
The mission of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is to mobilize and coordinate effective and 
principled humanitarian action in partnership with national and international actors.  

 

United Nations 
 

Nations Unies 
 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
 

As delivered 
 

Assistant Under-Secretary-General Kyung-wha Kang 
Remarks to the High-Level Preview Dinner Hosted by Plan International and UN OCHA 

for the State of the World’s Girls Report 2013 
8 October 2013 

 
 

Thank you very much, Mr. Nigel Chapman, for the kind introduction. 
 
On behalf of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), I am very 
honored and pleased to join you this evening.  OCHA is delighted to partner with Plan 
International in hosting this preview dinner for the launch of the State of the World’s Girls 
Report, which this year focuses on adolescent girls in emergencies.  Last year, in my previous 
job with the UN human rights office in Geneva, I participated in an event on the sidelines of the 
Human Rights Council, to discuss Plan’s report last year focusing on education for girls.  So I 
am very happy to continue this engagement with Plan in my new position, with a report that 
should raise alarm among humanitarian actors all around.      
 
The reports shows us, through empirical data and through the voices of girls themselves, that we 
still have a long way to go in meeting the  needs of girls in crisis and disasters.  And it provides 
valuable recommendations for all of us gathered here on how we should move forward. 
 
Disasters strike indiscriminately, but people experience disasters in very different ways.  
Disasters don’t discriminate, but the humanitarian response to them has. Whether it’s a tendency 
to put boys before girls during immediate rescue efforts, or the fact that girls often forego a meal 
before boys, disaster response can mirror or amplify the double discrimination girls face in 
society, because of both their gender and age.  
 
In addition, girls face particular vulnerabilities and threats in crisis, such as sexual exploitation 
and abuse, early or forced marriage, unplanned pregnancies and early childbirth. Disasters are 
highly disruptive to family and social structures and create new financial demands. Teenage girls 
often bear the brunt of these burdens: forced into marriage or transactional sex; abused or 
exploited; becoming pregnant too early for their own development; their health compromised 
and their education over.  This is happening even in refugee camps and other places where 
humanitarians are at work.  
 
We need to work harder, much harder to ensure that humanitarian assistance in disasters does not 
exacerbate existing discrimination, and address the special needs of girls. 
 
In fact, humanitarian agencies have already developed tools and approaches to achieve this, 
through particular methods of data collection, assessment, communication and monitoring. But 
our performance in using and applying these is not where it needs to be.    
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One of the most effective ways to understand the different needs within a population is to collect 
data that is differentiated by sex and age, and to apply gender and generational analyses to that 
data. This is integral to ensuring that assistance is truly impartial. There are plenty of guidelines 
calling for this disaggregated data, but too few actors are collecting it and even fewer are 
conducting analysis based on it. There is an overwhelming tendency to report that we built x 
number of latrines, fed y number of people and vaccinated z number of children, without asking 
who used the latrines? Who ate the food? And who was vaccinated?   
 
Sex and age disaggregated data and analysis can tell us a lot about how effective assistance is or 
isn’t. For example, in Haiti, a gender analysis of latrines constructed outside Port au Prince 
revealed that 83 per cent were not divided by sex and 84 per cent were not adequately lit. 
Another assessment subsequently revealed that 33 per cent of latrines were not being used and 
57 per cent were only used occasionally, showing clearly how a failure to incorporate gender can 
contribute to waste. Of even greater concern was the finding that sexual violence was reported in 
29 per cent of sites, demonstrating that gender-blind assistance can actually contribute to 
harming the people we are trying to help.  
 
The Inter Agency Standing Committee, or IASC, which is the primary mechanism for inter-
agency coordination of humanitarian assistance involving key UN and non-UN humanitarian 
partners, has produced tools that we must use to the fullest.   In particular, the IASC task force on 
gender has developed many guidelines and norms, including the Gender Marker, which rates 
humanitarian projects depending on whether they are designed to ensure that women and girls, 
and men and boys, will benefit equally from them.  This has proven to be a very  
useful tool to promote gender analysis within projects and to ensure they target all segments of 
society equally.  
 
