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BACKGROUND/METHOD: 

Gender-based violence (GBV) and human rights (HR) concerns persist in post-conflict settings and pose a challenge to development practitioners and human rights activists. In collaboration with ARC, Carol Pavlish from UCLA School of Nursing and Anita Ho from University of British Columbia Department of Philosophy conducted a community-based ethnographic research study in May 2007 at Gihembe Refugee Camp with follow-up data collected in November 2007. The objective of this study was to identify community perspectives on justice and human rights and how those perspectives influence community structures and people’s attitudes towards gender relationships and GBV.  Researchers held six focus group sessions and twenty key informant interviews. Four focus discussion sessions were gender-specific (two female-only and two male-only groups); two sessions were mixed-gender.  Key informants included representatives from health care services, education, government, law enforcement, and local non-governmental organizations. Also included were specific camp residents such as clan leader, traditional birth attendants, and camp political representatives.  Systematically applying a semi-structured interview template, researchers pursued questions about HR and relationships, factors that support or diminish HR experiences, and ideas that contextualize HR dialogue in the community. 

DATA ANALYSIS/FINDINGS: 

Applying Atlas.ti data management software, researchers performed inductive coding and sorted research text according to five categories: HR definition, abuses, community structures, facilitators and barriers. In general, participants defined HR as the right to equal value, self-determination, responsive governance, and protection. The very nature of living life as a refugee includes HR abuses. These abuses were themed within each of these HR defining characteristics. Community structures regarding HR included the traditional family court system, camp political leaders and representatives, and the police. Individual and community facilitators for human rights were sensitization campaigns, collaboration, and human rights safeguards. Individual and community HR barriers included cultural attachment, social and power distance between decision-makers and camp residents, inadequate human rights knowledge, and resource and opportunity poverty. 


It is interesting to note that men emphasized gender similarities in the human rights experience whereas women emphasized gender differences.  Men discussed how all people are equally hungry and are at similar risks traveling outside the camp without ID cards, whereas women emphasized having less opportunities and power, and experiencing more violence/sexual exploitation than their male counterpart.  When lacking food or firewood, women are generally the ones who have to go outside of the camp to seek such essentials, making them more vulnerable to rape and other forms of assault.  Currently, social customs and cultural traditions seem to govern human and gender relationships. It is thus worth noting that many female participants expressed interest in partnering with agencies to study the impact cultural practices have on women and girls in the camp.  

CONCLUSION/LESSONS: 

While community members are generally unaware of HR documents such as the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, and the Rwanda Constitution, protection and human development opportunities that are prominent in these documents were emphasized as priority HR concerns.  Participants appeared generally satisfied with their security protection in the camp, but they seemed to think that their right to subsistence, education, and income generation opportunities are not yet fulfilled.  They recognize that human security is not simply about protection from state or militia-based harm but also from the pervasive and interconnected threats of poverty, hunger, illness, discrimination, and stagnation. Listening to community voices can help to find sustainable and priority-responsive ways to supplement the current GBV program and integrate income generation, health services, and community education programs.

