Food Aid and Gender in Emergencies

Natural disasters and conflict-induced crises have been on the rise over the last two decades. In the midst of shrinking resources for humanitarian aid and development, this growth represents a challenge for international agencies and governments involved in emergencies. Nearly 80 percent of the World Food Programme’s (WFP) activities are now focused on humanitarian assistance. WFP has the mandate to help those in need of food for consumption and to contribute to sustainable food security.

In an emergency the focus is on primary needs – water, food, shelter, sanitation and basic health facilities – and on meeting them through the delivery of “aid” as quickly as possible. But it is important to consider that emergency food aid issues go hand-in-hand with gender issues for the following reasons: 

· Complex emergencies and natural disasters have a different impact on women and men.

· Up to 80% of the IDPs and refugees in the world are women and children.

· The number of women heading households increases dramatically in emergencies, changing women’s roles and increasing their responsibilities and workloads, with direct implications for their need for access to and control over resources.

· In emergency situations, the specific needs of women are often overlooked or neglected, especially related to reproductive health.

· Human rights violations increase in conflict, with women particularly vulnerable to threats of sexual violence while men suffer from the armed violence of war.

· Women’s nutritional needs are often not met, since women are discriminated against in food allocation, often eating last and least.

It has been found that women are subject to more violence while displaced than in normal circumstances and suffer from a wide range of violent acts - many invisible and unreported - such as rape, torture, fear, discrimination, and psychological abuse. In addition to violence from the "outside", domestic violence also tends to increase as men are under great​er stress than usual, and women are the easy victims.

Women and their Coping Strategies in Emergencies

In most societies women put in more actual hours of labour than men. Women also carry greater biological, emotional and economic responsibilities associated with their roles of mother, wife, nurturer and provider. Women’s productive and reproductive contributions, however, are not always acknowledged as valuable, nor are women treated as social equals of men. In many societies, women have much less decision‑making power or control over their own or their children's lives, as compared to men.

Women do face additional burdens when displaced and assume male-traditional roles, which increase their workload. Women are key to maintaining the family unit, keeping ties with community structures, obtaining access to assistance and entitlements, and meeting basic substantive family needs.

In emergencies, entitlements are often limited to food, blankets, fuel, soap and shelter.  Women usually have more difficulty in obtaining their entitlements than men do because of the following reasons:

 (1)
In order to receive goods in an emergency situation, one has to be registered. This is a complex proce​dure subject to much abuse. Many cultures do not permit women to interact with strangers, especially males. Women without the presence of an adult male household member, therefore, might have no one to facilitate their registration. 

(2) 
Women are generally not privy to information about benefits and are less knowledgeable about ways to gain access to resources. Widows and other single women might not be in the "network" or system to receive goods. In situations where supplies are limited, women heads of household are less likely to receive commodities and services.

(3)  
Women are less likely to be consulted about resource distribution, usually controlled by males in emergency situations, with the result that the procedures in place often have negative consequences for them.   Inequitable systems of food distribution, for example, can be responsible for high malnutrition and mortality rates among women and children. Even where there is no crisis, it is known that women’s incomes are more strongly associated with improvements in children’s nutritional status than are men’s incomes.

Because of these limitations, women resort to a variety of coping strategies to help their families face a crisis. They may need to collect water so that it does not have to be purchased; but hauling water may lead to illnesses. There are water‑borne infections as the water available in refugee and displaced persons’ camps is often polluted. Because women handle more water than men do, they are more susceptible to these risks. Women also collect firewood for household consumption and trade. Areas outside camps, where women go to gather firewood, can be dangerous due to the presence of anti-personnel landmines or because of other hostilities to which women are subjected.

Using Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) tools for gender analysis creates awareness of gender roles among poor rural women and men, and increases their understanding of the key role women play in achieving food security in emergencies.

