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I. Introduction
A. Background on Palestinians in Lebanon
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have endured particularly extreme hardships and suffering since their displacement in 1948.  Severe restrictions on refugees’ civil and political rights in Lebanon, including their right to work, own land, and access health and education services, have resulted in widespread poverty, ill health and depression.  These restrictions, coupled with more nuanced challenges, such as continual stigmatization and insecurity, have affected all Palestinians in Lebanon, regardless of socio-economic status.

Crises, both acute and long term, have also affected Palestinian refugees.  The Lebanese Civil war from 1975-1990 and the July War of 2006 exposed refugee communities to extreme violence, resulting in many injuries, deaths, and the destruction of infrastructure.  
The services provided by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for the Palestinian Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) have been insufficient to secure dignified living conditions for this population, and meet their need for protection, including legal assistance and political advocacy.
  As a result, strong institutions, such as NGO’s, religious organizations, and political parties, have been addressing the gaps left by UNRWA.
B. Specific Challenges Faced by Palestinian Women in Lebanon

According to Nahla Abdo, Palestinian refugee women “have experienced refugee status differently than their male counterparts at all levels of the public sphere, by being discriminated against and marginalized in the labor force, in education, in political representation, as well as in the private sphere.”[1]  These challenges have had particularly negative implications for Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon, where overcrowding, environmental degradation, widespread unemployment and impoverishment mean that refugee women must contend with a serious lack of privacy, high rates of physical and mental illness, and inadequate access to educational opportunities that could help them confront and overcome these problems.
1.  Legal exclusion  
International

Traditionally, laws are expected to uphold both women's and men's civil, political, cultural and socio-economic rights.  Like most Arab states, Lebanon has signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), but has entered reservations that undermine the purpose of the treaty.  For example, Lebanon has not committed itself to upholding Article 16, which governs equitable marriage and family relations.  This has negative repercussions not only for Lebanese women, but also for Palestinian refugee women, who are governed by Lebanese law.  Furthermore, the monitoring of CEDAW implementation for Palestinian refugee women in particular is difficult, as there exists a multiplicity of agencies that are accountable for their general legal political, social and economic welfare, such as Lebanon, UNRWA, and civil society in general, leading to a great deal of ambiguity.[2] 

National

As the 2005 Arab Development Report recognizes, in recent years there has been “notable progress toward gender equality under the law, and Arab public opinion firmly supports equal rights.”  Yet three years after the publication of this report, many aspects of national legislation in countries such as Lebanon discriminate against women.  "In general, in Arab legislation, native nationality is determined by paternal descent. If a father is a citizen of a particular Arab country, his children acquire his nationality automatically. The children of a female national only acquire their mother’s nationality if the father’s identity  is unknown or if he is stateless."[3]  This is despite the fact that these countries have signed onto CEDAW.
There also exists discrimination regarding national laws and women's rights in marriage, divorce, and child custody.[4]  Children in many countries automatically go to their father's family in cases of divorce, and often for women, their greatest concern is their children (and being with them).  For this reason, even if a woman has access to health care, education, employment or political power, she still is under the control of her husband, since he decides the fate of that which is most important to her--her children.  
There do exist some laws to protect Palestinian women's rights, however, claiming these rights is difficult since women either do not know of the rights they have, given to them by Islamic or Lebanese law, do not have the financial resources to claim these rights, or do not know which mechanisms are available to them in order to claim such rights.
Finally, it must be said that Lebanon's judicial, legislative, and religious institutions are highly dysfunctional, to the point that corruption and nepotism have rendered them obsolete in the majority of people's opinion.
2. Political exclusion
Palestinian refugee women are largely excluded from both legal and political decision-making processes both in Lebanon and throughout the Palestinian Authority, despite attaining high levels of education and being socially active.  For example, only 11% of legislators, senior officials and managers in the Occupied Palestinian Territories are women.  A mere 4.7% of seats in the Lebanese parliament are held by women, none of whom speak for the Palestinian refugees, despite the fact that in 1952, Lebanon was the first Arab country to grant women the right to vote and to stand for parliamentary elections.[3]  
Women who do participate in the Lebanese government are limited in their activities, as they are seen as symbolic of a county's commitment to equality, placed in social (female gendered) ministries, or expected to be an arm of the state against reforms (such as gender reforms).[3]    Women parliamentarians as well are often the wives, widows, or relatives of important Lebanese figures, and lack the political will to address women' rights.  

Palestinian women in the camps face similar discrimination, in that women who are active in political parties are often relatives or children of popular or powerful Palestinian leaders, or are given responsibilities yet lack decision making power on important issues.  This is a sensitive issue, as women who are politically active would insist that they have become empowered by such activism, gaining social respect and influence.[5]  Yet, women who enter this patriarchal system are often co-opted by dominant parties, and used for political purposes, while being made to believe their social standing has improved.  In a situation like this, women are even more disempowered as they face discrimination in a highly patriarchal system.  The beliefs that politics are a man's domain, however, emerge from both many men and women, poor and wealthy, and conservatives and liberals alike in Palestinian society.[6]  The result is a political system of governance that fails to recognize and protect the rights of women, including refugee women.  
3. Economic pressure and exclusion
The pressure on Palestinian women has been increasing, as Lebanon's economic situation continues to deteriorate.  The cost of living continues to rise while salaries remain the same, and in 2008, due in large part to these rising food, transport, and electricity prices, protests and clashes broke out across the country, attesting to the volatility of Lebanon's precarious peace.  (Many still believe that renewed clashes can occur at any time due to these forces as well as regional pressure from mainly Israel, who has been focusing efforts on creating tension amongst Lebanon's many communities.)  
Palestinians have been especially vulnerable to these shocks given the social stigma they carry as foreigners (who are often blamed for Lebanon's problems), and employers will often chose to keep a Lebanese worker rather than a Palestinian.
Palestinian women face significant obstacles in the work force, such as discriminatory terms and conditions of work favoring men who lack familial responsibilities, fewer job opportunities, and fewer opportunities for promotion into decision-making positions.[3]  These structural challenges have been codified to become standard business practice in Lebanon.  

To compound the challenge is the traditional belief in hiring of men over women, as they are the classic "breadwinners" of a family, despite the fact that women are highly educated and tend to work harder.[7]  It is unfortunate that families who have invested so much in their daughters do not reap any benefit from such an investment.  This social discrimination continues, as work done by women also tends to be valued less than the same work done by men, a phenomenon in many Western capitalist societies as well, including America.  

Underlying patriarchal structures, economic pressures, and social norms greatly exclude women from participating in the work force.    

