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Introduction 
 
The world has watched as long-standing political and ethnic rivalries in Ethiopia have 
turned into active conflict and horrific mass atrocities in the northern region of Tigray. 
In November 2020, Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed sent Ethiopian National 
Defense Forces (ENDF) into Tigray to quell alleged uprisings by the Tigrayan People’s 
Liberation Front (TPLF).1 This escalation of hostilities has resulted in one of the most 
vicious conflicts in recent memory, marked by ethnic-targeted killings, destruction of 
crops, denial of food, and brutal sexual violence.  
 
For months, ENDF troops aided by Eritrean soldiers have tortured, sexually assaulted, 
killed, and displaced Tigrayan civilians. The TPLF has also perpetrated some human 
rights abuses. Although TPLF troops assumed control over the capital Mekelle and 
Prime Minister Ahmed recently declared a ceasefire, the lull in fighting was short-lived. 
On August 6th government aligned militias resumed attacks on Tigrayans and by August 
10th, Prime Minister Ahmed called on all capable Ethiopians to stop Tigrayan insurgents 
“once and for all.” Already in less than a year, violence trauma and widespread famine 
have devastated virtually all communities in Tigray. More than 6 million people are 
affected by the conflict, and 2.2 million have been displaced. Of these, almost 1 million 
are women and girls internally displaced within the boundaries of Ethiopia. There are 
also approximately 20,000 Tigrayan women and girls who have fled Ethiopia altogether 
and now live as refugees in Sudan. 
 
But now, when so many displaced women and girls have survived sexual violence and 
need help the most, the humanitarian system is failing them. Although some form of 
humanitarian relief is believed to be reaching about 75 percent of Tigray, the assistance 
provided is scant and wholly insufficient relative to the needs. Additionally, the 
regularity of assistance and access is unclear. Further complicating the ability to provide 
assistance to those in crisis, the UN Office of the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) is more than 50 percent short of the $854 million it requested to mount an 
adequate response. Displaced Tigrayans do not have enough food, shelter, medical care 
(including mental health care), hygiene kits, or water.  
 
Longstanding experience in multiple humanitarian crises around the world have built a 
strong evidence base that scarcity of resources combined with inadequate safeguards 
contribute to a profoundly heightened risk of sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA). And 
the lack of dedicated prevention measures and accountability for abuses by 
perpetrators of SEA exacerbates those risks. Given the severity of the crisis and the 
impediments to rolling out a full humanitarian response, the humanitarian needs of 
civilians will persist, and SEA will be a constant risk. Indeed, United States Agency for 

 
1 Recently rebranded the TDF (Tigrayan Defense Forces) 

https://apnews.com/article/africa-ethiopia-bd70724f2d03bd57b4f0111efc111a11'
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/87530
https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/ethiopia/
https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/ethiopia/


International Development (USAID) Administrator Samantha Power noted that many 
veteran humanitarian aid actors have said that “the nature of this conflict, the 
combination of gender-based violence, widespread conflict, and the threat of starvation 
and famine has led to the worst humanitarian conditions they have ever witnessed.” 
The stakes are high. Therefore, all organizations and agencies working in Tigray must 
understand SEA, mitigate risks that increase its likelihood, and commit to appropriate 
and timely responses when SEA occurs. Among the risks that increase the likelihood of 
SEA are scarcity of resources, restricted humanitarian access, and the high number of 
female-headed households.  
 
 

Conflict-Related Sexual Violence 
 
Although the Ethiopian government has severely restricted information coming out of 
Tigray, reports of appalling sexual violence abound. It is widely documented that 
soldiers––primarily those of Eritrean forces and the ENDF––used rape and other forms 
of sexual violence deliberately as weapons of war. The Ethiopian Minister of Women, 
Children, and Youth Filsan Abdullahi Ahmed deployed a taskforce team to the region in 
February 2021, which concluded that “rape has taken place conclusively and without a 
doubt.” 
 
Men in uniform have reportedly forced civilians to rape family members and gang rape 
has been common. Based on credible agency reports, former UN Under-Secretary-
General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator Mark Lowcock 
estimated in April 2021 that 30 percent of all incidents against civilians involved sexual 
violence. He concluded that Ethiopian soldiers are using sexual violence “as a weapon 
of war, as a means to humiliate, terrorize and traumatize an entire population today 
and into the next generation.”  
 
