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ABSTRACT

This research-based and evidence-based essay focuses on Women’s Safe Spaces or Female Friendly Spaces
as an essential element of humanitarian interventions that mainstream gender. By taking into account that
female refugees and internally displaced people need additional protection, Female Friendly Spaces aims at
answering women’s additional and varied needs. The functioning of such spaces is part of the framework of
psychosocial support, a community-based and community targeting activity that addresses refugees’
individual and collective psycho-physic wellbeing. These programs play a key role in women’s economic,
social, legal, cognitive, and sexual empowerment and, through a human rights-based approach, they can
ensure women’s rights are respected. This essay provides the case study of a Female Friendly Space
implemented in a refugee camp in Greece and shows the practical benefits of this program for female
refugees.

ABBREVIATIONS
FFS = Female Friendly Spaces
WSS = Women’s Safe Spaces
SV = Sexual violence
GBV = Gender-based violence
SGBV = Sexual and gender-based violence
HR = Human rights
IDP = Internally Displaced People

Keywords: Female Friendly Spaces, Women’s Safe Spaces, refugees, internally displaced people,
women, humanitarian, human rights.

Note from the author:
This essay was originally written for the course “Gender and Conflict: a Human Rights
Perspective,” by professor E. Marteu as part of the Master in Human Rights and Humanitarian
Action, PSIA,  SciencesPo .



1. INTRODUCTION

Safe spaces for women and girls are increasingly becoming a key component of
humanitarian interventions aimed at saving lives and relieving the suffering of people in the
aftermath of conflicts, crises, and natural disasters. The main reason for the existence of these
programs lies in the gendered impact of crises and on the exacerbation of pre-existing gender
inequalities1. This also applies to conflict and post-conflict contexts and on the impacts on refugee
women, who are the focus of this essay. As a matter of fact, not only do women and girls experience
endemic violence and human rights violations prior to conflict and in peacetime, but also during
armed conflict and displacement, which entail greater risks of sexual and gender-based violence, as
they often are the primary targets2. Consequently, humanitarian interventions should always
mainstream gender in order to design inclusive, effective, and empowering responses. The 1951
Geneva Convention states that a “refugee” is a person who “owing to well founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or
political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” (article 1). I here use “refugee” as an
umbrella term to comprise not only those who can fall in this category under international law, but
also people forcibly displaced and who have fled their home and/or country, and not limiting it to
those who have been granted refugee status in a country different than that of their nationality.

In this essay, I will analyse the crucial role that Women’s Safe Spaces (WSS) play in
supporting refugees and will answer the following research question: how do female-friendly spaces
answer female refugees’ and displaced people’s multiple needs? My analysis is based on reports,
guidelines, and experiences by humanitarian NGOs, international organizations, and State-related
entities, which provide positive evidence on the topic. Moreover, I also draw from my experience as
an FFS staff member. Contrary, I have encountered a lack of academic sources. The existing relevant
literature that I drew on for this essay is divided in two branches. The first one considers the issue of
women-only spaces from a feminist-sociological perspective (Lewis 2015) or a
cultural-geographical one (Noterman, Rosenfeld 2014) (Munt 2012). The second branch focuses
separately on various issues related to refugee women – for instance, their health needs (Gagnon
2002) and how they can profit from displacement in terms of changing gender roles (Daniely,
Lederman 2019). Drawing inspiration from these scholars, I also base my work on academic
literature that focuses on how collective identities are (de)constructed and displacement faced in
refugee camps (Ramadan 2013).

In the first section of the essay I will explain what safe spaces for women concretely are and
identify their guiding principles. Moreover, I will also analyse how the variety of services offered
benefits women in different ways. Finally, the last section will be  dedicated to a case study.