4. Social (religious and cultural) pressure 
The inequalities facing Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon are exacerbated by the re-interpretation of religious duties and cultural traditions in ways that excuse the marginalization and abuse of women.  The rise in fundamentalism in camps, often by groups who are not Palestinian in origin yet co-opt Palestinians into adhering to their extremist ideals, are disempowering women, who have been losing some of the decision-making power that they once had in their homes and communities.[8]  Rights guaranteed to them by Islamic law have been disregarded by their husbands or male guardians in favor of more patriarchal norms that give men control over family matters.
For example, while the holy Koran represents a critical tool for education and the pursuit of healthy and equitable communities, it has been recently re-interpreted in ways that aim to restrict rather than maximize the contribution women make to society.  In particular, longstanding cultural traditions that recognize domestic violence as shameful and draw on the extended family structure to protect women from violence and abuse are more often being sidelined in favor of baseless conservative and discriminatory "customs."  
The ability of the extended family to serve as a protection mechanism for women has been eroded by factors such as lack of financial resources, overwork and depression; taken in total, these factors have limited the ability and willingness of extended family members to maintain strong ties between one another.  Instead, the nuclear family structure has become increasingly prominent.  
5. Psychological pressure relating to identity  

Tensions between different traditions and attitudes are intrinsically connected to the question of identity: on the one hand, Palestinian women are told they are the foundation of the family and the key to society, while on the other they are labeled inferior to men, or even worthless.  Many women have internalized this attitude, regarding themselves as caregivers whose only role is to serve others, without regard for their own needs and desires.
Furthermore, Palestinian women are acutely aware that the "honor" of their families and even their communities rests upon their behavior and how society judges them.[6]  This places a great deal of stress on women, especially in cases where such judgment is based baselessly critical.  However, one's honor cannot be separated from one's identity, especially in the case of Palestinians, who, now that they are landless, have only their honor.   Given that Palestinian refugees feel their very existence as a nation is threatened, they have been entrenching themselves quite deeply into these supposed stereotypes of what a Palestinian woman should be like.  Historically, however, there is no evidence to support such submissive, isolationist behavior.   
C. NGO Presence in Camp Communities
Fewer economic resources have placed increased stress on women to provide for their families. Increasing fundamentalism in the camps has limited women's decision-making power in their home.  The lack of meaningful legal and political participation for women has meant that there are few structures in place to represent and protect women in these difficult times.  And finally, given the continually unstable security situation for Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and especially those in Gaza and the West Bank,  Palestinian women are wondering what will become of their communities?  
Many Palestinian refugee women’s organizations have responded to these challenges, providing support and a voice for Palestinian women as a result of their dedication and networking efforts among the international community.  These NGO's are committed to tackling discrimination and advancing the status of Palestinian women in both host countries and occupied Palestine.  
In Lebanon in particular, the significance of the NGO sector has increased dramatically since the withdrawal of the PLO from the country in 1982.  Following this withdrawal, NGOs (and UNRWA) became the main providers of essential social services for refugees, who have developed high expectations in return.  

However, these NGO's have been facing greater challenges over the years, as their funding sources have become unstable and their development programs disrupted by external forces completely outside of their control, such as war and political infighting amongst Palestinian parties, who often are stakeholders in NGOs and impose conditionalities as a result.  Above all, these organizations’ efforts are hampered by the lack of equitable legal frameworks and respect for women’s rights under the law, at the individual, family, community, national and state levels.  

D. Purpose of the Study 
One reason this study was undertaken was to assess the extent to which the above literature review findings apply to Palestinian women in Lebanon.  Given the lack of current data regarding Palestinian's women’s rights in practice in Lebanon and the dearth of reliable field data on the status of these women in refugee camps, as such information is highly political, and organizations who might have the funding to conduct such studies must be politically sensitive, in 2008 the Palestinian Women’s Humanitarian Organization (WHO) conducted extensive field research to better understand the actual situation of Palestinian women in Lebanon.  These findings would not only help guide the organization in its future programming, but would also serve as a resource for others.
The study focused in particular on the situation of women in Bourj al-Barajneh camp in Beirut, where WHO has been working for the last 15 years.  Bourj al-Barajneh camp is one square kilometer in size and is home to nearly 20,000 refugees. It is an urban camp, on the outskirts of Beirut, and quite overcrowded.  The camp is made up of narrow winding lanes, most of which only scooters or pedestrians can navigate through.  Electricity lines are strung dangerously low throughout the camp and power failures and water shortages are a common occurrence.  There are no public playgrounds or general social spaces; these are provided instead by schools or NGOs, tucked away on rooftops or other hidden places. 
Although each camp community faces unique challenges, the conditions in Bourj al-Barajneh may shed some light on the problems facing Palestinian refugee women elsewhere in Lebanon, especially urban camps.  
A key aim of this study, therefore, was to gather current information and produce fresh analyses regarding the problems facing Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon.  This information would be used to better understand the obstacles impeding the work of refugee women’s organizations, as well as future directions organizations can take to maximize their impact.  
Some questions researchers had were: How effective are NGO's in addressing women's needs?  What are the challenges that women and NGO's face?  How can programming be improved to better address women's needs and have a greater impact on communities?

II. Methodology

A. Target Population, Sample Group, and Selection Process
The target populations for this study were Palestinian refugee women living in Bourj al Barajneh camp above the age of 15.  Representing this population was a sample consisting of:


1.  300 women from the camp chosen semi-randomly based on their age, educational background, and location in the camp that would complete a structured interview based on a questionnaire

2.  97 women from the camp invited to participate in focus groups, some of whom have also completed the structured interview.
The 300 women who participated in structured interviews were equally distributed in the following age ranges: 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, 45-49, 50-54, 55-59, and over 60).
 Efforts were made to ensure that the participants represented a diversity of educational backgrounds.  Within each age range, the sample was selected semi-randomly from the ten different sectors that make up Bourj al-Barajneh camp.  The interviewers knocked on doors and asked the women living in the house if they were willing to participate in the study (accounting for the need to ensure age and educational diversity in the sample).  The questionnaires were administered through structured one-on-one interviews based on a questionnaire, and took between 60 and 90 minutes to complete.  These were given over a period of one month.  
Ten focus groups were carried out, with eight to twelve women in each group.  In total, 97 women participated in the focus groups, which were each approximately two hours long.  Women from a diversity of circumstances (age, marital status, education levels) were invited to participate in the focus groups, which were held over a period of three weeks at the WHO office in Bourj al-Barajneh camp.  
Anticipating that in both the interviews and the focus groups confidentiality would be a major concern for the participants, women were informed beforehand that their responses would be kept strictly anonymous and their participation confidential.
B. Instruments for Data Collection