Some survivors have described the attacks as efforts to ethnically cleanse the 
population with their attackers saying things such as they have come to “cleanse the 
bloodline,” and “if you claim to be Tigrayan, we will come and rape you again.” In June 
2021, USAID Administrator Samantha Power further explained, “the scale of those 
crimes, and the reports of the soldier’s conduct and testimony, suggests that the 
Ethiopian military, together with their allies in the Eritrean military and forces from the 
Amharan region, have launched a campaign to shatter families and destroy the 
reproductive and mental health of their victims.”  
 
 

Humanitarian Response 
 
The conditions for women and girls who have fled are appalling. Access to health care–
–especially sexual and reproductive health services––is limited, and shelter is 
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inadequate at best, unsafe at worst. Furthermore, famine conditions have set in 
throughout large areas of Tigray, yet the Ethiopian government continues to restrict 
humanitarian access.   
 
More than 5 million people in Tigray require immediate humanitarian assistance. Among 
those, almost 1 million Tigrayans are experiencing famine. At least 54 organizations are 
providing aid and services. However, there are still significant gaps in assistance that 
disproportionally affect Ethiopian women and girls who have virtually no access to 
livelihoods and often live in insecure environments. 
 
All armed actors must mutually agree on a political solution to this conflict. Among 
numerous other groups, Refugees International has called for “an absolute freeze in 
fighting, unfettered access for aid groups, and a relief effort commensurate with the 
catastrophic humanitarian situation on the ground.” But no matter how the political 
dynamics of the conflict unfold, one aspect of this crisis will remain consistent. There 
will continue to be enormous humanitarian needs, and SEA will remain a risk that all 
relevant actors must mitigate.  
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Sexual Exploitation and Abuse 
 
Sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) occurs when someone attempts or succeeds in 
abusing power for sexual purposes. Given the role that government and humanitarian 
actors are playing in Tigray, considerable power imbalances exist. Even within the 
civilian population, Ethiopian men have far more stature and power than women, and 
Ethiopia ranks 173 out of 189 countries on the United Nations Development Program’s 
(UNDP) Gender Inequality Index. Therefore, the humanitarian and displacement crisis is 
layered on top of a society with pre-existing gendered power inequities. Furthermore, 
vast numbers of Tigrayans are displaced and living in host communities in Ethiopia and 
Sudan. The host communities generally have greater power and influence than 
displaced Tigrayans, creating conditions that can easily lead to SEA. 
     

According to the UN, “sexual exploitation means any actual or attempted abuse 
of a position of vulnerability, differential power, or trust, for sexual purposes, 
including, but not limited to, profiting monetarily, socially or politically from the 
sexual exploitation of another. Similarly, the term sexual abuse means the actual 
or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, whether by force or under 
unequal or coercive conditions.”  
 

 

Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in Tigray 
 
According to rapid gender analyses (RGAs)––snapshots about the “different needs, 
risks, capacities, and coping strategies of women, men, boys, girls, and gender-diverse” 
people during a crisis––the most visible sexually exploitative relationships in Tigray are 
between members of the general community. This includes the host population, 
internally displaced people (IDPs), and refugees.  
 
IDPs make up the largest number of displaced Tigrayans, with at least 1.7 million 
displaced within Ethiopia.2 About half of them are women and girls. There are also 
about 95,000 refugees in Tigray who were living there even before the conflict began in 
November 2020. A majority of these refugees are Eritrean. The RGAs report that male 
members of the host community, male IDPs, and male refugees have sexually exploited 
women and girls within and between these groups. For example, men in the host 
communities are coercing displaced women and girls to engage in survival sex to meet 
their basic needs, especially to obtain food. This increasing trend aligns with the 
assertion that “the relationship between host and IDP and refugee populations is at an 
all-time low.” Humanitarian actors must improve the relationship between host 

 
2 Humanitarian agencies have had such limited access to so many areas of Tigray, the number of IDPs 

are likely much higher. 
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communities and IDPs and refugees by providing aid to both populations. Local leaders 
must also hold accountable community members who are forcing women into survival 
sex.  
 