2. FEMALE FRIENDLY SPACES OF WOMEN’S SAFE SPACES FOR REFUGEES

FFS and WSS are informal or formal spaces where women can feel “physically and emotionally

2 UNHCR. UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls. 2008. Pages 6-7
1 IASC. The Gender Handbook for Humanitarian Action. 2017. Pages 21-22



safe”, gather, socialize, build networks with other women, and have access to a variety of services,
from material goods to non-food items3.
They represent an emblematic case of “targeted” humanitarian response that, according to the
principles of gender equality programming, should always be part of a broader humanitarian
intervention that mainstreams gender (according to the definitions provided in the IASC Gender
Handbook). FFSs are, therefore, an excellent tool to address women’s and girls’ increased lack of
personal safety, protect them from gender-based violence (GBV) (an umbrella term which comprises
physical, sexual, psychological acts or threats4) and provide them the resources to rebuild their
community.

a. Why female refugees and displaced people need safe spaces

Not only can displacement lead to the destruction of family and community support networks that
women rely on5, but also female refugees and internally displaced people (IDP) face additional
obstacles and present additional vulnerabilities6. As a result, women and girls must be provided a
higher degree of protection, in accordance with the use of intersectionality as an analytical tool.

Moreover, women living in refugee and IDP camps should be paid a higher degree of attention: on
the one hand, their voices and needs often remain unheard7. On the other hand, they have even less
opportunities to gather due to lack of space and overcrowding of the camps8, as is often the case.
Refugee camps are a time-space of temporality where refugees live in a limbo for an unknown
period of time. Where camps are the stage for a “loss of the homeland” and a loss of the
communities’ identities9, FFSs deconstruct the idea of stasis and provide women the opportunity to
take care of themselves and, simultaneously, heal their community. This happens firstly with the
agency of women: through practical activities and informative sessions on their rights, not only do
women re-discover their agency, but they also find a goal to pursue in the short to medium term -
healing, developing new skills. Secondly, the re-gained female agency plays a fundamental role in
the community’s resilience through the pyramidal structure of psycho-social support, which uses the
community’s members’ skills to promote a both individual and collective healing process.

In this respect, it is extremely important to clarify that WSSs do not aim neither to teach women
how to become resilient nor to save them from patriarchal structures. Contrary, FFSs only provide
the tools and facilitate the women’s process in re-discovering their resilience by building on their
previous resources, skills, and inner courage10.

This primary goal pursued by FFSs complements what has been recognized as a shift in gender roles
and a process of female empowerment following forced displacement, the destruction of family and

10 Daniely, Lederman. Gendered Cultural Differences and Change in Gender Roles Among Displaced Refugees. Indian
Journal of Gender Studies, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2019, page 379

9 Ramadan. Spatialising the refugee camp. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, Vol. 38, No. 1, 2013
8 HealthNetTPO, UNICEF. Promoting Positive Environments for Women and Girls. 2016, page 9
7 ICRC. Women and displacement: strength in adversity. 2010
6 UNFPA. Women & Girls Safe Spaces. 2015, page 6
5 UNHCR. UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls. 2008, page 9
4 IASC. The Gender Handbook for Humanitarian Action. 2017. Page 19
3 UNFPA. Women & Girls Safe Spaces. 2015, page 5



societal structures11.

b. Principles and approaches

Drawing from the information provided by some international organizations, among which
UNICEF, UNFPA, UNHCR, and IASC12, detailed here are the guiding principles to be implemented
by FFS in order to be beneficial to female refugees and displaced people.

First and foremost, women and girl’s empowerment is both the goal to be achieved and the principle
to guide every stage of programming. Women and girls will gain ownership over their thoughts,
actions, and lives; become self-confident and independent; be able to stand up for themselves and
others. In accordance with a bottom-up approach, women and girls must not play a passive role as
beneficiaries of the program, but should rather become the agents of the space and be included in
every stage – from the planning, to the monitoring stage (assessing and giving feedback), to the
phase out. The lengthy stays in refugee camps and the lack of promising future perspectives can be
extremely detrimental to the psycho-physical wellbeing. Therefore, women’s active participation and
gaining of new skills, such as language and IT skills, economic skills and knowledge of their rights,
are paramount for refugees.

Secondly, in order to be sustainable, FFSs must imperatively adopt the principle of community
involvement and must not disregard community dynamics, taking into consideration that, although
possibly weaker and less visible, are also present in refugee camps and displacement settings. As a
matter of fact, community buy-in and support by leaders, husbands, and male-relatives is crucial for
women’s participation.

