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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

BACKGROUND SUMMARY 
 
Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is a violation of basic human rights and a 
criminal act in most countries. There are health, psychological and social 
consequences – and often death.  
 
In situations of armed conflict and displacement, when community supports and 
social structures have broken down, as has occurred in Eritrea, women and children 
face additional risks and are the most vulnerable to sexual and gender-based violence.  
 
CARE International, in partnership with Haben has received funding to address sexual 
and gender-based violence issues in communities of repatriated refugees and 
receiving communities in the Gash Barka zone of Eritrea and in war-affected 
communities in the Debub Zone.   
 
Prevention programmes seek to end gender-based violence by influencing attitudes, 
knowledge and behaviour.   
 
 
OBJECT SUMMARY 
 
The objective of this research study was to elicit qualitative information on the 
knowledge, attitudes and practices regarding sexual and gender-based violence in 
eleven target communities in refugee returnee populations in the Gash Barka area of 
Eritrea. 
 
 
METHOD SUMMARY 
 
Twenty-two focus group discussions (FGDs) and twenty-two in-depth interviews 
were conducted in the eleven target communities. Community mobilizers employed 
by Care/Haben in these communities undertook the research, following a five-day 
training programme in qualitative research techniques. Note-takers were also recruited 
from the group of 22 community mobilizers. 
 
Some misunderstandings meant that not as many FGDs or interviews were conducted 
as had been planned, and mixed gender-groups were often conducted which had not 
been intended nor are desirable.  
 
Fieldwork was conducted between the 11th and the 29th of March, 2002.   
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FINDINGS SUMMARY 
 
 
Information Systems 
 
Most people rely on the radio for information, with the news and development-related 
programmes being especially popular. Lunchtimes and evenings are likely to be peak 
listening times, based on the findings of this study. In the villages of Setimo and 
Telatasher, where there is electricity, some also have access to television, more so the 
men than the women, in Setimo at least. 
 
Information is also disseminated through word-of-mouth and through meetings called 
by the administration; the latter are used as a forum to promote new ideas.  
 
In a number of villages men were said to benefit from more information than were 
women, because they are not confined to the home.  
 
Health-related information is received mainly through clinics, mobile clinics, doctors 
and traditional doctors, but it should be borne in mind that for most villages, access to 
any type of health facility is limited.  
 
 
Power / Leadership Structure 
 
Similar leadership structures are in place across all villages. Typically a government-
appointed administration and a committee elected by the villagers (or sometimes by 
the administration) are the decision-makers, though for minor disputes village elders 
and village judges, or even neighbours are involved instead.  
 
Most are reasonably satisfied with the way conflicts are handled and with the manner 
in which the communities’ needs are represented to outsiders but a number of 
respondents noted that the previous administrators – who used to be elected by the 
people rather than by the government – did a better job in this respect, having the 
communities’ interests at heart.  
 
Religious leaders play an important role in many of the villages, with respect to 
conflict resolution, but usually only if called upon to advise by the administration or 
committee. Some noted that they involve themselves in matters only of a religious and 
not of a political or administrative nature. In other villages their leadership role was 
said to be minimal. The Quran or Sheria law was, however, usually used as the basis 
for resolving disputes by the village elders and by others. 
 
 
Security / Safety 
 
There appears to only be a resident police force in the villages of Ali Gidr and Fanko, 
though military police are present in Gerset and Tebeldia and so-called ‘security 
keepers’ or ‘security men’ are in charge of security in Telatasher. Where there are no 
such forces, the administration is in charge of security issues. 
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Border areas around Telatasher and Tebeldia were said to be actively patrolled and in 
some villages that have security keepers, these were sometimes visible at night around 
possible trouble spots, such as bars, but generally the police, military police or 
security-keepers were said to be not highly – or at all – visible.  
 
Villages were deemed safe, however, at least in the day, but at night areas in the 
vicinity of bars were felt to be less so, as were areas outside some villages near the 
border. 
 
 
Systems for Marriage 
 
A dowry system operates for all ethnic groups, usually involving the bridegroom 
having to provide the bride and her extended family with various items, which 
typically include some or all of the following: - 
 

• Gold, jewellery 
• Cash 
• Livestock (cattle, sheep or goats) 
• Cloth or clothes 
• Grain, rice or other foodstuffs 

 
 
Typical dowry requirements that were reported differed greatly, even within the same 
ethnic group, for example, with respect to cash, from 50-15000 nakfa. In several 
villages it was noted that the dowry is tailored to the man’s ability to pay, though later 
on in the discussion some mentioned that the high dowry requirement led to some 
men being unable to marry and thus contributing to the problem of rape in the 
community. 
 
Under Tigrigne custom it was noted that the bride’s father requests a certain amount 
of gold from the groom’s family and he then has to pay the groom’s family the 
equivalent in cash. 
 
The issue of whether marriages are arranged or not was unfortunately not explored by 
moderators, although in Ali Gidr it was noted that they are. When exploring gender 
roles later, however, it appears that some women are allowed the freedom to choose 
their own husband whilst most are not. 
 
Across all villages, most agreed that women should marry at around 16-18 years 
(usually 18 years was cited) and that men should be at least 20 years, preferably closer 
to 25. Those who supported a younger age for women to marry (e.g. 9, 12, 15) felt 
this necessary to avoid the possibility that she lose her virginity before marriage and 
viewed early marriage as ‘protecting the woman from sin.’ 
 
Polygamy is allowed under Islam law. Four wives are allowed but two are more 
common. Wealthy men take more wives, usually, and if the first marriage does not 
produce a child then a man will usually take a second wife. Although their religion 
dictates that wives are treated equally this was thought to rarely be the case. 
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Systems for Divorce 
 
Under Islam law, the man or woman can seek a divorce but if the woman does so, she 
loses the rights to all her property and, according to some, even to her children. In five 
of the villages the same rule applied to the man, it was noted, but in the other villages 
it was said that, in the event that the man divorces his wife he has to let her take her 
property or has to divide everything in half. Three witnesses are required if a couple 
divorces and the divorce is not considered as final until a period of three months and 
ten days is up, in case the woman is pregnant. Elders are usually involved in deciding 
how the property should be split. The woman returns to her parents, once divorced. 
 