The data collection process involved the use of questionnaires administered in a one-on-one structured interview format and focus groups.
Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed by an independent researcher (a sociologist) in cooperation with the WHO.  It addressed demographic information (age, marital status, education, working situation), and a wide range of issues including work/life balance and working conditions for women; the role of traditions and customs in camp life (including their influence on relations between men and women); allocation of women’s time and freedom of movement; conditions in the camp; domestic abuse/violence; women’s approaches to problem solving and participation in decision-making; relations with Lebanese society; and women’s future aspirations.  The questionnaire also explored refugee women’s attitudes regarding globalization, civil society and human rights.
12 experienced female staff members were trained by the researcher to administer the questionnaire in Arabic, along with five volunteers (female university students in Beirut).  A pilot version of the questionnaire was tested with a sample of 25 women.  Originally, the questionnaire included questions about the respondents’ personal lives and their own experiences of domestic abuse/violence.  The piloting process demonstrated that the women were extremely hesitant or unwilling to talk about these issues if the questions focused directly on their own experiences.  Accordingly, the questionnaire was revised to invite women to talk about sensitive issues such as domestic violence in broader terms, as they related not only to the respondent’s own life, but also to the lives of women around them.  These modifications resulted in a questionnaire that solicited information from the women in a more appropriate and effective manner.  
Focus Groups

Focus groups addressed similar issues to the questionnaire, but in greater depth and in a more informal manner.  Issues revolved around questions in the survey that generated contradictory or ambiguous responses.   The focus groups were run by trained WHO staff, or by the sociologist involved in the study.  Some women who participated in the focus groups had completed the questionnaire, while others were new to the study.  While some of the focus groups brought together women from similar ages groups and social circumstances (e.g. single, married, widowed/divorced), others involved heterogeneous groups, in order to observe how women's responses varied depending on whether they were with their peers/women with similar family circumstances
Responses from the focus groups and the open-ended sections of the questionnaire were coded in order to identify trends.
C. Challenges to Methodology
In both the interviews and the focus groups, many women were reluctant to discuss sensitive or “shameful” issues, such as domestic violence and abuse, the conditions of their personal lives, their relationships with their husbands, and their identities.  In Palestinian society it is frowned upon to disclose negative information about one's personal matters to outsiders, including researchers.  Such disclosure harms a family's "honor."   Issues were therefore re-framed so that participants could speak more generally.  
Also, in Lebanon, there is a hesitation to put information in written form, as there is a belief that this somehow implicates one to such information.  In response to this barrier, focus groups were based on survey questions and structured so that a note-taker was discretely in the background while the facilitator engaged the group.  This allowed for greater exploration of sensitive issues.  This approach was effective in general as women were much more sincere and frank (in disclosing negative issues) in focus groups than they were during survey interviews.   
Some respondents who had not had the benefit of higher education reacted in a defensive or embarrassed manner to questions about issues they were not necessarily well-informed about, such as globalization, civil society and human rights.  These questions were placed at the end of the survey so as not to affect prior questions.  
Finally, there also exists a belief that even just speaking about negative issues might bring them about, for example, cancer.  Social workers remained sensitive of such a dynamic, and approached these issues gently.  
III. Results

A. Demography 

The 300 respondents of the survey ranged from 15 years old to over 60 years old.  
· Regarding personal status, 14% of women were single, 12% were engaged, 58% were married, 7% were divorced, and 9% were widowed.
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· Regarding literacy, 12% of women were illiterate/did not have a formal education, 55% had completed up to  elementary school, 9% had completed up to intermediate school, 4% had completed up to secondary school, 8% had completed vocational training at an institute, 11% held a bachelor's degree, and less than one percent held a master's or PhD.
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· Regarding family size, 23% of women lived with families of less than five members, 54% had 5-8 immediate family members, 18% had 8-12 immediate family members, and 5% had more than 12 immediate family members.
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B. Concerns Regarding Living Conditions in the Community 
Inadequate living conditions represented a major concern for Palestinian refugee women living in Bourj al-Barajneh.  89% of women stressed in interviews that the camp lacked privacy, while 100% believed it diversion or entertainment and an effective system for enforcing regulations and structure. The prevalence of gossip was also a notable concern for young women. These conditions resulted in the pervasive experience of stress amongst refugee women (100%), who simply asked, “Is this a life?  What future do we have?”  
While discussions in the focus groups indicated that none of the women's basic needs were being fully met, overcrowding, lack of safety and unhygienic conditions are particularly serious concerns for women in Bourj al-Barajneh.  Comments in the focus groups underlined the desperation experienced by refugee women who felt they were being “buried alive”, and who often compared their lives with animals, stating “dogs have better lives than we do”; “we are like sardines in a can.”

The indecent living conditions within the camp are a particularly serious problem because Palestinian refugee women have little opportunity to integrate themselves into a broader society outside the camp.  In spite of Bourj al-Barajneh’s urban location within Beirut, 91% of women responded that they do not see themselves as part of Lebanese society, while 100% of women reported feeling a sense of isolation from the outside world.  Only 23% reported having Lebanese friends outside the camp, most of whom had been made through family connections.  While 67% of this group paid visits to their friends outside the camp, only 16% received visits from their Lebanese friends, largely because the friends were scared to enter the camp.  The perception that Palestinian camps are dangerous places persists throughout Lebanese society.
Despite their limited contact with Lebanese citizens and their feeling of isolation from the outside world, 62% indicated that they would like to live outside the camp, in order to benefit from better living conditions, including more privacy.  However, 38% reported that they would not like to live outside the camp, as they feel lost beyond its borders.  This finding is in line with current research which equates camps as a symbol of Palestinian society, resisting against becoming integrated into Lebanese society, even if that resistance means poorer living condition.[4]   This is not to say that all those who did not wish to leave felt at home in Bourj al-Barajneh: 86% of the women surveyed lacked a sense of belonging within the camp, where most of them had lived their entire lives.  
Women appeared more optimistic about the opportunities that living abroad would give them to improve their lives.  63% of women across all different age groups said that they would prefer it if they or their female family members were to marry men who live outside of Lebanon, as this would give them the chance to move away and achieve a better standard of living (which would in turn enable the women to support family remaining in Lebanon).  An additional 13% indicated that this was not only a preference, but very important to them.  This reflected a pragmatic awareness of the potentially corrosive effect of poverty on happy marriages and families.  Participants captured this sentiment with the proverb that in poor families, “Love comes in the door and jumps out the window.”