Furthermore, as the humanitarian response ramps up, the risk is high that those meant 
to help will also be implicated in exploitation. Two humanitarian staff members who 
respond to complaints about SEA in Ethiopia told Refugees International that as in most 
other humanitarian responses, in Tigray, without strong safeguards, there are increased 
risks that people with more perceived power––whether they be IDP leaders, host 
community members, government representatives, or humanitarian staff–– could take 
advantage of their positions by sexually exploiting women and girls in the communities 
where they work. Refugees International never obtained specific evidence of SEA in 
Tigray. However, every person with whom Refugees International spoke stressed that 
the risk factors that lead to SEA are exceptionally high in this humanitarian context. 
They further confirmed that a lack of reporting and data does not indicate a lack of 
SEA. Instead, it demonstrates that there are barriers to reporting, the mechanisms of 
reporting are imperfect, survivors fear reprisals, and access to justice is difficult, among 
other explanations. 
 
 

Risks to Increasing Sexual Exploitation and 
Abuse   
 
There are several characteristics of this displacement crisis that, if not adequately 
addressed, will likely lead to an increase in SEA over the coming months and years in 
Tigray. Some of these include the scarcity of resources, restricted humanitarian access, 
and the high number of female-headed households.  
 
Scarcity of Resources 

 
Food and shelter are two of the most urgent needs for displaced Tigrayans. Tigray's 
food insecurity has reached disturbing levels, with at least 900,000 people experiencing 
famine and about 2 million more on the brink of famine. This effectively means that 
almost a million people are living in communities in which at least “two people for every 
10,000 are dying each day due to outright starvation or to the interaction of 
malnutrition and disease.” The Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) 
determined that more than 5.5 million people are acutely food insecure. Simply put, this 
means that without sustained relief assistance, they will fall into famine conditions. This 
extreme lack of food in Tigray is a direct result of strategic choices made by the 
Ethiopian and Eritrean forces that have displaced populations, restricted movement, 
limited humanitarian access, destroyed crops, and decimated livelihoods and markets. 
In short, it is a manufactured catastrophe.  
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As food becomes scarcer, the risk of SEA increases. There are reports that displaced 
women and girls are exchanging sex for food from host communities. Additionally, food 
distributions are conducted in such a way that SEA can easily go unnoticed. An NGO 
staff member recently in Tigray told Refugees International that food distributions––
which there are inadequate and still have not reached 1.53 million people in need––are 
chaotic and lacking sufficient transparency and accountability. “Food distributions are a 
mess. No one really has an accurate measure of who has received food and who hasn’t. 
While it is understandable given that the situation is an emergency and IDPs are often 
on the move, it means it is would be quite easy for exploitation to occur.”  

 
In addition to the practice of exchanging sex for food, a close to complete decimation of 
livelihoods has compelled displaced women and girls to exchange sex for small amounts 
of cash––as little as $1.25 for sexually exploitative relationships. According to recent 
focus group discussions, IDPs reported that this type of survival sex is a new practice. 
They said that sex in exchange for basic needs has only now become “common” since 
the beginning of the conflict last year. Indeed, 60 percent of respondents in a recent 
survey knew of women and girls being exploited to get food or small amounts of cash. 

 
The lack of adequate shelter in Tigray has compounded the desperation caused by the 
extreme lack of food. Safe shelter is an urgent need, especially in light of the upcoming 
Belg/rainy season, which could be devastating to large numbers of IDPs sleeping in the 
open air or inadequate shelters. With subpar shelter, the rains could also dramatically 
increase the spread of communicable diseases. There are no sex-segregated sleeping 
facilities or latrines in many IDP camps, and newly displaced people often sleep in the 
open air. This leaves the most at-risk people, including displaced women and girls, 
vulnerable to gender-based violence (GBV) Furthermore, IDP women and girls have 
reported that men have raped them as they leave the camps to collect firewood and 
water. These risks make the lack of sufficient “safe spaces” in the camps particularly 
problematic. Safe spaces are formal or informal places where women and girls feel 
physically and emotionally safe. They are essential to set up at the very beginning of 
any humanitarian emergency. They also provide a location where women and girls can 
feel most comfortable reporting incidents of GBV and SEA.   
 