Divorced men and women are usually viewed quite normally by society and are both 
free to remarry, though when anyone spoke of a negative attitude being displayed 
towards divorcees, this was more often against the woman than the man. 
 
Although a number of factors were said to precipitate divorce, including 
misunderstandings, large age differences, poverty, sterility, polygamy, adultery and 
disobedience on the wife’s part, this latter-mentioned reason predominated when role-
plays centred on divorce were conducted. Such ‘disobedience’ usually related to the 
wife not having prepared food or collected water on time or, commonly, having 
absented the house for a period of time without her husband’s knowledge or 
permission. In most of the several dramas that were conducted it was notable that the 
husband ordered the wife to immediately leave the house. 
 
Women were said to rarely initiate divorce proceedings, not surprisingly given that 
they then have to forsake all rights to property, including anything they brought into 
the marriage. Furthermore, in Fanko it was noted that the woman would also lose her 
right to her children if she initiated the divorce.  
 
 
Gender Roles 
 
Although there was a substantial number of respondents who expressed no 
preferences with respect to the gender of a child, and with some – mainly women – 
favouring daughters because they can help with household chores, there was a definite 
tendency for villagers in all eleven villages to favour sons. This tendency was evident 
more amongst men than amongst women. 
 
Preferences regarding the gender of one’s child were almost entirely due to how the 
child could benefit their parents in the future. A girl was often said to be of little use 
because she leaves home upon marriage and ‘belongs to another’, whilst a son can 
help the father and take over the household and the father’s name. Moreover, some 
were concerned that a girl has the capacity to ‘bring shame upon the family’ – 
reference here being made to pregnancy out-of-wedlock.  
 
Most were of the opinion that a man could not run a household and look after children 
in the event that he was divorced or widowed, but a number of respondents said that 
some men do manage this reasonably successfully, though it is naturally difficult. 
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Equal opportunities with regard to jobs were said to exist for women who are 
educated, but women are often not given the same chances with respect to education 
because they are married before completing their schooling. Even when employed, 
many agreed that they still do not have economic independence nor can make 
decisions in the family. Not all believe that a woman has the right to choose who to 
marry.  
 
There was an impression that women are ‘weak’ and restricted in their ability to 
achieve equality in the workplace because of pregnancy, childbirth, breast-feeding 
and even menstruation.  
 
Strong opinions were expressed by many men regarding the place of women under 
Islamic law, under which women were said to be ‘incomplete’ and that their duty was 
to stay at home, though not all Moslems concurred with this ruling. There was 
considerable concern expressed by men in Tebeldia regarding the ‘pressure’ from 
women to be educated and the consequences of this. Indeed, a number of women 
indicated the need for more rapid changes to be made in the area of gender equality. 
 
 
Pregnancy out-of-Wedlock & Abortion 
 
In the event that a woman becomes pregnant before marriage, the initial reaction by 
the family, especially by the father, it outrage, but once a marriage has been arranged 
with the man responsible for the pregnancy, often she is accepted and treated 
normally by her family. Based on role-plays conducted it appears that the mother is 
usually blamed by her husband for allowing the daughter too much freedom and the 
mother is usually responsible for calming things down. In some cases, where marriage 
can not be arranged for some reason, or in the event that the woman was raped, 
damages are sought from the man responsible. 
 
Alarmingly, however, a common reaction to such a situation is to throw the woman 
out of the home, to beat her or, frequently, it was reported, to kill her. In one village 
(Telatasher) the latter was said to be the most likely response.  
 
Society was said to be completely intolerant of a woman who conceives outside 
wedlock; she is viewed as a criminal and may be stoned or killed by people in her 
community. 
 
Illegitimate children (and orphans) are not perceived in an unfavourable light by most, 
however, being described as ‘without sin’.  
 
Whilst it was denied that abortion takes place in a number of villages, or where it was 
said to be extremely rare, in the villages of Aklelet, Ali Gidr, Gersef, Sabonait and 
Telatasher it was said to occur quite often. Midwives or nurses were said to usually 
carry out abortions using pills, injections or traditional medicines made from the root 
of a tree. The tablet ‘Fansida’, available at pharmacies’ was named as being used to 
induce abortions. Some noted that women attempt abortions themselves.  
 
Abortion is universally perceived as a criminal act, likened to murder.  
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Sexual and Gender based Violence 
 
Definition 
 
Women’s health problems were described as relating to pregnancy, childbirth, 
breastfeeding and menstruation, with little or no assistance being available to most 
women during pregnancy or sometimes even during childbirth. Female genital 
mutilation was quite often named as a problem that they have to contend with. Some 
mentioned their fear of rape. None mentioned domestic violence in this regard. 
 
Prevalence 
 
Estimates of the prevalence of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in their 
villages sometimes varied considerably, perhaps because some respondents were 
referring to rape alone whilst others were including domestic violence in their 
estimates. In the villages of Aklelet and Telatasher, most gave estimates in the region 
of 7-25%, although a woman in Aklelet noted that this would increase to 90% if one 
included domestic violence! In Sabonait estimates ranged from 5-30% and in Gerset 
from 5-20% but in the other seven villages SGBV was said to be rare or non-existent, 
with none estimating it to affect more than 2-3% of women. 
 
No one religious or ethnic group were said to be more susceptible to SGBV, but it 
was generally agreed that women in the lowest socio-economic strata are the most 
vulnerable as are young women (15-20 or 25 years).  
 
Causes, Violators and Punishment 
 
Violators were usually described in terms of drunkards, the unemployed, the illiterate, 
the poor, the military, youth or adolescents and ‘enemy soldiers’. A number of people 
believe that men in positions of authority often abuse their positions and demand 
sexual favours from women.  
 
It follows that suggestions to minimise or eliminate the practice of SGBV revolved 
around education and the creation of employment. Some advocated lower ages at 
marriage, believing that a high sex drive amongst adolescent men drives them to 
commit rape. 
 
