater extent, and thus the statistics do not show a realistic presence of this issue.

What is important in all the segments of assistance is to ensure that a person who is included in the programmes and services is fully involved and participates in all the steps taken in managing the case with the communication being conducted in their native language. 

An increase in the number of women professionals in all sectors, institutions, and civil society organisations involved in working with refugees would be of great importance in order for sexual and cultural aspects to be respected when providing assistance.

A multitude of questions arise from that, the issue of family planning being only one of many that led the members of NGO Atina’s mobile teams to thinking - do refugee women participate in decision-making at all, or only comply to social norms and desires of others? According to their words, the most common challenge related to family planning is pregnancy that occurs during the journey and leads to a number of other problems in the midst of inadequate support and conditions to carry it to term.  

The structure and dynamics of the family are changing while on the move, so it is important for that burden of change not to fall solely on women, as it was usually the case since the beginning of 2016. One of the key needs is an increased importance and improved efficiency of the process of family reunification. The procedure must recognise vulnerability of certain categories and thus promptly respond to their needs. 

It is evident that there was no female perspective of the refugee crisis, and that girls and women were not its focus. When women in the refugee crisis are mentioned, emphasis was always on their weaknesses, not strengths. The increase of stereotypes toward refugees is still notable in the society, due to the frequency of the terms most insist on, and which are often accompanied by xenophobic outbursts (economic migrants, potential terrorists, , etc.) which opens a whole new area to work on.

This report has been prepared by members of NGO Atina’s mobile teams, based on months of work on providing direct assistance and support to women refugees. Since the beginning of work on the ground in the summer of 2015, NGO Atina’s mobile teams were in contact with, and provided assistance to, more than 35,000 women and 7000 children. 

This report is outcome of a project implemented by Atina – Citizens Association for combating trafficking in human being and all forms of gender based violence from Belgrade during 2016 with a support of Oxfam Italy and UNWOMAN. The project is aimed at improving the system of protection of the most vulnerable woman and children during the refugee crisis in Serbia.
NGO Atina is based in Belgrade and for years deals with combating human trafficking and gender based violence and through various programs supports and assists its victims. After the refugee crisis erupted, NGO Atina became actively involved in helping the woman and children on the ground, by forming mobile teams, deploying cultural mediators, introducing and training its own case managers and providing various other services to the most vulnerable ones within the refugee population. While working on the ground, NGO Atina`s staff became familiar with disturbing experiences of numerous woman and children refugees and migrants which they survived on the way to Serbia and in Serbia. Their stories and thoughs are the core of this analysis. 

For NGO Atina, Jelena Hrnjak and Zorana Parezanovic 