Restricted Humanitarian Access 
 
The Ethiopian government and other armed groups have restricted humanitarian access 
to Tigray throughout the conflict. These restrictions have severely hampered the 
humanitarian response in the region. For months from the start of the crisis, most of 
Tigray was largely inaccessible to humanitarian aid workers. One senior UN official even 
described the Ethiopian government’s restrictions as “a de facto economic blockade.” 

 
The situation recently improved. As of the beginning of July, 75 percent of the area 
received at least some form of humanitarian assistance. However, access to people in 
need and levels of assistance are inconsistent and unpredictable. Furthermore, after 
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such a long period during which virtually no aid could make it into the region, “supplies 
and personnel fall short of the immense needs of people in Tigray.” And severe 
restrictions on access continue. 
 
For example, the UN Office of the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) recently 
reported that road access––which was briefly possible through the neighboring Afar 
region with heavy control by regional and federal authorities––was totally inaccessible. 
This was due to security concerns following an attack on a World Food Program (WFP) 
convoy on July 18.  
 
In the prior week, a convoy of 54 trucks of food, fuel, and medical supplies was allowed 
into Tigray’s capital Mekelle following almost a month in which more than 82,000 IDPs 
living there received no humanitarian assistance at all. According to USAID officials who 
made site visits to Mekelle IDP camps in early 2021, “some sites did not have any food, 
health, gender-based violence prevention and response, other protection, or water, 
sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services. Many of the centers that did have these 
services were experiencing shortages of medicines, food, and supplies due to the sheer 
volume of people in need.” While the COVID-19 pandemic and its related restrictions 
likely hampered direct access to IDPs and camps––according to an NGO program 
manager––the Ethiopian government’s deliberate actions to block aid and limit 
humanitarian actors in the region had little if anything to do with public health.  

 
Ongoing difficulties in getting supplies into Tigray due to administrative barriers and the 
ever-changing security landscape exacerbate the scarcity of resources. This puts 
women and girls at greater risk of experiencing SEA. Additionally, the bureaucratic 
hurdles that the Ethiopian government has deliberately put in place for humanitarian 
personnel to access Tigray have resulted in high staff turnover. A UN staff member in 
Ethiopia explained to Refugees International that it is a challenge to obtain visas. When 
the government does issue visas, they are usually for a short period of time. She added, 
“we are particularly concerned about high staff turnover. With high turnover, it is 
difficult to build capacity. We might train staff on SEA and its consequences, but 
without a stable, consistent workforce, that knowledge is lost, and it is virtually 
impossible to hold anyone accountable.”  
 
Moreover, ongoing security issues also restrict humanitarians from accessing 
populations in need, including high numbers of women and girl survivors of sexual 
violence. For example, following the murder of three of their staff members in Tigray at 
the end of June, Médecins Sans Frontiere suspended some of its activities in central and 
eastern Tigray. By mid-July, OCHA recorded over 130 incidents in which ENDF, allied 
Eritrean Defense Forces (EDF), or Amhara militia have turned away aid agencies at 
checkpoints or assaulted and interrogated them. The conflict continues to evolve, 
putting humanitarian aid workers at risk and limiting their ability to provide services that 
the displaced population desperately needs. As recently as July 22, witnesses reported 
fighting near Adi Harush refugee camp in southern Tigray. 
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Female-Headed Households 
 
Even before the conflict began, women headed thirty-four percent of households in 
Tigray, higher than in many countries. Since the onset of the civil war in November 
2020, that percentage has only increased.  Despite the rise in female-headed 
households, Tigrayan society remains patriarchal, and displaced Tigrayan women 
continue to have limited power, or leadership and decision-making opportunities. Lack 
of power, lack of protection from a male family member, and lack of livelihoods are 
some of the contributing factors to female-headed households being particularly 
vulnerable to GBV and SEA. NGOs working in Tigray report that single, divorced, or 
widowed women are at even greater risk of sexual exploitation than their peers.  
 
One of the reasons why women who are alone or who are heading households are 
more vulnerable to SEA is that they have very limited, if any, access to livelihoods. 
Although some informal work exists, a recent Rapid Gender Analysis (RGA) by the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC) finds that due to social norms, “any benefits of 
casual labor as an income stream do not equitably extend to women.” Additionally, 
movement constraints specific to women and childcare responsibilities limit access to 
other types of income-generating work. The RGA suggests that “women are twice- 
disadvantaged compared to men. Not only have they experienced a loss of livelihoods 
during the crisis, but they continue to have less access to the few available income 
streams open to refugees and IDPs.” 
 