Rape was said to be viewed extremely seriously and various forms of punishment 
were said to be meted out to violators, most often imprisonment, sometimes lashings 
(under Islamic law) but quite often only a fine. (A recent case in Aklelet had attracted 
a fine of 900 nakfa – around US$70). In Driesa it was noted that some offenders never 
get punished and in other villages it was noted that village elders or other officials do 
nothing to the offender. Several would like to see violators face the death penalty. 
Indeed, when asked how they would react if their sister was raped, a large number of 
respondents – particularly men – maintained that they would kill the rapist. 
 
No one spoke of punishment for people who assault their wives; it seems from 
responses to other questions that these incidents are not reported and that a neighbour 
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or friend, if aware of the attack, attempts to ‘reconcile’ the couple and dissuade the 
man from doing it again 
. 
Reporting of SGBV 
 
Men are usually blamed for SGBV – even in the case of domestic violence – and 
victims are not ostracised by society, although it was said that they often feel guilt and 
shame and this was cited as the most likely reason for not reporting the crime. Most 
cases are reported, it was believed, although usually by the victim’s family or friends 
who she would speak to first, and not directly by the victim. Although village elders 
and religious leaders are considered to have a counselling role in the community, none 
believed that a victim would seek solace with these types of people. Few spoke of a 
victim seeking health care, or being taken to a medical facility by her friends, relatives 
or by officials to whom the report is made.  
 
Depression, anger and humiliation were natural feelings for a victim, it was agreed.  
 
The level of discussion surrounding SGBV appears to vary in different communities 
and in different families but overall appears to be low.  
 
 
Female Genital Mutilation 
 
In Setimo, Gergef, Driesa and Fanko between 90-100% of women are circumcised, 
according to respondents, and in all other villages except Tessenei the practice was 
said to be carried out on between 70-90 or 100% of girls. In Tessenei, only 5% of 
girls apparently face FGM. 
 
In Gerset one respondent spoke of ‘normal’ circumcision (under Tigrigne custom) and 
‘pharonic’ circumcision (Tigre custom) describing the latter as harmful but the former 
as not. 
 
Midwives were said to carry out FGM for a small fee in cash or kind, but do not 
demand payment and do not profit by it.  
 
Across all villages a consistent finding was that it is known to be against their religion 
(Islam or Christianity) and religious leaders do teach against it, but that no one cares, 
maintaining that their traditions are important. Those few who do not support the 
practice are viewed as having abandoned their culture. Men quite often noted that they 
were against the practice, particularly young single men, but both they and women 
noted that men are not privy to what happens as the mother arranges it. It was also 
noted that people who have served in the military are against the practice, as are the 
‘educated people’ and the ‘new generation’, inferring that there is some teaching 
against FGM at schools and in the military.  
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I. BACKGROUND & OBJECTIVES 
 
1.1 Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 
  
Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is a violation of basic human rights and a 
criminal act in most countries. There are health, psychological and social 
consequences – and often death.  
 
There are many factors contributing to acts of sexual and gender-based violence in 
any setting. In general the overriding causes are gender inequity, assertion of power 
and lack of respect for human rights. In situations of armed conflict and displacement, 
when community supports and social structures have broken down, women and 
children face additional risks and are the most vulnerable to sexual and gender-based 
violence.  
 
Gender-based violence is violence committed against women as women and against 
men as men. This includes acts targeting women, such as rape, female genital 
mutilation or forced marriage, as well as violence against women for not conforming 
to social standards. 
 
Prevention programmes seek to end gender-based violence by influencing attitudes, 
knowledge and behaviour such as: - 
 

Attitudes – belief, at community level and individual level, in equal human 
rights for all. Zero tolerance for persons who abuse their power in the family 
or in the community. 
 
Knowledge – about human rights, alternative gender roles, alternative 
methods for expressing anger and frustration, services and support available 
for potential perpetrators and survivors.  
 
Behaviour – Violence is not used for solving problems. No one is subject to 
discrimination or mistreatment due to gender or gender roles in the family or 
in the community. If there is an incident of gender-based violence it is publicly 
denounced and the survivor is publicly supported and neither blamed nor 
shamed.  

 
 
1.2  Analysis of Eritrean Refugee Situation 
 
Approximately 166 565 Eritrean refugees live in refugee camps in North Sudan. 
Some of the refugees have been resident in the camps since the 1960s when they fled 
Eritrea. However, the 21 March 2001 Tripartite Meeting between the Government of 
the Republic of Sudan, the Government of the State of Eritrea and UNHCR resulted 
in an agreement to take immediate action to enable Eritrean refugees in Sudan to 
return to their homeland.  
 
UNHCR and the Government of the State of Eritrea are now implementing the 
repatriation of the refugees to Eritrea. As far as possible the Government has sought 
to return the population to their villages of origin, but given the length of time that 
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some people have been away, and due to social displacements due to war and drought, 
some people have been and will be repatriated into communities where they have no 
immediate kin. The Government of the State of Eritrea has declared that all returnees 
have the right to choose the site of their relocation.  
 
In Eritrea and Sudan, various forms of SGBV have been occurring for generations. 
Information from NUEW and from qualitative research studies indicate that female 
genital mutilation (FGM), rape and attempted rape occur regularly. Women feel 
violated but are unable to act because they are not aware of their rights and view these 
abuses as ‘part of their culture’. 
 
Eritrea’s infrastructure of health care and social services has been stretched beyond its 
capacity due to the recent border war with Ethiopia and resulting mass movements of 
people fleeing the fighting. Reproductive health care is very limited or non-existent in 
many areas of the country. Communities and social structures have broken down as 
entire village populations have become internally displaced.  
 
Now, with the peace agreement in place and the presence of the United Nations 
peacekeepers (UNMEE), Eritrea is beginning a period of major reconstruction and 
rehabilitation of housing, communities and services as well as the reintegration of 
returned refugees and internally displaced people (IDPs). As of the March 2002, 
UNHCR estimated that, of the 147 000 Eritreans registered as refugees in Sudan, 
41000 had already returned, with 75000 due to be repatriated in the coming year.  
 