Thirdly, FFSs should be tailored to meet the specific beneficiaries’ needs. On the one hand,
understandably, teenage girls have different needs than adult women and activities should be
organized accordingly. On the other hand, the program should be tailored according to the context,
and its nature varies whether it aims at responding to immediate needs in the aftermath of an
emergency or it provides long-term support. The tailor-made approach is an essential principle when
designing an FFS for refugees and I argue that the first considerations to be made should answer
these questions: how long will the women likely stay in this place? What kind of violence did these
women suffer? What pushed these women to flee their homes (armed conflict, natural disaster etc.)?
Moreover, female refugees and IDP in the aftermath of a conflict would greatly benefit from access
to health, sexual and reproductive care (especially important for victims of SGBV) as well as from
short-term trauma therapy. Contrary, with the passing of time, women and girls must be provided
long-term individual and collective support, training, and economic support (for instance, through
microfinance).

The fourth principle provides for FFSs to be integrated and coordinated with the other support

12 HealthNetTPO, UNICEF. Promoting Positive Environments for Women and Girls. 2016
UNFPA. Women & Girls Safe Spaces. 2015
UNHCR. UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls. 2008
UNHCR. Tearing Down the Walls. 2019
IASC. IASC Guidelines on Mental Health Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings. 2007
IASC. The Gender Handbook for Humanitarian Action. 2017
UNFPA. Humanitarian Action: 2020 Overview. 2020

11 Ibid, pages 365-369



services offered in the humanitarian intervention program, such as children-friendly spaces, youth
centres, health and psychological assistance, recreational programs, and more – to maximize its
effectiveness.

The adoption of a human rights-based approach as a conceptual and programming framework is a
key point. By integrating norms on international law in its programming, FFSs can raise awareness
on human rights law, promote human rights standards, implement specific strategies to prevent
SGBV and ensure women’s and girls’ rights are not violated. The humanitarian actors implementing
FFSs should always work along with human rights organizations and/or legal mobile teams to
support women’s access to justice. Moreover, these spaces play a key role in empowering women to
understand their rights under international humanitarian law (as IDP and civilians in a conflict
setting) and under refugee law. Finally, women should be provided knowledge that sexual and
reproductive rights are recognized and respected. This assistance is crucial for refugee and displaced
women for they are at greater risk of sexually transmitted infection, SGBV, and poorer pregnancy
conditions13.

c. Services and activities

If structured and implemented according to the guidelines, WSSs for refugees can provide a variety
of support services in a systematic, organized, and gender-sensitive way. These spaces represent a
humanitarian response measure to gender-based violence, to promote sexual and reproductive
rights, a space for bonding and networking, a space for collective healing by integrating mental
health and psychosocial support.

The types of activities carried out depend on the material, financial and human resources available
to the organization, as well as on the context and people targeted. However, some of the basic and
foundational recreational activities reported to strongly help to restructure displaced women’s social
networks, included sewing, knitting and crocheting, doing henna tattoos, haircare and nail painting,
art workshops, dance and music lessons, and more14.

Other activities answer different needs. Information and awareness sessions on a variety of issues -
from legal rights to mental health to sexual and reproductive rights – enhance the cognitive
empowerment of women and their understanding of their rights. Professional skills can be gained
through computer literacy and language classes, particularly important for those refugees who
cannot return to their home countries and will have to integrate into a new society. Economic
empowerment can, instead, be achieved through life skills and livelihood training.

Moreover, I believe that income-generating activities are a key support for refugees for the
following reasons: firstly, because refugees and displaced people often live in poverty and even a
small income can be extremely beneficial; secondly, because many displaced women become heads
of households and must provide for their families, facing increasing economic constraints and often
giving up food and other necessary items for their relatives15; and finally, because it helps develop

15 Daniely, Lederman. Gendered Cultural Differences and Change in Gender Roles Among Displaced Refugees. Indian
Journal of Gender Studies, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2019

14 UNFPA. Women & Girls Safe Spaces. 2015

13 Gagnon, Merry, Robinson. A Systematic review of Refugee Women’s reproductive Health. Refuge: Canada’s  Journal
on Refugees, Vol. 21, No. 1, 2002



knowledge, skills and leadership, which women can rely on in the future16.

d. Psychosocial support

The functioning of female spaces and the activities explained above are all part of the framework of
psychosocial support, which is a community-based and community-targeting activity which
addresses the social and psychological impacts of emergencies and conflicts. These consequences
often include wide-spread SGBV, disruption of family and community structures, marginalisation of
vulnerable people. Psychosocial support, therefore, addresses the needs of and protects the most
vulnerable communities (among those refugees and IDP, women, those suffering social stigma as a
result of SGBV) by reuniting the community’s resources, skills, knowledge, trust and building its
resilience17. With this collective focus, FFSs can implement a variety of simple yet significant
activities to help women bond with each other. This is particularly important in those refugee camps
(as is the case for some camps in Greece18) where tensions and violence among ethnic and religious
groups can be  strong due to the comprehension of people of different nationalities and religions.