  

Protection from Sexual Exploitation and 
Abuse  
 
Humanitarian actors have made efforts to protect against SEA in Ethiopia, but they can 
and must do more to address ongoing challenges. OCHA and its partners published the 
most recent Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) for Northern Ethiopia in May 2021. The 
first section details a zero-tolerance policy humanitarian actors in Ethiopia should 
employ when SEA occurs and the importance of being accountable to affected 
populations. This zero-tolerance policy means that “perpetrators should be held to 
account and disciplinary action taken to promote justice and accountability, to support 
survivors.” By highlighting these issues at the onset of the HRP, OCHA is signaling that 
protection against exploitation and abuse (PSEA) is a high priority in Ethiopia.  
 
As part of this effort to make SEA a priority, UN Women and the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), in partnership with the International Organization of 
Migration (IOM) and the International Rescue Committee (IRC), set up a national 
Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA)/Accountability to Affected 
Populations (AAP) Network. UN Women and UNFPA also set up regional networks, 
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including one in Tigray, to coordinate efforts of PSEA and AAP. The inter-agency 
Ethiopia PSEA Network includes 197 trained PSEA focal points comprised of members of 
UN agencies, NGOs, community-based organizations (CBOs), and government entities 
throughout the country. These focal points feed information to the network, participate 
in trainings, and contribute to the handling of SEA complaints. This national network––
which was only launched in 2018––has had some significant achievements such as 
developing a PSEA strategy, endorsing Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for 
community-based complaint mechanisms, creating informational materials, and training 
the network focal points.   
 
However, these measures, as critical as they are, must translate into progress in 
addressing SEA in Tigray. Even with robust participation in monthly PSEA meetings and 
enthusiasm from the focal points, several challenges keep SEA firmly in place as a 
massive risk for displaced women and girls in Tigray.  
 
Referral Pathways and Reporting Mechanisms 
 
One set of challenges is the lack of relevant services and lack of awareness of referral 
pathways.  Referral pathways provide a way for organizations to responsibly share case 
information for individuals who need protection and support services. They also ensure 
that relevant organizations communicate with each other and follow-up on cases.  
 
When the conflict erupted in Tigray in November 2020, referral pathways for GBV and 
child protection (CP) cases were either weak or non-existent. Because these referral 
pathways are only beginning to function more smoothly, it has been difficult for 
survivors of GBV and SEA to receive the care that they need.  There is also a lack of 
reporting mechanisms. In Ethiopia, as is standard practice, the CP/GBV Area of 
Responsibility (AOR) reporting mechanisms are how people lodge SEA complaints. In 
November 2020, these reporting mechanisms did not exist in Ethiopia. In fact, 
according to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee, in 2019 and 2020, only about 25 
percent of the affected population could access safe and accessible complaint channels 
in Ethiopia. Thus, in a short amount of time, the humanitarian community under the 
leadership of UN Women and UNFPA, needed to stand up several PSEA networks, 
create SEA reporting mechanisms—as well as strengthen GBV/CP referral pathways so 
that survivors of SEA could get the support they need. So far, the Network has focused 
on building SEA preparedness and PSEA capacity before focusing on response. The 
Network has laid a basic foundation and currently it is prioritizing the establishment of 
community-based complaint mechanisms (CBCMs).   
 
Yet, even with these burgeoning systems in place, survivors rarely report SEA or receive 
the necessary support following an incident of SEA. There are several reasons for this. 
First, survivors are often not aware of the reporting mechanisms. In a recent survey, 
IDPs in several camps indicated that they did not know how or to whom to report 
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abuse. Second, survivors might fear reprisals if they disclose information, including 
losing access to food and cash on which they depend.  
 