 
1.3  Sexual and Gender-Based Violence Project  
 
CARE International is a humanitarian relief and development organisation. In Eritrea 
CARE works in partnership with local NGOs and line ministries to provide services 
to the people affected by the war with Ethiopia and the widespread drought.  
 
The mission of local NGO Haben is to strengthen local capacities and initiatives by 
working in partnership with community groups and implementing agencies to target 
severely affected areas with identified priority needs. Haben focuses on training 
development motivators within communities who can serve as model operators and 
conduits of knowledge and development for their communities.  
 
CARE International, in partnership with Haben and in cooperation with the National 
Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW), has received funding from CORDAID, U.S. 
State Department and from Norwegian Church Aid to address sexual and gender-
based violence issues in communities of repatriated refugees and receiving 
communities in the Gash Barka zone of Eritrea and in war-affected communities in 
the Debub Zone.   
 
Care’s role in this project is to provide both technical assistance in project 
management to Haben as well as specific, ongoing technical expertise regarding 
sexual and gender-based violence against women.  
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The program’s overall goal is to prevent sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) 
within these two specific target groups, by increasing awareness of SGBV issues with 
both men and women in these communities, to train community leaders and local 
service providers to respond to SGBV, to provide a forum for communities to develop 
effective response and prevention mechanisms and to increase the organizational 
capacity of Haben to develop, monitor, evaluate and manage projects. Care and 
Haben will work in collaboration with ERREC and the line ministries responsible for 
providing social, health and educational services in Eritrea, especially in the Gash 
Barka and Debub zones.  
 
An integrated community development approach for the SGBV program has been 
adopted. By using participatory methods, the project will raise community awareness 
of these issues and increase community knowledge of human rights, especially 
women’s understanding of their rights.  
 
The program commenced in October 20001 and is expected to be a multi-year 
program. The first year will focus on needs assessment and development of a well-
coordinated multi-sectoral prevention and response program. In the second year, if 
funds are available, the program will be further developed, expanding to include more 
income generation and economic independence activities whilst also focusing on 
integration and sustainability, and probable future expansion to more sub-zobas and 
zobas. 
 
This research report is based on the findings from a research study conducted in 
the Gash Barka zone. (A report based on the study in Debub is under separate 
cover). 
 
 
1.4 Profile of Target Population 
 
In this project (in the Gash Barka region) the target group is both returnees from 
Sudan and the communities receiving the returnees. As a strong focus of the 
repatriation is reintegration it is important that interventions do not serve to isolate or 
differentiate the returnees from the village residents. The communities selected as 
sites for the repatriation of refugees are primarily rural and economic activity is 
agricultural.  
 
Eritrean refugees make up the world’s oldest large-scale refugee population. Many 
have got nothing to return home to – no homes, no fields and no prospects to earn a 
living. UNHCR estimates that 90% of the IDPs and returnees are women and children 
while 70% of this returning population are female-headed households.  
 
In Phase 1 of the SGBV program in Gash Barka, eleven communities that have 
received returnees were selected. A list of the selected communities appears in 
Appendix III. 
 
Two community mobilizers (one man and one woman) were selected from each 
village and an on-going program of training in community development techniques 
commenced, starting with training in sexual and gender based violence issues. This 
first stage of training took place in Tessenei on February 5th, 2002. 
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Part of the program’s activities is to train community mobilizers to conduct a situation 
analysis to identify the needs and services, including service gaps, for outreach and 
assistance to survivors of SGBV.  
 
In developing appropriate activities and interventions in these communities it is vital 
to obtain an understanding of the knowledge, attitudes and practices regarding sexual 
and gender-based violence by members of these communities. To this end Care 
International and Haben conducted a qualitative research study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
References (all obtained from Care International, Eritrea) 
 
Training Workshop : Overview of Prevention and Response to Gender-based Violence 
            Haben Project Officers/Assistants. Eritrea. November 2001 
 
Care International Eritrea:   Program Overview    February 2002-05-05 
 
Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV) Project in Returnee Refugee Communities :  
  Eritrea                Care International and Haben 
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II.     RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
  
 
Qualitative research in the form of focus group discussions with men and women in          
the community and in-depth interviews with prominent or influential members of the  
community was deemed most appropriate for fulfilling the objectives of this study. 
Qualitative research is especially relevant when little is known about the target 
population and the topic under investigation, since it allows the interviewer (or 
moderator) the flexibility to explore each area of interest in-depth and to add in extra 
questions where felt to be appropriate. Qualitative research is also advised when the 
topic under investigation is of an embarrassing or sensitive nature, since the security 
of a group often encourages respondents to discuss things that they may be reluctant 
to discuss in a standard one-on-one interview. In-depth interviews are typically 
conducted with people who, by dint of their position, may be able to offer insight into 
the topic under investigation. They require considerable skill and the interviewer has 
to establish a rapport with the interviewee in order to maximise the benefit of 
conducting these types of interviews.  
 
The community mobilizers employed by Care/Haben were tasked with conducting the 
research. These mobilizers enjoy a good rapport with their communities, which is 
important given the sensitive nature of the questions being asked in this study, and 
being asked of people who may not have had any previous involvement in research 
and who may be suspicious and reserved with strangers.  
 
The research study was preceded by a thorough five-day training course in qualitative 
research techniques. Most of the researchers had not achieved a high level of formal 
education and not all were literate, thus the training course was tailored accordingly, 
with much emphasis being placed on practical, interactive methods. The training 
course was conducted in English and Haben’s and Care’s project staff acted as 
interpreters from English into both Tigrigne and Arabic. 
 
Test groups were arranged with men and women from Tessenei town,  and each of the 
22 trainees were given a chance to practice their moderating and, if literate, their note-
taking skills. Based on this exercise two men and two women were tasked with note-
taking for all villages for this study. Two tape recorders were used and for some 
groups the proceedings were recorded in order to supplement the notes. 
 