C. Concerns about Female Health

Only 11% of women surveyed indicated that they were in good health.  7% of respondents, mainly older women, stated that they had special needs, while 82% said they suffered from poor health, including high blood pressure, anemia, dizziness and malnutrition.
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 However, none of the women made routine visits to the doctor, and only 7% reported having a family doctor.  Rather, women sought out professional medical assistance only when faced with extreme illness or pain.  In these cases, 96% of women would only visit a health centre in the camp, while 4% would also visit a private clinic outside the camp, if necessary after seeking assistance within the camp.

Results indicated that health education and preventive care for women’s health issues are particularly lacking for the residents of Bourj al-Barajneh camp.  For example, only 8% of women visited a gynecologist; in most cases this was because of pre-diagnosed chronic conditions.  Amongst married women, 17% had had a pap smear, but 96% of this group did not have the test conducted regularly.  24% of women, representing an even distribution of ages, checked themselves for breast cancer, but 87% of this group did not do so routinely.  
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Misperceptions were also evident regarding the purpose and nature of both self-examinations and mammograms.  For instance, many women believed that mammograms caused rather than detected breast cancer, while 14% believed that the purpose of self-examinations was to detect infections rather than cancerous tumors.  The focus groups highlighted the popularity of the attitude that preventive measures such as self-examinations are unhelpful, as only professionals can offer proper health care.

Furthermore, many women evidenced apathetic or depressed attitudes towards their own health, asking why they should bother with preventive health care, as it is better not to know about any illnesses and simply to die.  In focus groups, although the women did not talk specifically about “depression,” feelings of worry, stress and apathy were common across all generations who participated in the study, including young women.  It was also striking that when the focus group participants shared a happy moment together, it was not uncommon for the women to be taken aback, and ask “Why are we happy?  Now something bad will happen.”  Despite being deeply concerned with questions of sin, many women downplayed the importance of caring for themselves.  Rather, many shared the belief that their health was simply “in God's hands”, and there is nothing that can be done to delay death.  
D. Religious and Cultural Influences on Refugee Women's Families and Lives
In many respects, Bourj al-Barajneh is a very traditional community in which tradition plays a major part in shaping popular perceptions of what is expected and acceptable of Muslim women.  91% of participants indicated that they accepted the importance of traditions and custom in Palestinian society, particularly as upholding traditions is seen as an important part of the Palestinian identity, and proving that the Palestinians are a nation.  
However, the focus group discussions underlined that in many cases there is a divergence between the community’s customs, and the teachings of the Koran.  Behaviours that are labeled “traditional” or “customary” are in some cases relatively new phenomena that are part of an increasing trend towards conservatism in the camp.  According to study participants, certain traditional activities underlined the erosion of Palestinian values over the course of their displacement.  For example, stories told in the oral history tradition often present a picture of the past in which it seems that people loved each other more, and felt greater solidarity with one another.  
Nonetheless, support for the role of traditions and custom in society was strong amongst both married and unmarried women, although younger women tended to place less importance on traditions.  96% stated that Palestinian traditions and customs are still used today, with women indicating in the focus groups that the main “tradition” is that men should rule the community, while the women suffer.  A common saying in the camp community is "a man eats a women’s meat, but throws away her bones,” implying how women are used by men, and then thrown aside when men are finished.  

Interestingly, however, only 6% of women indicated that male domination/the behavior of male authorities bothers them in the camp.  Upon further questioning in focus groups, the women clarified their view, saying that while they may not like male domination, this happens everywhere, and is not particular to the camp.  
Despite this bleak assessment, 83% said that Palestinian men respect women.  However, respect was seen primarily in terms of keeping up appearances and respecting the woman as part of the family, rather than in her own right.  For example, for the participants respect was demonstrated by a husband not having multiple wives, and by not divorcing his wife, even if he has affairs.  Women illustrated these attitudes with the sayings “It doesn’t matter where he goes, at the end of the day he comes to my bed,” and “Wherever the chicken clucks, the eggs are still laid at home.”
E. Influence of Religion and Culture (Tradition) on Women's Freedom of Movement, Attitudes about Education, and Marital Relations
Traditional attitudes regarding the role of women and their place in the home play a significant role in determining how women use their time, and their freedom of movement.  According to surveys, 92% of women spend their very limited free time in the camp.  93% of women ask permission from a male family member before leaving their homes, as it would be “haram” (forbidden) to do otherwise; 94% are required to be back before dark.  Of those who ask permission before leaving their homes, 76% ask more than one family member, such as their husband and their children.
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Traditional attitudes also affect women's opportunity to access education, and their choice of educational endeavors.  67% of women surveyed indicated they attend seminars and lectures, 92% of which take place inside the camp.  83% of these events focus on religion, often in conjunction with other issues of interest to women such as health and employment, and are held by religious groups that offer women incentives to attend, such as free clothing, food or child sponsorship.  Many of the groups that sponsor these events focus on “relief” rather than adopting a “development” approach that would give the women increased self-reliance.  26% of the events are political lectures offered by affiliates of the Women’s Union.  
In terms of motivation to attend these events, women cite reasons such as obtaining information (46%), raising awareness of important issues (38%), making use of their free time (67%), taking the opportunity to leave the house (73%), meeting other women (52%), and obtaining an incentive that has been offered by the event organizers (43%).  
Reflecting on the role of incentives such as food in enticing women to attend the workshops, participants in focus groups stated that one should “fill the stomach before filling the brain.”  However, educational workshops offered in the camp generally focus on building manual skills such as sewing, and do not engage women’s minds.  Because the educational opportunities available to women do not encourage them to develop analytical thinking skills and use tools such as the internet to gain a firm foundation of reliable knowledge, women often believe misinformation, and lack the skills necessary to separate truth from rumor.

79% of participants agreed that women should pursue their education past grade 9, if they are able to obtain a scholarship, or if their parents can afford it. However, 83% of this group indicated that if the family has a boy and a girl, and can only afford to educate one, they should support the boy, as it is assumed that he is the one who will look after his parents when they are older.  (In fact, this tradition is changing, with women often continuing to play a role in caring for both their parents and their in-laws.) When asked if it is preferable for women to get married young or continue their education, 79% indicated that it is better for young women to continue their studies rather than marry, since formal educational opportunities are scarce after marriage, as a woman is expected to care for her husband, home, and future family.  In particular, few camp residents saw the need for continuing one's education in after she got married.  Women’s reluctance to engage in educational opportunities after getting married, as expressed in the focus groups, may be shaped by the lack of accommodation in the formal education system for married women, with many courses offered only full-time and during the day.  In focus group discussions, many women also cited the common attitude, based on a hadith (saying of the Prophet), that women “lack brains and faith.”  

