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T
he number of refugees and displaced people in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) is growing by the day. 
According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the number of Syrian refugees alone in Jordan, 
Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt and Turkey is nearly 4 million. 
Slightly more than half of the refugee and displaced 
population in the region is constituted by women. They, 
of course, suffer from the same dire problems of poverty 

and unemployment men face. A recent UN report shows two-thirds of 
refugees of both sexes in Jordan live below the poverty line. One-in-six 
refugees lives on an income of less than $40 a month.

But the plight of women refugees in the MENA region is particularly 
exacting.

The reign of the Islamic State (ISIS) has pushed the exactions to their 
most brutal extremes, reducing religious minority women to slaves 
when they did not butcher them. The terrorist organisation subjected 
all women under their control to persecution and abuse.

For refugee women, the hardships caused by war and displacement 
were made worse by the enduring gender bias in Arab societies.

It is more difficult for them to find jobs. According to a recent UNHCR 
study, only one-fifth of Syrian refugee women have remunerated jobs. 
One-third say they do not have enough to eat. Many hold strenuous 
jobs, such as domestic work and agriculture, where they are at risk.

Often deprived of schooling and other educational activities, young 
refugee girls are subjected to pressures to marry older men. In Jordan, 
for instance, 64% of the women refugees are less than 25 years of age. 
Added to polygamy and tolerance of underage marriages in many of the 
host societies, dire economic circumstances make young women even 
more vulnerable, not just to arranged marriages but also to sexual 
exploitation and violent abuse.

Tented encampments add to the precarious situation of women. At 
least 20% of the women refugees in Jordan are confined to tented 
settlements with little access to education, business or leisure.

Women in tented encampments are exposed to the elements, from 
scorching desert heat in Jordan’s summer to the cold of Lebanon’s 
snowy winter.

In Zaatari camp in Jordan, every ten tents accommodate about 50 
male and female inhabitants who share two public toilets, one for men 
and another for women. Walking a distance to the restrooms, women 
are exposed to all risks. About 100 cases of rape or sodomy were 
reported in 2014 in Zaatari.

If in normal circumstances in the Arab world, the burden of taking 
care of the family and children falls too often on the shoulders of 
women, the responsibility is compounded in the tragic conditions of 
displacement, especially that many are widowed and fending for 
themselves alone.

They have to deal with the challenge of children unable to attend 
school and their being exposed to the risks emanating from improper 
housing and health conditions.

“For hundreds of thousands of women, escaping their ruined 
homeland was only the first step in a journey of grinding hardship,” 
says Antonio Guterres, UN High Commissioner for Refugees.

For women refugees in the Arab world, grinding hardship has gone 
beyond the tolerable threshold.

Editorial
Women refugees in MENA
 should not be left to stand alone

Editorial

Movement on 
the Syrian front

T
hings are starting to 
move in the Syrian civil 
war. After many 
months of stagnation 
suddenly there seems 
to be movement on 

both the political and military 
fronts.

On the political front, there are 
reports the Group of Seven (G7) 
may be in the process of negotiat-
ing something that would facilitate 
the departure of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Rumours are running wild that 
there could be imminent major 
political changes in the country. 
What kind of change is yet to be 
seen but indications seem to go in 
the direction that this could be the 
beginning of the end for the regime 
and the start of a new chapter in 
Syrian history.

But there remain many un-
knowns and, come what 
may, even if the current 
president steps down, 
there will be years of 
fighting before the guns 
are silenced in Syria. 
The opposition is far 
too divided to reach an 
agreement and settle on 
a single leadership. And 
then there is the Islamic 

State (ISIS), which is not about 
to fold up and go away anytime 
soon.

Indeed, the situation across the 
country has reached the point of 
total anarchy with the proliferation 
of armed groups, some control-
ling large areas of territory, as with 
ISIS; others barely being able to 
maintain control of a single street. 

These are factors that will have to 
be dealt with eventually by the new 
government.

Leaders of the G7 say there might 
be a brief opportunity to push 
through a political deal that would 
pave the way for Assad to step 
down, giving way to a new coali-
tion government. This is accord-
ing to officials familiar with the 
discussions at the G7 summit in the 
Bavarian Alps.

But what must be crystal clear 
to the United States, the European 
Union and the rest of the world by 
now is that no solution to the crisis 
in Syria will be possible without 
direct participation of Russia.

“This could be the opportunity 
to get a political deal. We need 
Russia for this,” one of the sources 
said, adding that the only way for 
a transition would be for Assad to 
leave Syria.

Another G7 source said there was 
a feeling the situation in Syria could 
be on the verge of change, without 
giving details.

But here, as they say, is where 
the plot thickens. Moscow, well 
aware of its powers of persuasion 
in the Middle East, is not about to 
give something for nothing to the 
Americans and the Europeans. And 
helping solve the crisis In Syria, 
Russia is sure to ask for concessions 
from the West regarding Ukraine.

The question to ask is just how 
many concessions to Moscow 
the allies in the West are willing 
to make to settle the Middle East 
crisis.

The other major player in the Syr-
ian crisis, Iran, appears to be ready 
and willing to reach a deal so that 
it can withdraw its forces currently 
fighting in Syria.

On the military front, Syrian gov-
ernment forces are not faring very 
well, having suffered a new setback 
with the loss of a major military po-
sition in the south of the country. 
The Southern Front alliance took 
control of the 52nd Brigade base 
in Daraa province after 24 hours of 
fierce clashes.

The base lies near a major high-
way running from Damascus to 
Syria’s border with Jordan and is 
also near the frontier with Sweida 
province, which is largely regime-
controlled. It was one of the main 
lines of defence for regime forces.

The fall of the base is the latest in 
a string of defeats for the regime. 
This, of course, contributed to wild 
rumours circulating in the country.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly. 
You can follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.
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A military truck belonging to loyalist forces set on fire in Deraa