The discussion and interview guides were amended slightly following the pre-tests. 
Copies of these are listed in Appendix I and II. Focus group and in-depth interview 
guides are typically short, with only five or six broad topics listed, and with the 
interviewers being required to explore these areas thoroughly. Because this was their 
first foray into any sort of research, it was deemed necessary to expand on the main 
topics of interest in the guide, and to insert all the various probing questions that 
would be required.  
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A selection of topics for role-plays were included in the guide and moderators were 
asked to choose one or two of these for focus group participants to play out. Role-
plays often provide useful insights into consumer behaviour that may not be elicited 
from direct questioning techniques.  
 
It was intended that four focus groups (two with men and two with women) and four 
in-depth interviews with prominent men and women in the village (2 men, 2 women) 
would be conducted, by an interviewer of the same gender as the respondent/s. In 
Gash Barka this sample composition was not achieved due to some 
misunderstandings by the researchers, either as to what was required or as to the 
importance of following the guidelines given to them regarding the sample.  
 
The table overleaf illustrates the actual number of interviews and focus group 
discussions that took place in each village. In some cases the moderators spoke to a 
‘layman’ or ‘housewife, for the in-depth interviews, although the intention had been 
that they speak to people in positions of leadership. In a couple of instances a male 
moderator spoke to women, and vice versa. In these cases, it is likely that 
respondents, especially women, suppressed certain views on highly sensitive subjects.  
 
Since the guide was lengthy, moderators were told to exclude some questions for 
some and to include them for other groups and interviews, thus for questions 1 
through to 9 (on the focus group guide), questions were rotated, the intention being 
that each was asked of one group and of one individual. Section 10 was asked of all 
groups and individuals, since it contained questions of crucial interest to this project.  
 
Some questions appear to have been missed or were not explored thoroughly, but 
given the difficult (sensitive) nature of the research project and the fact that the 
researchers had not conducted this type of research before, this is hardly surprising 
and useful information has been obtained, although not always in sufficient detail at 
the individual village level.  
 
The training of researchers took place from the 4th-8th March, and the fieldwork from 
the 11th–29th of March.  Thereafter the transcripts were translated into English and 
typed up using Microsoft Word.  
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Table 1 Number and Composition of Groups and In-depth Interviews 
 
Village No. of 

female 
groups 

No. of 
male 

groups 

No. of 
mixed 
gender 
groups 

Respondents for 
in-depth 
interviews (men) 

Respondents for in-
depth interviews 
(women) 

      
Aklelet 0 0 2  

(1 single,  
1 married) 

1 shopkeeper 1 housewife 

Ali Gidr 0 1 (single) 1 (single, 
students) 

1 merchant 1 midwife 

Driesa 0 0 1 (married) 1 merchant 1 from health 
inspecting 
committee 

Fanko 1 0 1 1 village 
committee 
member and 
farmer 

1 unspecified 

Gergef 0 0 1 1 farmer 1 unspecified 
Gerset 0 0 2 1 daily labourer 1 unspecified 
Sabonait 0 0 2  

(1 single,  
1 married) 

1 worker 
 

1 merchant 

Setimo 1 
(married) 

1 1 (single and 
married) 

 

1 farmer 1 midwife 
1 unspecified 

Telatasher 0 0 2  
(1 single,  
1 married) 

1 health worker 1 housewife 

Tebeldia 2 (1 
single) 

and 1 poor 
and 

incomplete 
transcript) 

0 2 (single and 
married 
mixed) 

1 farmer 1 housewife & 
farmer 

Tessenei 0 0 1 (single) 
 

1 unspecified 0 

 
 
 
 
 



 16

II. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
Based on the analysis of the qualitative data generated from this study, it was evident 
that some practices and perceptions were common across different villages, and thus 
the findings for some sections have been pooled across villages, although findings 
specific to a village have also been noted.  
 
A selection of pertinent verbatim quotes is used in the report to support the findings, 
which are italicized. Since different moderators worked in different villages, and 
because the calibre of the moderators varied, there is more detail for some villages 
than for others. Similarly, due to different standards that were used for note-taking, it 
has been impossible to be consistent when attributing quotes to a man or woman; in 
some instances this was not recorded and the groups were sometimes of mixed gender 
(although this had not been intended).  
 
One or two of a selection of several possible role-plays were conducted by a few 
members of some of the focus groups. (The intention was that these would be carried 
out for all focus groups but this was not always done). The objective of this exercise 
was to elicit more spontaneous information regarding the way the communities in 
these areas respond to certain situations. Since the subject matter varied (see 
Discussion Guide, Question 7), rather than present the findings in one particular 
section, pertinent information that was gleaned from each of these role-plays is 
presented in the section that is relevant to that particular role-play.  
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1. COMMUNITY INFORMATION 
 
Aklelet Village 
 
There is at least one well in or near the village; one respondent reported that it takes 
an hour to get to the well and back home; the other noted that the well was nearby. 
The village has no electricity so wood is collected from a forested area about an 
hour’s walk away. The area is not suitable for agriculture, since it is heavily wooded, 
so the people rely on food aid provided by the government. Some villagers have been 
allocated land for farming but the lands are far from the village, three hours away 
according to one respondent. There were said to be no income generating activities in 
the area; some NGOs have given cattle and other assistance to widows and orphans. 
 
Most did not know of any organisations or associations operating in their area, but in 
one group a respondent spoke of I.M.C. visiting their village with a mobile clinic. 
There is no clinic in the village, nor any ambulance service operating in the area. It 
was said that most people go to Guluj or Tessenei for medical assistance.  
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
A reservoir about one kilometre from this village provides sufficient water for all 
villagers’ needs. Firewood is either bought or, for those with donkeys, collected from 
forests about two hours away, but this village is electrified. 
 
People largely depend on farming and aid; the fields that they crop are 2-3 hours away 
from the village. There is some contract work (unspecified) and villagers also find 
employment on cotton farms in the Gash area.  
 