Due to the personal and sensitive nature of this issue, focus group discussions provided key information in understanding marital relations, rather than surveys.  Women indicated that “new traditions” were emerging, having an effect on their marriages.  One of the significant sources of stress in women’s lives was the pressure to always be ready to have sex with their husbands, according to focus groups.  This was rooted in the widespread view that it is a sin for a woman to refuse her husband, so much so that the "seventh layer of heaven will shake.” Also, there was an increasingly popular belief that it is a sin for a wife to go to sleep before asking her husband seven times if there is anything he wants.  Although there is no foundation in the Koran for these views, the belief that disobeying them is a religious sin results in significant stress for married women, who value religion.  
At the same time as unfounded religious “traditions” restrict women’s freedom, many women were not aware of their marital rights under traditional religious law (sharia), according to focus group discussions.  For example, many women were unaware that they had the right to make conditions in their marriage contracts, that husbands require the permission of their wives before marrying again, and that they have the right to a divorce if a second marriage takes place in secret.

In discussing the problems they face in their marriages, women often began by blaming the economic situation, suggesting that unemployment and lack of financial resources resulted in stress for male family members, which in turn manifests itself in arguments, violence or infidelity.  However, through more in-depth conversations, women recognized that their problems are more deeply rooted in inequitable but unchallenged traditions, and inequalities in the civil law.  Poor economic conditions combined with these problems resulted in volatile domestic situations.

F. Domestic Abuse and Violence

Both the interviews and the focus groups underlined that domestic violence and abuse of women are widespread problems in the camp.  41% of women indicated that either they or the women close to them are exposed to physical violence, including hitting, slapping or pushing, and 76% reported verbal abuse such as swearing or insults. While 83% of participants indicated that Palestinian men respect women when asked this question in the context of a discussion about traditions and customs, 62% responded that Palestinian men do not respect women when this question was posed again in the context of a discussion about violence.  The term "respect" seemed to take on a different meaning.  Dissatisfaction with ill-treatment and lack of respect for women was shared amongst both married and unmarried women. 
In many cases, disrespect for women was demonstrated not only through physical and verbal violence, but also through not listening to women's opinions, and not giving them a chance to speak.  6% of respondents, mostly young unmarried women, were also exposed to abuse in the form of being forced to do excessive amounts of housework, as a form of punishment.  Other abusive punishments reported by the participants included being prevented from leaving their homes (82%), being prevented from seeing their friends (52%), and being prevented from continuing their education (34%).  This form of punishment was applied in particular to younger women who became “outspoken”, “open-minded”, or who went out of their homes too often and dressed in clothes that did not meet with their parents' approval.
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Just as women of all ages recognized the widespread occurrence of domestic violence in the camp, women across the age spectrum agreed that this is a problem that cannot be talked about openly.  In focus groups, respondents argued that while violence is common, it must be kept behind closed doors, otherwise it would “bring shame to the family.”  Some women suggested that they needed to keep silent so that their husbands would not divorce them or marry again, and so that his dignity would be preserved.  Others stated that domestic violence needed to be tolerated because if an aggressive man did not hit someone in his own family, he would strike out against someone outside the family, which would have more negative repercussions.  When asked about their willingness to report a violent family member, women responded that they had to accept their violent relatives, arguing that “If his family doesn’t even accept what happens, who will?”
Coping strategies regarding violence

Given the widespread view that violence must remain private, the most common coping strategy for women facing abuse, as reported in the survey interviews, was to keep silent and be patient (84%).  Other coping mechanisms identified by the participants typically involved discussing the problem with someone after maintaining a period of silence.  For example, women might turn to a supportive relative (22%), a friend (12%), or another trusted person (16%).  9% suggested that women speak with their husbands, after maintaining a period of silence about the problem.  19% pointed out that women experiencing violence might temporarily leave the home with an excuse such as visiting a friend .Less than 1% seek support from an NGO or professional social worker.
In contrast to the actual behaviours of women when coping with violence was their belief of what they should do in order to deal with violence against them.  According to surveys, 77% of women recommended silence and patience as essential components of any response.  33% suggested that women should also consider temporarily leaving the home where the violence occurred and turning to her extended family, without admitting the reason for the departure.  For example, a woman might say that she is leaving because she and her husband fought, but not because he beat her.  48% indicated that more generally a woman should turn to someone she can trust, while 18% suggested that an abused woman should see a social worker in the camp.  However, in both cases the participants did not recommend full disclosure of the details of the abuse.  16% felt that after waiting for a while, the woman should talk to her husband about the problem.  None of the participants suggested turning to a body such as the General Committee of Bourj Al-Barajneh, the Security Committee, or the PLO.

Responsibility for violence
Women's attitudes regarding violence and their response, whether actual or intended, were strongly shaped by their beliefs on the causes of such violence.  Women felt that responsibility for the violence inflicted on them in their homes was attributed to individuals and groups, as well as the broader environment.  For example, according to survey interviews, 56% indicated that their families (immediate and extended) are responsible for the violence, as they are tolerant towards violence and bring children up with this attitude.  93% also blamed the environment in the camp, which serves as an excuse for much destructive behaviour. 85% contend that if a refugee woman is experiencing violence, the men in her life share responsibility for this problem, including her husband, father, brothers and sons.  This is because a woman’s male relatives typically defend the man who is acting violently. For example, a husband who is beating his wife would be excused by her father.  It is therefore not uncommon for sons to beat their mothers and then be excused by their fathers on the grounds that the boys are future men, and thus should not be punished. 
In the focus groups, the women described how punishment is inflicted on girls but not boys, as this would destroy his dignity, or tarnish his “halo”.  However, violence is not seen as solely the responsibility of men.  22% indicated that mothers also exacerbate violence against women, particularly their unmarried or divorced daughters.  For example, a mother might “report” on an unmarried or divorced daughter to a violent male family member, in order to protect herself by focusing the violent man’s attention elsewhere.
G. Work and Life Balance
According to survey interviews, 26% of women indicated they held a job, 17% worked independently of their families, often outside the camp, while 9% worked outside their homes but alongside male family members, often without being paid (e.g. assisting in a family-owned shop).  All of the respondents carried out domestic work in their homes, although the women in Bourj al-Barajneh largely did not have a conception of “unpaid work,” which is instead seen as a duty.  
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The demands of domestic work and family life were considerable for the vast majority of women surveyed, irrespective of whether they were also employed outside the home, with 98% of women indicating that they did not have time for themselves beyond their families.  There was no variation in the responses of married and unmarried women, as both have domestic responsibilities.  Interestingly, women in focus groups indicated that even if they were not busy with domestic work, they did not have truly “free time”, as they are so often filled with worry and sadness.