Finally, even if survivors were to report incidents of exploitation or abuse, the services 
they need to recover do not exist in many locations. Even as more humanitarian actors 
access Tigray and begin to provide fundamental services, huge gaps remain. Less than 
10 percent of the health centers in the region are functioning, and many of the IDP 
camps have no health services at all. As of March 2021, only one facility provided the 
comprehensive clinical management of rape, and emergency contraception was 
available in less than half of the functioning health centers. Mental health care is an 
especially critical need. As a mental health and psychosocial support services (MHPSS) 
officer in Tigray said, “this type of intervention [mental health care] is critical, both 
during and after emergencies.” So many Tigrayans have experienced such severe 
trauma, mental health care is essential, yet it is rarely available.  
 
Capacity 
 
As demonstrated by weak referral pathways and the absence of SEA reporting 
mechanisms when the conflict began in Tigray, staff capacity to handle GBV cases and 
SEA is limited. As one technical expert working in Ethiopia told Refugees International, 
“we have had to lay the foundation and start with the basics.” Another PSEA expert 
who recently worked in Ethiopia told Refugees International, “there is often a 
misunderstanding between what GBV, SGBV, and SEA mean. There are very good staff 
members, but many of them are young staff with very little humanitarian experience. I 
found that there were a lot of people designated to be PSEA focal points, but many of 
them didn’t really know what PSEA is.”  
 
Community Engagement 
 
Not only are PSEA focal points sometimes unclear about what constitutes SEA, but most 
IDPs and refugees also are not familiar with SEA and do not know how to report it. 
Because the PSEA network is new and there are significant restrictions in access, NGOs 
and UN agencies have rarely been able to meet with community members directly to 
provide information about SEA. The network has produced some awareness-raising 
materials in various languages for refugees and IDPs; however, there has been limited 
distribution. It is critical that members of the PSEA Network prioritize meeting with IDPs 
and refugees to gain their trust and explain that SEA is unacceptable and that there are 
consequences.  
 
Accountability 
 
One of the most alarming barriers to ensuring displaced women and girls in Tigray are 
protected against SEA is the apparent absence of accountability. Although the UN 
system and NGOs in Ethiopia are developing strategies, guidance documents, and 
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materials that plainly condemn SEA, in part because the Network is new, so far, there 
seems to be little action towards holding perpetrators responsible in practice. As a 
member of the PSEA Network told Refugees International, “the theory and rhetoric 
about PSEA are good in Ethiopia, but the implementation of these policies and 
programs has been problematic. There is a huge gap between theory and practice. How 
are IDPs supposed to trust us if we create systems that aren’t working?”  
 
The IASC is currently updating the IASC PSEA Ethiopia website with more current 
information. However, at the time of writing, the website indicates that safe and 
accessible complaint channels are “in progress” and the approximate time for an 
investigation to be initiated, upon receipt of an allegation, is “unknown.” These are not 
manifestations of a functioning system. According to a former member of the PSEA 
Network, “UN management needs to get on board and not sweep these issues under 
the rug. They don’t want anyone to rock the boat and there is little accountability to the 
populations they serve.”  
 
SEA is challenging to handle, but there are ways to prevent it and respond 
appropriately when it occurs. Organizations, including UN agencies, are taking many of 
the right steps to protect displaced Tigrayans from sexual exploitation and abuse. It is 
important that donors and humanitarian leadership support these efforts. However, 
humanitarian organizations working in Tigray must do more, do it faster, and ensure 
that they support staff sounding the alarm. Women and girls are suffering now. They 
are suffering both from the horrific abuses they experienced during the conflict and 
from abuses resulting from their displacement. UN agencies and NGOs must 
acknowledge this and ensure that they do not silence whistleblowers, but instead 
support them in rhetoric and action. There is sufficient funding for PSEA in Ethiopia. 
Now there must be enough organizational support from the humanitarian leadership in 
Tigray.  
 
  

Conclusion 
 
The risk factors that lead to SEA will increase as the humanitarian response in Tigray 
grows. Humanitarian operations are going to expand and become more entrenched, 
especially with the massive famine looming. Significant numbers of women and girls in 
Tigray have already experienced horrific sexual violence at the hands of armed forces. 
In displacement, humanitarian aid workers must ensure that these same women and 
girls do not experience further exploitation in order to stay alive.  
 
There are several challenges to truly protecting women and girls in Tigray from sexual 
exploitation and abuse. Some of these include a scarcity of resources; restricted 
humanitarian access; high numbers of vulnerable, female-headed households; weak 
referral and reporting mechanisms; limited support services; a lack of capacity; 
insufficient community engagement; and a lack of accountability. Being both frank 
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about and aware of these obstacles are important first steps towards addressing them 
properly.  
 