Other income-generating activities include trading, making handcrafts and running 
cafes and laundries.  
 
International Medical Corps (I.M.C.) comes to the village each week to provide health 
services.  
 
The National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW) and the National Union of Eritrean 
Youth and Students (NUEYS) are represented in this area.  
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
Water for this village is delivered in bowsers or obtained from an unspecified source 2 
kilometres away. The village is not electrified so wood is taken from a forested area 5 
kilometres away. Villagers do not have any farm lands, not any other income-
generating activities, according to the one respondent from whom this information 
was elicited in this village (a merchant) although he later noted that women can make 
money from sewing, making mats, raising poultry and making handcrafts. The 
government and some unnamed aid organizations provide assistance, but there are no 
women’s or youth associations active in this village.  
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Fanko Village 
 
Water is obtained from a well within half an hour’s walk from the village. Firewood, 
when needed, is gathered from a forested area that takes an entire day to reach, but 
there is a generator that provides electricity for Fanko. People rely on farming and on 
aid, but their fields are far from the village – a day’s walk away. Daily labour of an 
unspecified nature also augments people’s income.  
 
NUEYS is active in this village but no other association is.  
 
  
Gergef Village 
 
In winter water is taken from a river about one kilometre away, and in summer from a 
tap in the village, though it was noted that this tap services a large number of people. 
There is also a well but it takes an hour and a half to reach it. 
 
Most of the village is not electrified, though part of the area around the market has 
electricity. Firewood is brought from a forested area about five kilometres walk away. 
 
Agriculture is practised, but the lands are not close to the village. Some said that their 
lands are half an hour away  but for others, 3-4 hours walk away. There is also some 
food aid in the form of wheat, oil and salt and the government has distributed 
livestock to some villagers, with priority being given to widows and orphans. Some 
people are involved in the construction industry in this area and trading is another 
income-generating activity that villagers engage themselves in. Women earn money 
from sewing, handcrafts, selling vegetables and raising poultry.  
 
Although NUEYS and NUEW are represented here, it was said that they are not 
active and that no other organisation has a presence here.  
 
A clinic in Gergef was said to be grossly understaffed and undersupplied and it was 
noted that there is not even a midwife in the area so pregnant women often give birth 
at home, unaided.  
 
 
Gerset Village 
 
There are wells in the village that service this village through three taps, but supplies 
were said to be insufficient. There is no electricity supply. Firewood is collected from 
their farming areas, around 4-7 kilometres away or one hour’s walk. 
 
Villagers here rely on agriculture and unspecified ‘daily labour’  but there is a 
shortage of land so not all have a source of income from farming. Women can raise 
poultry and run restaurants, it was noted, but most said that there is no income-
generating activity in the area other than farming. The government has distributed 
livestock to ‘the needy’ in this village and provides some food. There is at least one 
NGO operating here, building latrines, but no one knew who this was. The women’s 
association does exist in this area but no one knew anything about its activities or role. 
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A local clinic is used for minor complaints; for more severe health needs villagers go 
to Guluj or Tessenei.  
 
 
Sabonait Village 
 
Wood is obtained from an area about one hour’s walk away. Some buy wood at a cost 
of 40 nakfa per donkey load. There is no electricity here. A water pump in or close to 
the village provides enough water for the village.  
 
Farming, herding and trading were cited as the three activities that villagers rely on, 
but rainfall is low and the harvests are too small to meet all the villagers’ needs, thus 
the government provides supplements. Farmlands are between an hour and a half and 
two hours’ walk from the village. 
 
There is no clinic in this area although it was noted that I.M.C. operates a mobile 
clinic that sometimes comes to the village, although apparently not often and at 
unknown intervals. Medical help is sought at Guluj. Malaria is a problem, it was 
noted, and pregnant women receive no assistance (“If a pregnant woman wants to go 
to Guluj it costs her a lot”). 
 
The government was said to help widows and orphans but no other group gives 
regular, continuous assistance to people in this village. Whilst some said that there 
were youth and women’s associations operating in this village others said that there 
were not, indicating that they are fairly low profile. 
 
 
Setimo Village 
 
A well provides water to this village but whilst one respondent said that the well is in 
the centre of the village another said that it is an hour’s walk away, so perhaps the one 
in the centre cannot service the needs of all and some have to go further afield.  
 
There is electricity in the shopping / market area but not in the rest of the village. 
Wood is taken from an area about fifteen minutes away.  
 
Income-generating activities in this area were listed as farming, specifically cotton 
farming, making mats and sewing. One respondent noted that the income from cotton 
farming is ‘too low’ to make it worthwhile and that cotton farming has thus been 
abandoned by many. Farmlands are about one to three hours’ walk from the village. 
There are no associations providing assistance in this village, according to some 
respondents, and no youth or women’s associations. Others reported that the Red 
Cross provide help.  
 
Villagers go to Tessenei and Telatasher for their health requirements, or to the local 
clinic. There is no ambulance service. 
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Telatasher Village 
 
A river at one side of the village, a reservoir and a borehole provide easy access to 
water for villagers. There is no electricity for homes but there is a generator in the 
market area. Wood is obtained from an area near the Gash River about two hours’ 
walk away.  
 
Some villagers here have not been able to cultivate the lands for three years – one 
respondent noted that they had no lands because they had originally got lands from 
“the bourgeois” but that they had taken these back. They are currently preparing 
lands. Rainfall was said to be low in this area and no ready markets exist for their 
produce. Others said that farmlands that they use are 5 kilometres or 2 hours’ walk 
away.  
 
At the moment they rely mainly or solely on food relief from the government which 
has also provided some people with livestock. The ICMC provides some assistance, 
but they were also said to have built a water reservoir in co-operation with the 
villagers. 
 
Some women work at the market but there appears to be little else in the way of 
income-generating activities (IGAs) here. One man noted that the enemy had 
destroyed everything in the village, hence the lack of IGAs.  No youth associations 
are present in this village but the women’s association is. There is no clinic here or 
close by, thus pregnant women have no access to health care.  
 