Only 6% of women indicated that they sometimes had a balance between work and family life, while 5% said that their work and family commitments were effectively balanced.  
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Those who were able to achieve a work/life balance attributed this to the availability of support from family members.  89% of women reported that they experienced a lack of balance between work and family life.  Factors inhibiting women’s ability to achieve work/life balance included lack of support from male family members (96%), poor environmental conditions (92%), and working conditions that were inflexible or unsuited to their needs (66%).  Indeed, 98% of participants felt that women did not enjoy full rights in the workplace, which limited their ability to balance professional and family commitments.

Maternity leave represented a particularly serious concern for refugee women who work outside the home, with 93% reporting that the 40 days they are legally entitled to is insufficient.  82% suggested that six months would be an appropriate length for maternity leave, while 14% said that a year was necessary.  Younger women tended to recommend shorter maternity leaves, not having had the personal experience of the challenges associated with caring for a new baby while holding down a job.  However, the majority of respondents felt that it was not realistic or necessarily desirable to ask for long leaves.  In particular, women who had obtained higher levels of education felt that taking long maternity leaves would put them at risk of being “out of date” when they returned to their jobs.  

The impossibility of balancing work and family life resulted in sacrifices being demanded of the women themselves, their children and the family overall. 97% said they were unable to get enough rest owing to the demands of work and family, while 91% felt they did not have enough time to spend with their children.  Notably, only 15% of participants indicated that husbands were required to make sacrifices as a result of their wives being overstretched.  
However, several focus group participants pointed out that many men use the fact that their wives are so busy as an excuse for having affairs.  According to focus group participants, it is “as if women were born to sacrifice.”  When asked why men are not expected to make sacrifices, such as devoting time to helping their wives, focus group participants responded that “men with aprons lose their dignity” or “veneration.”  The man’s role in the household was seen as that of a supervisor, while the woman is responsible for what goes on in the house on a day-to-day basis, and for the success of her children.  The father’s role is to punish both the children and the mother for any failings, such as a child not doing well in school.  Upon further discussion, participants recognized that men should help more in the house, but don’t because of the inequitable attitudes and expectations that mothers pass on to their sons and daughters.  Women agreed that in order to tackle this problem, changes needed to be made in how they raised their children.
H. Decision Making Support Structures and Future Aspirations
According to survey response, when faced with problems in the camp, women draw on a range of strategies from sharing with family (48%) and talking to their husbands (22%), to calling on friends (33%) or, in rare cases, seeking assistance from a specialist (less than 1%).  However, women’s problem solving resources are limited by their marginalization from decision-making in the camp.  Most women (62%) do not agree with their exclusion from decision-making bodies such as the Bourj Al-Barajneh Popular Committee, although a significant proportion (38%) continued to believe that women should not be involved in formal decision-making, which they see as a man’s duty.
 

 In focus groups, those who support the engagement of women in the business of the Popular Committee pointed out that the Popular Committee is responsible for issues such as water supply and electricity, which are extremely important to women in their household work.  They suggest that if women were more involved in the Popular Committee, it would devote more attention to these problems, and be more efficient in resolving them.

In terms of personal aspirations for the future, 98% of women aspire to live in economic security, while 94% also aim to live in peace, with a secure political situation.  86% hope to be activists in resolving the problems faced by the community.  Amongst young respondents (9% of all those surveyed), being famous was a popular aspiration.   Only 2% indicated that they wanted to be well educated.  Once again, this response was particularly popular amongst young respondents, reflecting the assumption that once a woman is married, she will no longer be able to pursue her education.  (Thus being well educated was not seen as a plausible goal for most respondents.) 
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Looking to women’s visions for the future of the camp and Palestinian society, over 90% aspired towards a safe, well-regulated, law-abiding society with more work opportunities and fewer social problems, including fighting between neighbors.  67% envisioned a well-educated community, demonstrating that education is seen as an important part of the Palestinian identity, although the difficulty of realizing this goal (due to lack of funding opportunities, etc.) detracts from the motivation to achieve it.  37% said that they hoped women would play more significant roles and occupy more public positions in the community.  Finally, 42% said that they simply hoped that in the future, there would not be any need for the camp.
Given current conditions in the camp, however, most women were not optimistic about the future, particularly the position of women. 83% indicated that they expected the status of refugee women to be very bad in the future, with 57% stating that they expected to be even more worried and concerned about the problems facing women in the community than they are today.  When asked what they meant by “very bad” conditions, women in the focus groups explained that they anticipated that their situation will naturally deteriorate year by year, as statelessness and encampment are prolonged.  Focus group participants felt that women bear the brunt of this deterioration, and also have limited power to halt the erosion of their wellbeing, as they perceived that speaking up about their needs only creates more problems.  
According to surveys, only 22% anticipated that Palestinian refugee women will be stronger in the future.  However, women had clear views of how they would change their lives, if they had the power to do so.  92% indicated that they would not want to be a refugee any longer, while 79% stated that they would “change everything” about their lives.  28% of women (all of whom were or had been married) responded that if they could go back, they would choose not to marry.  7% suggested that if they could change the past, they would choose not to have children at all; 33% stated that they would have fewer children.  The respondents reasoned that it would be better to have fewer or no children because of the unfairness of bringing children into such poor conditions.  72% indicated that if they could go back and change their lives, they would choose to be well educated.  When questioned about why they did not see education as a attainable goal for the future, women in the focus groups replied with the proverb that “learning when you are old is like carving a stone”—similar to the English proverb that “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks”.  Even for those women who were open to the possibility of continuing with their education as adults, this opportunity is rarely available.

I. Perceptions of Globalization, Civil Society and Human Rights

Although often astute political observers, results from the field study indicated that many Palestinian refugee women did not possess a developed understanding of key concepts and processes affecting their lives and position in society, such as globalization, civil society and human rights.  For example, 63% of women surveyed had heard of globalization, typically from the news, but 94% of this group did not have a strong sense of what the term means.  Nonetheless, 91% of respondents felt that globalization is negative, largely because it is “political”.  Indeed, participants in the focus groups were resistant to learning about globalization, because they were “fed up” with politics.

37% of respondents did not know what civil society means and 52% had only a basic understanding of the concept, despite the fact that many rely on civil society organizations for key social services.  Women reported extremely limited involvement in Palestinian organizations, with 7% belonging to a Palestinian NGO, and 34% active in the PLO, meaning they received funds from it.  No women reported belonging to a Lebanese NGO.
  
In spite of their limited involvement with and understanding of civil society, 47% of women believe that civil society plays an important role for Palestinians. 24% responded that civil society does not play an important role, and 29% said that they did not know. Many of those who recognized the value of civil society underlined the significance of civil society organizations’ efforts to empower women.