The services provided by FFSs are part of a multi-layer support represented as a pyramid and
correspond to the two middle layers.

Together with the activities explained above, psycho-social support allows FFSs to target many
more needs of women and girls in a holistic manner. Mental and physical health needs are met not
only through individual or collective trauma therapy and access to health clinics, but also through
outreach activities to educate the community on recognizing and preventing GBV. While some of
these services may not be a prerogative of female-only programs, they should be easily and safely
accessible to women19.

A simple but utterly important service which can and should be accessible in FFSs is menstrual care
products – tampons, menstrual cloths or sanitary pads, the absence of which can be a source of great
mental and emotional stress in women in emergency settings (like refugee camps are). Similarly,
females should also be provided with soap and all appropriate hygiene products needed. Evidence
proves that lack of products to meet a natural and basic need can have negative impact on women’s
mental and psychological well being20.

Finally, in many refugee camps, psychosocial activities and therapy can and should usually be
carried out in parallel to GBV and sexual and reproductive health-related services21. These are
paramount, as refugee women face additional obstacles and discrimination in accessing safe
abortion and  contraception in countries where they are legal, let alone where they are not.

21 UNFPA. Humanitarian Action: 2020 Overview. 2020, pages 21-22
20 IASC. IASC Guidelines on Mental Health Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings. 2007, page 181

19 UNFPA. Women & Girls Safe Spaces. 2015, HealthNetTPO, UNICEF. Promoting Positive Environments for Women
and Girls. 2016

18 World Watch Monitor. Attack on seven Iranian Christians exposes religious minorities’ ‘extreme vulnerability’ in
refugee camps. 2018

17 IASC. IASC Guidelines on Mental Health Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings. 2007, pages 2-5
16 HealthNetTPO, UNICEF. Promoting Positive Environments for Women and Girls. 2016, page 21



3. FEMALE FRIENDLY SPACE FOR YAZIDI REFUGEES

After having analysed how FFSs should be implemented and how they benefit refugees, I will now
focus on a case study, which I have personal knowledge of. The beneficiaries of this Female
Friendly Space are Yazidi female refugees living in a Yazidis-only refugee camp in Serres, Northern
Greece. Implemented by a small non-profit organization – Lifting Hands International (LHI), the
FFS is one of the many programs created for the residents of the camp and located at LHI’s
community centre, only 200 metres away from the camp. Being that the asylum process is an
extremely lengthy process in Greece, many of the residents I knew have now been living in the
camp for more than two years.

Together with a Children Friendly Space (CFS), a recreational program, an educational program and
distribution of food and other material items, LHI’s FFS is part of an ambitious project that provides
psychosocial and community-based support to Yazidi refugees. The Yazidi ethnic and religious
minority was victim of genocide by ISIS: many Yazidi women suffered SBGV, sexual enslavement
and lost male relatives. Individual and collective healing are equally important, as the already small
population now counts around one million people in the world and the return to their homeland –
Sinjar, Northwest Iraq – is a mirage. Therefore, rebuilding the community structure and maintaining
cultural and religious identities alive  is crucial.

a. The Female Friendly Space

The FFS, operating three hours per afternoon, five days a week, happens at the same time as the
CFS and hosts a variety of activities and services for women and girls aged 13 years old minimum.
While the weekly plan alternates activities targeting adult women’s and teenage girls’ needs,
everyone’s favourites include sewing and knitting, the so-called “spa day”, embroidery, art
workshops and using recycled fabric to create headbands or bags. However, the FFS staff also
organizes movie screenings and uses the space for regular distribution of tampons and pads, baby
diapers and other products. More recently, the team began organizing two workshops a month on a
topic decided with the beneficiaries, including sexual and reproductive health and rights, women’s
rights and gender bias. Due to the limited resources of the organization, specific trauma therapy
and support to SGBV survivors is provided by external actors. However, LHI organizes
trauma-informed yoga, drama therapy sessions and refers to IOM – which manages internally the
refugee camp – all situations of  suspected SGBV that it observes or comes to know.

