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The Movement is doing more to help survivors 
of sexual and gender-based violence. But it’s a 
daunting challenge. Survivors are often hidden 
due to social stigma, fear of reprisals or further 
violence. To help, humanitarians need to be ready 
to look for the signs, listen to the stories and 
prepare a response relevant to each context. 

From rhetoric to reality
But how best to respond? In general, the Movement 
response involves a combined approach according to 
their respective mandates: deploying people to emer-
gency zones with expertise in psychosocial support 
for the trauma caused by sexual violence; raising the 
basic level of awareness and competence of all Move-
ment responders; and working with partners who are 
already offering health services on the ground.  The 
ICRC completes this approach by engaging parties to 
the conflict in order to improve their compliance with 
international humanitarian law.

 Examples include the ICRC-supported maisons 
d’écoutes, or listening houses, in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) where local counsel-
lors are trained to provide psychological support to 
victims, and the violence prevention programmes 
in Colombia, where the ICRC has partnered with a 
local non-governmental organization (NGO) Profa-
milia, which provides medical, psychological and 

DIANA, 26, hides her scars under her long, dark 
hair, but they are a constant reminder of the 
day she was raped and left for dead by four 

men in her village near Medellín, Colombia. 
“I try to forget but I remember everything,” she 

says. “I was 13. I remember them ripping off my 
clothes, pushing me against a wall, cutting my face 
and beating me. I regained consciousness six days 
later and was told I had been gang-raped.”

Diana’s story is far from isolated. Horrifying stories 
of people abducted, brutalized and raped — often 
repeatedly — by armed men in situations of conflict 
and insecurity are shockingly commonplace.

These episodes have a long and disastrous effect 
on the survivors and their communities. Take the 
case of Lisa, who lived with her parents in Colombia’s 
countryside before agreeing to take a job as a cook 
outside her village. She ended up as a slave to armed 
men in a nearby encampment. Sexually abused and 
beaten regularly, she became pregnant before man-

aging to flee to another village not far away. When 
that village was struck by floods, she boarded one 
of the evacuation helicopters. “That was the perfect 
moment to leave my village and go to the capital of 
my region,” she says. After getting help and a referral 
from the Colombian Red Cross, she made her way to 
a women’s shelter supported by the ICRC. 

Traumatized and fearing for her life, she says she 
lacks the confidence to get a job and fears signing 
papers that might alert her attackers to her where-
abouts. “I can’t even find a proper job and I can’t 
go outside like a normal person,” she says, adding 
that she will probably never be able to return to her 
home village.

A global humanitarian crises
It is impossible to give exact figures on the extent 
of sexual violence during conflict and other crises, 
but reports such as these — including sexual slav-
ery, systematic rape and forced prostitution — are 

appearing more frequently in the world’s press and 
have finally propelled the issue centre stage on the 
international humanitarian agenda.

Beyond the emotional, psychological and physi-
cal scars on survivors, sexual violence has major 
humanitarian consequences on victims, their fami-
lies and, in some cases, on their entire community. 
It is a significant contributor to the spread of infec-
tious and deadly diseases and poses serious health 
risks to survivors — should they be women, men, 
boys or girls — who often have little if any access to 
healthcare.

Meanwhile, the recent scandal in which French 
peacekeeping troops in the Central African Repub-
lic stand accused of exploiting desperate people 
by trading food rations for sex further underscores 
the scope of the problem. When conflict or disaster 
makes food and other basic survival items extremely 
precious, young men and women are also very vul-
nerable to sexual exploitation and abuse. 

Invisible
scars

L Those who survive the trauma 
of rape often must hide what 
happened to them, due to the fear 
of stigma or retaliation. In some 
parts of the world, women who 
have been raped can even be killed 
for ‘dishonouring’ their families. In 
other cases, women who speak out 
against their attackers would likely 
face reprisals. Here, a veil protects 
the identity of a woman testifying 
in a trial concerning a mass rape 
that occurred in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. This photo 
is part of a series that won the 
Visa d’Or photo competition for 
humanitarian photojournalism 
sponsored by the ICRC.
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(All survivors’ names have been changed.)

“We’re good 
at developing 
established 
programmes where 
we have dedicated 
staff and clear 
means. We’re not as 
good at the onset 
of emergencies 
and in the midst of 
conflict.”
Catrin Schulte-Hillen, a 
doctor with Médecins Sans 
Frontières

Coming 
next issue
World on  
the move
There are now more 
people are on the move 
than at any time since 
the Second World War. In 
our next issue, we look at 
the Movement response 
to this growing, global 
humanitarian challenge.