 
Tebeldia Village 
 
A borehole and a well provide water to Tebeldia but the distances involved were said 
to be great (though not specified). Kerosene is used as a source of energy when 
firewood is short; the latter has to be obtained from an area one and a half to two 
hours’ walk away. There is no electricity here.  
 
The main source of income is from farming, but other income-generating activities for 
women were named as making mats and handcrafts, running restaurants/cafes and 
sewing clothes. The UN provides some food but this was said to be a little. Other 
organisations (un-named) have provided some assistance in the form of livestock 
(chickens and goats). A ‘contributions account’ (savings scheme) has been established 
by a group of friends. NUEYS has apparently recently established themselves in this 
area, and Haben was named as having recently become involved in the village.  
 
A mobile clinic visits the village.   
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Tessenei Village 
 
Only one focus group discussion (FGD) and one in-depth interview were carried out 
in Tessenei, despite the requirement for four FGDs and four in-depth interviews, thus 
some information regarding this village is particularly scanty. 
 
Water is apparently brought to the village in bowsers and firewood from fields on 
donkeys. There is no electricity in the village.  
 
Villagers rely on aid exclusively, since they have not received any land for farming, 
according to the man who was interviewed individually in this village. Some people 
farm poultry.  
 
 
2. INFORMATION SYSTEMS 
 
 
No major differences were observed with respect to sources of information between 
the eleven villages represented in this study, other than where pointed out below.  
 
Radio appears to be the main source of information. The news (especially coverage of 
issues between Ethiopia and Eritrea) was of particular interest, as were programmes 
that deal with development and agriculture. The radio was most often listened to 
during the lunchtime period and in the evenings. In Setimo one respondent noted that 
theatre and short stories on the radio were popular; others found health-related 
programmes useful.  Music programmes are popular across a broad range of 
audiences. 
 
In Setimo and Telatasher there are places with electricity and television but in 
Setimo it was noted that it is mainly the men who get to see television. In Aklelet and 
in Tebeldia a couple of respondents said that they received information via the 
television, but since there is no electricity supply in these villages, presumably they 
only has access to this source when visiting electrified areas.  
 
Information is also disseminated through meetings held by the administration and 
various committees, which also are used to promote ideas or inform villagers of other 
meetings. Word-of-mouth was also mentioned as a means of finding out what is 
happening in the village and further afield. In Gerset NUEYS was said to be an 
important source of information.  
 
No marked differences in sources of information were reported between men and 
women in seven of the eleven villages. In Setimo men were said to have greater 
access to television than were women. In Telatasher one woman noted that women 
receive information through men who are usually better informed than are they. In 
Gerset and Tebeldia too, several people agreed with one who noted that men are 
exposed to more information than are women.  
 

 “There is a difference. Women are seen as incomplete. They are not allowed 
to participate in meetings. Their duty is only to raise children in the house.” 
(Tebeldia) 
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Health-related information is gleaned from teachers (to a small extent), clinics, mobile 
clinics, doctors and traditional doctors. In Sabonait an ‘elderly woman’ teaches 
women about health matters.    
 
 
3. POWER AND LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES 
 
Respondents were asked to describe the formal power structure in their community, 
including the authorities for conflict resolution and the effectiveness of this process. 
They were also asked who in their community represented their needs to outsiders. 
Again, there were no marked differences according to different villagers and thus this 
section is not presented village by village. Where a particular finding was restricted to 
one village (i.e. only mentioned in one area), this is noted. 
 
In most villages committees are elected by the people and the administration by the 
government, and the administration was said to consult with the village committees. 
The regional administration (for Aklelet, this is in Guluj) was said to make final 
decisions. In the village of Gergef there is also a ‘student fathers committee’ although 
it was not explained who sits on this committee nor what their role is. In this village 
the village judge settles disputes rather than the administration, although they are 
involved in the process. In other villages the committee and administration are usually 
the final decision-makers but do consult with the community. Elders often resolve 
minor disputes and these are not then taken to the administration.  
 
People were happy the way conflicts were dealt with, in the main, and in the way that 
their interests were represented to outsiders, but not always those in Telatasher. One 
woman in Sabonait was not satisfied, in this respect, but did not say why, but a man 
in this village who was interviewed as an individual commented thus: 
 

 “The existing administration can not represent this community. It (the 
administration) is imposed on us by government.” (as opposed to committee 
members in the village who are elected by the people. It was noted that the 
administration used to be elected by the people but that it is now nominated by 
the government.) 

 
In one Aklelet group, it was noted that neighbours try and settle disputes and these are 
only taken to high authorities in the event that agreement cannot be reached. The 
elders or committee members refer to the Quran (or Sheria law) to settle disputes, and 
most respondents in this village (one exception was noted) expressed their confidence 
in and satisfaction with the way that conflicts are resolved. Although conflicts may be 
resolved through consulting the Quran, it was noted by a male respondent in Aklelet 
that the religious leaders do not have any type of arbitration role in this village but in 
one focus group in this village the opposite was noted.   
 
In Ali Gidr, religious leaders were said to be involved in conflict resolution and this 
village also has representation in the assembly. In Fanko, however, a woman who 
was interviewed individually noted that religious leaders “have no role here”. In 
Gergef it was noted in one group of men that religious leaders have no role in 
resolving disputes unless they are specifically called upon to help, by the 
administrators, in two other groups (one female, one mixed) religious leaders were 
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said to play a very important role, in this respect (“because the words of religious 
leaders are accepted”). In Sabonait, Telatasher, Tebeldia and Gerset religious 
leaders are often called upon by the administrators or the villagers to help resolve 
conflicts.  
 
 
4. SECURITY AND SAFETY 
 
Respondents were asked who in their area was responsible for security, in the event of 
an incident, fight or related problem. Questions were asked to elicit information as to 
the presence and level of activity of a police force, and which areas in the community 
were considered safe or not safe.  
 