26% of women surveyed possessed a detailed conception of human rights (knowledge of legal standards, UN involvement in human rights work, etc.), while 70% had at least a superficial knowledge of the issue.  100% felt that neither Palestinian refugee women nor Palestinians more generally enjoyed respect for their human rights, and some asked why they should talk about women’s rights when the Palestinian nation lacks basic rights.
In focus groups, many women linked the violation of their rights to their status as women, and as refugees in Lebanon, where their rights and freedom are strictly limited by law.  Some focus group participants connected lack of respect for Palestinians’ human rights to the fact that in many Arab countries and communities, human rights are seen as a western concept.  
Taken in total, the limited nature of many women’s understanding of globalization, civil society and human rights represents a formidable barrier to the advancement of democracy amongst Palestinians, and informed strategies to overcome their marginalization and impoverishment.  Notably, however, the focus group leaders reported that participants who attended activities at women’s centers demonstrated greater awareness of the meaning of these terms, and also reacted differently when the focus group discussions took on highly skeptical tones regarding the importance of concepts such as women’s rights.  Participants who attended activities at women’s centers would not necessarily speak out forcefully about the importance of women’s rights, but did not adopt the cynicism or conservative attitudes of the other respondents.  This underlines that even women who may be convinced of the value of women’s rights are not necessarily comfortable stating this publicly.

IV. Conclusion
A. The Historical Role of Women in Bourj Barajneh Camp 
Women in Bourj al-Barajneh have historically played a key role in the family and in their communities. When Palestinian men were not permitted to leave the camps for a six-year period surrounding the Camp Wars in the 1980's, it was the women who went out to bring back food rations for their families during periods of ceasefire.  Many women were widowed during the Lebanese Civil War, the Israeli occupation of Lebanon, and the Camp Wars, and so they have been forced to raise their families on their own and provide adequate income to meet their basic needs.[1]  

When the PLO was exiled from Lebanon in 1982, taking with it a significant amount of financial support and social services, it was women who reached out to other sources of funding and developed their own NGO's to provide services for their communities.

These women, today, continue to provide for their communities, but are facing increasing challenges.

B. Women's Role and Challenges Today

This study clearly underlines both the poor conditions facing Palestinian refugee women in Bourj al-Barajneh, and the complexity of the interconnected factors that have generated this dire situation.  The impoverishment, marginalization and frustration of Palestinian refugee women is due in part to their lack of basic, equitable legal rights in Lebanon, but is also attributable to factors such as the heavy demands placed upon them by increasingly conservative interpretations of religious obligations and traditions; limited economic and educational opportunities; the silence surrounding domestic abuse; and their isolation from broader Lebanese society.  Pressures resulting from a desire to be seen as "religious" were especially concerting, as so many disempowering attitudes and behaviours of women resulted from such.  However, what was believed to be supported by Islam, in fact had no grounding whatsoever in the Koran and was instead generated by the highly patriarchal society of Bourj al Barajneh camp, and then attributed to Islam. 

For example, some leading Islamic scholars stress that although the hadith of "women lack brains and faith" is typically interpreted in a way that is derogatory to women, this is not necessarily the meaning of the text.  This hadith is connected to the teaching that during Ramadan, menstruating women do not have to pray and fast, as they may be particularly emotional at this time.  While women have often been belittled and frightened by this saying, being emotional is not necessarily negative.  Indeed, greater emotion can result in greater understanding and compassion towards others.  However, women in focus groups did not espouse this belief.  Bearing this nuanced interpretation of the hadith in mind could ensure that the one week of exception that women are granted during Ramadan is not used as a pretext for ill-treatment throughout the year.

Clearer information regarding the requirements of Islam and discussions regarding different interpretations of the holy Koran could help debunk some of the excuses that are often made for domestic violence, for example, in the camp.  

Many people espouse the view that according to the Koran, it is acceptable for a man to hit his wife.  In fact, the Koran teaches that if a couple has a dispute, they should separate for a period, and then come together to resolve their differences, with the assistance of a third party if necessary.  If this proves fruitless, the scriptures say that it is acceptable for a man to "udrob" his wife.  Koranic scholar Dr. Farida Banani stresses that contrary to popular belief, the Koran is written in a difficult form of Arabic that is not equivalent to today’s standard Arabic.  In the Arabic used at the time, the word “udrob” does not necessarily mean “to hit”, but can mean “to give freedom.”  Under this interpretation, the scripture takes on a very different meaning, and cannot be used to justify domestic violence.

There are no simple solutions, however, to the many challenges women face, and repeated disappointment has taught many women to be deeply pessimistic about their future.  However, at the same time the results of the study generated various recommendations for actions that may be undertaken to improve the status and conditions of women in Bourj al-Barajneh, and potentially also amongst Palestinian refugees in Lebanon more broadly.

C. Recommendations from Participants
Many recommendations were voiced directly by the women who participated in the study.  For example, participants expressed their desire to learn more about critical concepts such as human rights, women’s rights, international law and Lebanese civil law.  In order for women to be able to use such knowledge to advocate on their own behalves, educational opportunities must be clear and widely accessible.  Women also recommended the establishment of technology literacy programs in Bourj al-Barajneh, which would enable women to use the internet to obtain needed information.  Participants also suggested that a women’s resource centre be established, and that access to female gynecologists should be improved for camp residents.  
Several study participants were well aware of the need to engage men in the struggle for women’s rights in the camp, and underlined the need to raise awareness of women’s issues amongst male camp residents, and have men participate in programs designed to improve the status of women.  At the same time as women articulated recommendations that could improve their conditions in the future, they stressed the importance of not losing sight of current basic needs.  For many women in the camp, ensuring “full tummies” for themselves and their children remains a daily challenge.  Continued support is essential to meet these basic welfare requirements.

D. Other Recommendations

Beyond these recommendations from study participants, a number of other suggestions may be identified, based on an analysis of the research results.  In order to more effectively tackle the problems identified in this study, the following recommendations are made:
CHANGES IN LEGISLATION
· Immediate changes are needed in the Lebanese civil law, in order to ensure that the legal framework governing society and relations between men and women is equitable.  Support must be rallied at the local, national, regional and international levels to achieve these changes.  Women also need to be educated about their formal legal rights, particularly pertaining to family and labor law, and their rights under Islamic law.  For example, many refugee women are unaware of their rights under civil and religious law regarding alimony, the custody of children, and the preparation of marriage contracts (women have the right to be present when marriage contracts are prepared, in order to ensure that provisions protecting their interests are included in the contract).  Women would also benefit from access to free legal aid, which should be made available in the camp.