As the first sentence of the HRP so clearly states, “SEA…directly contradicts the 
principles upon which humanitarian action is based and represents a failure on the part 
of the aid community.” There are certainly many competing, urgent needs in Tigray. 
But mechanisms to prevent and address SEA must be a top priority. When SEA occurs, 
it means that aid is doing more harm than good. Mitigation of the risks and appropriate 
action in response to incidents of SEA are vital. Otherwise, the humanitarian 
interventions the international community so vigorously advocates will, at best, do little 
to end the degradation of Tigrayan women and girls and, at worst, compound their 
suffering.    
 
 

Recommendations 
 
The government of Ethiopia should: 
 

• Immediately grant unimpeded access for UN agencies and humanitarian 
organizations to transport humanitarian aid and staff into all parts of Tigray.  
 

• Issue visas to humanitarian aid workers for at least six-month periods and 
ensure that they are not harassed or otherwise threatened by government 
forces. 
 

• Permit the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to facilitate an 
independent investigation into conflict-related sexual violence in Tigray. Ensure 
that the perpetrators are held accountable according to international 
humanitarian law and Ethiopian law, including Article 620 of the Criminal Code, 
which prohibits rape. 

 
UN agencies and humanitarian actors operating in Tigray should: 

 
• Improve the relationship between host communities and IDPs and refugees. 

They should do so by providing more support and services to members of the 
host community whose basic needs are not being met and who are also 
experiencing extreme food shortages. This support should include food aid and 
health care services. 
 

• Significantly increase food aid to IDPs and refugees. Much of Tigray is 
experiencing famine-like conditions, yet there are still more than 1.5 million 
Tigrayans in need of immediate food aid who have received no assistance. Amid 
the constraints on humanitarian assistance delivery, agencies and humanitarian 
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actors should work together with local actors and identify creative, well-managed 
service delivery mechanisms. 
 

• Ensure that food distributions are well-organized, transparent, and accountable. 
Prioritize therapeutic and supplementary food aid for pregnant or lactating 
women and children. If community leaders are involved in distributions, ensure 
that they are vetted and understand the obligations and principles of aid delivery 
and the consequences of SEA. 
 

• Build more shelters immediately in IDP and refugee camps. These shelters 
should adhere to SPHERE Minimum Standards,3 which set indicators on several 
aspects of shelter, including space, quality, and materials. Building according to 
these standards allows for basic levels of safety and dignity.  
 

• Ensure shelters and latrines are sex-segregated and that the latrines have locks 
and adequate lighting. Consult with women and girls when developing plans for 
shelter and latrines. 
 

• Establish safe spaces for women and girls in all IDP and refugee camps. When 
appropriate, conduct consultations with women and girls about humanitarian 
programming decisions. 
 

• Strengthen the capacity of health facilities where they exist and create health 
centers where they are currently not present. Ensure that these facilities provide 
sexual and reproductive health services, condoms, and emergency contraception. 
Incorporate mental health provision into the services offered at these centers. 
 

• Engage with the IDP and refugee communities directly to raise awareness about 

PSEA; as soon as security and COVID-19 restrictions allow, meet with IDP and 
refugee community members in person; conduct awareness-raising sessions to 
explain SEA, reporting mechanisms, protection from reprisals, and 
consequences; and work to build trust with the communities. One way to build 
trust would be to incorporate listening sessions with the community into PSEA 
workplans. 
 

• Build capacity of the PSEA focal points and train all humanitarian actors on PSEA; 
and ensure that staff and community leaders are aware of the consequences of 
SEA and those responsible for handling complaints and investigations enforce the 
zero-tolerance policy.   

 
The United States government and other donor countries should: 
 

 
3 https://spherestandards.org/wp-content/uploads/Sphere-Handbook-2018-EN.pdf 



• Fully fund the $854 million requested in the May 2021 Northern Ethiopia 
Humanitarian Response Plan for the rest of 2021. As of July 26, it was short 
almost $420 million, and famine is quickly spreading. Famine is linked to the 
increase of every other protection risk, including SEA.     
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