The IASC also has a pool of Gender Capacity Advisers that can be deployed on short notice to 
support the Humanitarian Coordinators and Resident Coordinators, Humanitarian Country 
Teams and gender networks in the initial stages of humanitarian emergencies. They provide 
specialist expertise to agencies on the ground to strengthen gender sensitive programming.  
 
During the preparation of the Consolidated Appeals for 2013, GenCap Advisors provided direct 
support in 10 countries and remote support to the remaining six, reviewing over 2,000 projects 
and providing feedback and support to project teams to strengthen gender integration. The 
GenCap also has a component focused on building the capacity of humanitarian agencies to 
prevent and respond to Gender-based violence.  
 
We also need to engage girls more often and more deeply in our assessments and monitoring. 
Very often, it is men who greet assessment teams and communicate on behalf of the community. 
Men put themselves forward as participants and partners. Speaking to girls requires seeking them 
out, whether in schools, in markets or at home. It means, sometimes quite literally, going the 
extra mile. That extra effort is not only necessary but also practical, if we want to ensure that 
humanitarian assistance is responsive, effective and efficient.  
 
Including girls in prevention, preparedness and disaster risk reduction work at the operational 
level is also essential, so that we are compelled to think about their needs, and our response to 
them, before a crisis hits. Girls often have an important role to play in emergencies as care givers 
within the family, whether watching after younger siblings, gathering firewood and water, or 
helping to keep the home clean. Empowering them with information and skills, such as on how 
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to maintain basic hygiene standards, or how to support flood prevention, is an investment in their 
future and that of their communities.     
  
I am very pleased to see the emphasis on education in the report.  Education is a fundamental 
human right, and is also an enabler of other rights.  An educated girl is empowered to claim other 
rights. Thus, education must be made an essential component of programming to assist and 
empower girls. This report highlights the importance of education in providing a safe 
environment that minimizes girls’ exposure to threats such as early marriage or sexual 
exploitation.  School provides a forum for girls to learn about their rights and how to protect 
themselves, and receive information on sexual and reproductive health and vocational skills 
training.   
 
Indeed, as noted in the report, there is a silver lining in disaster situations, when the humanitarian 
response gives many girls access to education for the first time in their lives.   The happiest faces 
that I’ve seen in all of my visits to refugee and displacement camps were those of young Somali 
girls in the Dadaab camp, who were beaming with joy in what passed for a school with barely a 
roof over the make-shift structure, for being able to learn something for the first time in their 
lives. In some countries this exposure to education has served to raise the profile of girls’ 
education in general, by showing its utility and chipping away at cultural attitudes that view 
education for girls as a luxury rather than a right.  
 
However, the programs that help most—education, protection and gender-empowerment 
projects—are often seen as the lowest priority by donors.  A review of humanitarian funding for 
2012 reveals that the protection sector received only 4.5 per cent of pooled funds allocations, 
while education received only 3.17 per cent. These programmes are often considered to be 
secondary to life-saving assistance such as food or immediate shelter, and they are difficult to 
measure and quantify. But we have hard evidence that they are essential for young girls to 
protect themselves and to receive the needed assistance during a crisis.    
 
More effort is needed in all of these areas if we are to understand properly how girls are 
experiencing disaster in a given situation and how we can best meet their needs.   
Protecting girls from the outset of a disaster is essential. Girls face particular vulnerabilities, but 
they also possess strength, hope and resilience.  
 
We need to ensure that girls are benefiting equally and receiving the resources they need to build 
back better after emergencies and become integrated into the resilience of their families and 
communities. We need to support them, not only to cope with the trauma of emergencies and 
crises, but also to realize their rights and their potential to be powerful agents for change.  This 
report is a vitally important contribution towards this goal.    
 
Thank you. 
  

 