The space also hosts the “women’s circle”, an informal way to gather women and receive feedback
on the activities implemented in the FFS. Their suggestions on new services they need and on the
activities they would like to engage in are actively included in the programming of the space.

Women’s empowerment is pursued not only by giving them power over the functioning of the
space, but also by working side by side with the staff in planning, implementing and reviewing some
activities, with the possibility of receiving a participation certificate.

The program, attended by an average of 150 to 250 unique beneficiaries a month, benefits women
and girls in unmeasurable ways. They admit loving FFS as attending the space allows them to feel



free and distract their mind from negative thoughts, enjoy the company of other women and
volunteers, practice their English or German and learn new skills22. Nadia (imaginary name to
protect the person’s identity) says “At the camp we feel like we cannot breathe, but here we feel
free. We come here to crochet and we learn languages here”.

The women’s excellent skills in knitting and crochet played a key role in the creation of an
income-generating activity called “duzzi”, meaning wool in Kurmanji, the Kurdish dialect that
Yazidis widely speak. Using wool provided by LHI, a group of women created traditional wall
hangings destinated to be sold online and to the organization’s volunteers. Regardless of the modest
amount of money collected through the project, the income was allocated for something as agreed
by both the women and the staff according to the refugees’ needs. For instance, the money has been
allocated to buy and distribute one bra or one package with personal care products to each woman in
the camp. As asylum seekers in Greece receive a very small monthly amount of money from the
government, the women participating in the project proved to be proud and happy to deliver all
women in the camps these simple yet necessary products thanks to their work.

The FFS here depicted is organized according to the four principles illustrated above and
implements concrete measures to reach the women’s cognitive and emotional empowerment, which
is achieved through a variety of activities. The benefits of this program can be measured not only at
the individual level - the women express gratitude for what the space represents to them, but also at
the community level. As a matter of fact, the duzzi project allows women to rediscover their agency
and, by reversing traditional gender norms, to provide for their whole community.

b. The Cookbook Project

The FFS was the incubator for another project. Born from the idea of three FFS volunteers and
based on the crucial role that food plays in the Yazidi culture which the refugees were working hard
to keep alive. The aim of the cookbook project is to raise awareness of the Yazidi population, still
widely unknown, through a key component of their culture and history. The biggest contribution to
the realization of this project came from the refugees’ active involvement through workshops and
targeted interviews. Not only did they tell us which recipes should be included, but also and mostly
decided the content of the book in terms of Yazidi history, culture and religion. Finally, they taught
us how to cook key recipes of the Yazidi cuisine during a cooking workshop in which teenage girls
and adult women, boys and men were tasked to lead. Men, too, played a key role in this project, for
instance, as translators or helping us organize the workshop. As agreed with the women, the profit
from the sales will be intended to fund whichever LHI’s program in Serres is most in need. The
work of the women will benefit the whole Yazidi community in the refugee camp and is yet another
example showing that targeted support to female refugees positively affects also their families and
communities. The agency of women indeed plays a key role in the rebuilding process of the
community in the aftermath of displacement.

22 Lifting Hands International. Female Friendly Space. Facebook video, 2019



4. CONCLUSION

In this essay I have highlighted the real and meaningful impact that FFS/WSS can have on female
refugees’ and displaced people’s lives and argued that humanitarian interventions should include a
“targeted action” such as this. Basing my research on evidence and experiences by various
humanitarian actors, I have analysed which principles should guide FFS and which services should
be provided to reach the intended aim – answering to the multitude of refugees’ needs, from their
individual to social needs, from mental, physical, sexual and reproductive health to economic needs
to mention a few. Finally, the focus on my case study not only provides the reader a concrete case
and proves how it benefits women and girls, but also has allowed me to talk about two projects
implemented by the organization. Far from aiming uniquely to generate income, these projects
allow women to engage in something concrete, develop skills and act to improve the life of their
whole community.
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