INCREASED NETWORKING AMONG LEBANESE AND PALESTINIAN WOMEN
· Given that both Palestinian and Lebanese women are affected by the same restrictive laws, refugee women’s organizations should seek to build links with the Lebanese community, including Lebanese women’s organizations and the media.  This would increase popular understanding of the problems facing both Lebanese and Palestinian women, and improve the organizations’ ability to challenge the status quo.  Working more closely with the media is essential in order to challenge the pervasive negative stereotypes surrounding Palestinian refugees and women in the Lebanese media.  Building links with the media could be a valuable opportunity to highlight not only problems, but also successes.

IMPROVED ACCESS TO EDUCATION
· Contrary to popular perceptions, women’s education does not necessarily have to stop with marriage.  In order to strengthen the wellbeing of women in the camp, it is essential to improve and increase continuing education opportunities for married Palestinian refugee women. Educational initiatives launched by refugee women’s organizations need to focus not only on helping women gain new skills, but also on “talking to their brains.”  Educational initiatives should teach women about issues such as the role of civil society in improving the conditions facing Palestinian refugee women, and the importance of investing in better conditions for refugee women in the future by adopting more equitable approaches to raising children today.  Increased education regarding international law, human rights and women’s rights is also critical.  Women in Bourj al-Barajneh may benefit from the opportunity to learn more about the struggles of women in other contexts, which may result in a greater sense of solidarity, and improved awareness of effective strategies adopted by women who also face discrimination, poverty and violence.  NGOs should also look for opportunities to share the experiences of Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon with the international women’s movement, through activities such as conferences.

INCREASED SENSITIVITY TOWARDS RELIGIOUS BELIEFS
· Secular organizations serving refugee women would be well-advised to consider how they can better offer services to and communicate with religious women in the camp.  Given the highly religious nature of the residents of Bourj al-Barajneh and the increasing influence of conservative interpretations of Islam that clearly disempower women, organizations committed to serving refugee women need understand where refugee women get information about the requirements of Islam, and must be able to raise issues of women’s rights in ways that are convincing to women who see the world through a religious lens.  Camp residents must be reassured that NGOs respect their culture, in order to facilitate positive change.  By increasing their understanding of women’s issues from an Islamic perspective, NGOs can put themselves in a position to initiate more debates and discussions of religious issues, in order to ensure that women have up-to-date and reliable information about religious requirements.

INCREASED COORDINATION AMONG PALESTINIAN NGOS
· Greater cooperation and unity is needed between the various NGOs serving Palestinian women.  Historically, this has been a difficult proposition owing to differing political affiliations and divisions between the NGOs.  However, in the interest of confronting and responding to the serious challenges and problems identified through this study, women’s groups should focus on where they are in agreement.  Despite their differences, women’s groups can form a united front to popularize interpretations of the sacred Koran that underline and advance women’s rights, thereby changing negative attitudes regarding the value and roles of women and family and community life.  Increased networking and cooperation amongst women’s NGOs is an important step towards improving the representation of refugee women in bodies such as the Popular Committees and within the PLO. 

CONTINUATION OF RELIEF EFFORTS ALONGSIDE DEVELOPMENT WORK
· As Palestinian refugee women’s organizations strive to work together to promote development through education and other initiatives that led to self-sufficiency, it is essential to recognize that there is still a critical need for continued relief work.  As women’s organizations work to bridge relief and development activities, it is important to engage not only refugee women, but also girls, teenagers, and men.  In order for this to be possible, women’s NGOs must clearly articulate their vision for equitable development, stressing that they are not against men, but simply want to be recognized as equally intelligent and capable, and treated appropriately.

ADDRESSING VIOLENCE
· Increased efforts are required to break the silence surrounding domestic violence in the camps.  Attitudes and beliefs surrounding this issue are perhaps the most demoralizing to woman and affect them on the deepest psychological level.  Furthermore, the culture of violence that exists in the camp, and the acceptance of such also needs to be addressed.  This would involve creating safe spaces in which women and others can share their experiences, and improving efforts to monitor and record acts of violence against women and in the community in general.

LONGER TERM FUNDING

· As women’s NGOs work to promote change in Bourj al-Barajneh and improve the conditions facing Palestinian refugees more broadly, it is essential that international support be made available (financial and in-kind) to move beyond one-off workshops to ongoing programs that take a long-term focus on building the capacity of women.  Programs that work on improving an organization's overall capacity also need to be supported, as these are the frameworks in which women in the camp engage with regarding their development.  Such support would enable NGO's to form long-term strategies within their organization as well as among other NGO's in a complementary way to address the overall well being of women in the camps.     
SENSITIVITY IN CONFRONTING GENDER NORMS

· Gender norms are highly related to issues of identity and the perception of how threatened such an identity is.  While there is an urgent need for change in current gender norms, women’s advocates must be patient and build on the refugees’ experiences.  Telling women that their attitudes and actions are wrong will merely block the struggle for change, as these attitudes and actions however problematic have enabled the community to survive extremely difficult times.  The key is to build on women’s experiences by providing them with new information and ideas to improve their circumstances.
INCREASED POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
· Despite the fact that women are the backbones of their communities, they are systematically excluded from formal decision making structures in the camp, such as the Popular Committees and local Religious Councils, as well as from larger decision making bodies in Lebanon, such as parliament.  This exclusion can also be seen regarding decision making in homes and in a woman's personal life.  Greater involvement of women in both formal and informal decision making activities cannot be stressed enough.  For this, women need to be trained on communication and advocacy skills, as well as problem analysis and solving so as to be able to demonstrate to their male counterparts their added value.  Structures, such as Popular Committees or political parties, also need to be expanded or re-organized so as to include women in decision making positions.   
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� Unlike other refugee populations, the Palestinian refugees do not benefit from the protections and guarantees afforded by the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees.


� The sample of 300 does not include the 25 women who completed the pilot questionnaire.


� In cases of serious crimes, the camp Security Committee is responsible for making arrests and handing over the detainee to the Lebanese authorities.


� Bourj al-Barajneh is divided into ten divisions, which are named after the ten villages in historic Palestine that most of the camp residents came from.  Generally speaking, residents in Bourj al-Barajneh live in the division that corresponds to their home village.  Each division is represented by a committee or well-known spokesmen, who take care of social services such as marriages and funerals.  In the 1970s, the division committees joined together to form a Popular Committee, which is responsible for tasks such as distributing assistance and arbitrating social problems.  As of the 1980s, the Popular Committee became politically active, with representatives from different political parties.  However, non-political representatives from the division committees are still involved, to deal with issues such as real estate transactions (e.g. renting arrangements) and the provision of water and electricity services in the camp.  Women are not represented at the level of division committees or on the Popular Committee.  


� Technically, all Palestinian NGOs in Lebanon are part of a Lebanese NGO.