For different types of emergency food aid activities, there are different gender-participation issues. For example: 

· On-set: 

1. Improve access to gender-disaggregated data for planning; 

2. Involve women in food basket selection; and

3. Involve women in targeting.

· Emergency distributions in communities: 

1. Ensure  women’s equitable participation in decision-making; 

2. Include female heads-of-household in registration; and 

3. Decrease women’s vulnerability to violence by including women in planning the location of distribution points.

· Refugee camps: 

1. Committees should have equal representation of women and men; 

2. Women’s groups should be responsible for identification of the most vulnerable; and 

3. Women’s security risks could be reduced through a system of two women guardians (with vests and whistles) who will oversee off-loading, registration, distribution and post-distribution portering.

· Food-for-work projects: 

1. Involve community members (equally women and men) in planning and activity selection (with a focus on producing assets for the community); 

2. Set the work norms with the women and men, aiming to reduce women’s overall burden; and 

3. Improve communication and access to information.

· IDPs: 

1. Seek to improve communication channels (trough women) to improve needs assessment, 

2. Identify and reduce security risks for women; and 

3. Target women heads of household for registration. 

By actively involving women in planning and by encouraging them to freely express their concerns, WFP can ensure that the goals, objectives and activities are tailored to the realities of vulnerable women. Women's perspectives are important, not only for developing a project’s design, but because they have potential to transform the whole policy agenda. The priorities of poor women should be the starting point when rethinking the basic aims and goals of gender mainstreaming.

The United Nations: Committed to Gender Mainstreaming in Emergencies

On 31 May 1999, the United Nations Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) issued a policy statement requiring all member organizations, when providing humanitarian assistance in emergencies, to formulate specific strategies to mainstream gender issues, collect and analyse data from a gender perspective, build capacity for gender mainstreaming, and develop reporting and accountability mechanisms that ensure attention to gender.

This policy statement built upon an Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) Resolution made in July 1998 that mandated all United Nations organizations to “ensure that a gender perspective is fully integrated into humanitarian activities and policies.” 

The principles include:

· Gender equality, including in decision-making

· Equal protection of human rights of women and men, with special attention to the violation of women’s human rights

· Equal representation of women and men in peace mediation and decision-making at all levels of humanitarian assistance

· Integration of a gender perspective in emergencies

· Participation of women’s organizations in capacity building in humanitarian aid, as well as rehabilitation and recovery

Although every emergency is different, there are key cross-cutting gender and participation issues that are relevant to all emergency food aid activities. These are:

· Giving women a leading role in targeting

· Ensuring equitable participation of women in planning and decision-making

· Ensuring that women can be registered in their own right

· Recognizing and reducing security risks incurred by women

· Improving use of gender-disaggregated information for planning and monitoring

The use of gender analysis techniques during periods of emergency is a challenge for any organization, as the main concern is to ensure that the displaced population has enough to eat in order to survive. But gender analysis techniques can assist humanitarian workers to respond to the crisis in a manner that supports the different needs of women and men. 

Overall, WFP should deepen its attention to gender issues in emergencies, as follows:

Involving Women in Decision-Making: We need to reinforce women’s role in food management.

Targeting:  We need to continue to insist on channeling our relief food through women so that it reaches those targeted and is not diverted for other purposes.

Protection and Violence: We need to strengthen our collaboration with partners to ensure that distributing food directly to women does not increase their risk of violence.

Health and Nutrition: We need to continue our vigilance to ensure that women get the right food and enough of it to keep their health.

Household Food Economy Assessments: We need to conduct gender-sensitive need assessments, even in emergencies, to ensure that the specific requirements of both women and men are met.

Income Generation and Skills Training: We need to help women gain the skills they need to cope with the added burdens resulting from the crisis and to prepare them for new economic responsibilities following the crisis.

Education:  We should insist on sustaining educational efforts, for boys, who may be demilitarized, and girls, who will need new skills more than ever.

Changes in Gender Roles: We need to seize the opportunity to engage in women’s skill-building, leadership training and empowerment during a period of social chaos, and to work with men on changed gender roles, for the post-conflict period.

Monitoring and Evaluation: We need to continue to collect gender-disaggregated data, but do so in the context of results-based management, where outcomes and impact are as important as inputs and outputs.