In Aklelet a committee of three people is elected and tasked with dealing with 
disputes and in charge of security. There is no police force in this village, nor in any 
of the other villages represented except for Ali Gidr and Fanko. In Tessenei there are 
police in the town but not in the village of Tessenei , but the police can be easily 
called upon if required and are often observed in the area. In most of these villages 
(where no police force exists), the administration or village elders are in charge of 
security issues and in settling disputes.  
 
In Telatasher there are so-called “security-men” who patrol during the night, 
especially around bars and markets, and they were said to ‘concentrate on strangers’. 
It was noted that this village was near the border and thus there is fear of “opposition 
groups and bandits”. In Setimo the military sometimes visit and patrol the village.  
 
Gerset and Tebeldia there is a military police presence. In Gerset they were said to 
be both active and highly visible; problems that they cannot solve are relayed to 
Guluj. In Tebeldia, the military police were said to patrol border areas at night and to 
not be visible around the village during the day; one respondent said that it was 
difficult to find them if they were needed, as one could only access them at their 
offices during office hours.   
 
In Ali Gidr there is an active police force which patrols the area and which is 
especially evident at night around bars and known ‘trouble-spots’. It was noted that, if 
the police cannot solve a case, it might be passed on to the army to deal with:- 
 

 “They are always among the people and when there are problems. They have 
rounds and you can find them when you need them.” (female in-depth, Ali 
Gidr) 

 
Fanko also enjoys an actively patrolling police force (or army unit, according to one), 
which are around day and night and very accessible.  
 
All villages were declared to be generally safe, with no major security problems 
having been encountered thus far. In Setimo, however, the western side of the village 
was declared unsafe by one respondent, for unspecified reasons, and in Tebeldia one 
person said that it was not safe at ‘the far end of the town because of drunkards.  In 
Gerset, it was noted that “outside this area there are enemy soldiers.” In a number of 
villages women are wary of moving around at night or of going alone to the fields.  
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5. MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE 
 
 It should be pointed out that the following information regarding systems for marriage 

and divorce are based entirely on what emerged from the focus group discussions and 
in-depth interviews that were held in these villages. This discussion should thus not be 
taken as a comprehensive guide to marriage and divorce systems in these 
communities; there is no guarantee that respondents in this study either knew in full 
the laws that govern marriage and divorce nor necessarily discussed them in full.  In 
particular, although respondents often provided fine detail as to the dowries that are 
required, few mentioned whether or not marriages are usually arranged – later 
discussion on ‘gender roles’ provided some insight in this respect.  

 
 
 5.1 SYSTEMS FOR MARRIAGE AND DESIRABLE AGE AT MARRIAGE 
 

 
Systems for Marriage 
 
Dowries in the form of livestock and possibly perfume, clothes, sacks of grain, coffee, 
sugar, utensils and money or gold are given to the bride’s family. When cash is given 
as part of the dowry, this might range between 50-15 000 nakfa, it seems. Quite often 
members of the extended family (e.g. a grandfather) benefit from the dowry.  
 
In Ali Gidr, marriages were said to be arranged and dowries decided upon by the 
fathers of the bride and groom. In one group in the village of Ali Gidr, a typical 
dowry was described as consisting of 2 oxen and 64 grams of gold but in another, an 
ounce of gold, a quintal of rice and a roll of cloth was said to be standard, whilst a 
female interviewee (a midwife) noted that two oxen or eight goats would suffice.  
 
The bridegroom should bring the bride a watch and a ring, according to a respondent 
in Gerset village. Also in Gerset, one man said that it was usual for the man to pay 2 
ounces of gold, 500 nakfa to the mother, 600 nakfa to the grandfather, a bag of flour 
and clothes (under Tigre law). Under Tigrigne custom, if the bride’s father asks for 
gold from the groom, then the bride’s father has to pay the groom an equivalent 
amount of money.  
 
A respondent in Sabonait described the amount (under Tigrigne custom) as being 
equal to 12 grams of gold and 15 000 nakfa. Another spoke of 35 grams of gold as 
being usual and others said that a cow and 20 goats form part of the dowry required 
by the bride’s family under Tigre custom (in addition to gold and money).  
 
In Aklelet, dowries were said to typically include 2 head of cattle and in some cases, 
2-4 sheep or goats. One respondent said that an ounce of gold should form part of the 
dowry and also noted that a cow is given to the bride’s grandfather. (In Gerset this 
latter requirement was also noted).  
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An in-depth interview carried out with a woman in Aklelet yielded the following 
description of a typical dowry requirement:- 
 

 “The dowry paid in the Tigre nationality is 2 ounces gold, 1000 nakfa, 500 
nakfa to the mother, perfume, clothes, a sheep and clothes for the mother, 
uncle, aunt, grandfather, grandmother.”  

 
Sixty-five grams of gold was cited by two men in Setimo as the normal requirement 
for a dowry but a woman in Setimo reported that 2000-3000 nakfa is the norm. – 
“1000 for a home, 1000 for jewels and 800 in cash”. Yet another, a woman, listed the 
requirement as two ounces of gold, 400 rials, 2 goats, a quintal of grain and clothes,. 
 
In Driesa, a male interviewee said that two head of cattle comprised a typical dowry, 
whilst in a focus group in this village, under the ‘NARAS’ culture, one cow and 60 
nakfa was said to be the norm whilst under ‘Tigre’ culture, 200 nakfa or gold is 
required. It was added though, that a man pays according to his ability, and this was 
also emphasised in a number of other villages, including Tessenei and Tebeldia. One 
respondent in Tebeldia noted that the usual dowry for his (unspecified) ethnic group 
consisted of gold and 200 nakfa.  
 
In Fanko the dowry was said to be around 2 cows and 2000 nakfa, typically, or just 2 
head of cattle or the equivalent in cash.  
 
In Telatasher a number of different requirements regarding dowries were cited, for 
different ethnic groups (Tigre, Bilen, Hause and Beni Amir), but they usually 
included a quintal of grain or a quarter of dates or beans, a roll of cloth, livestock, 
clothes, perfumes, gold and cash. Some noted that two cows would suffice; others 
spoke of 2 sheep or 100 goats. The Bilen and Hause were said to require 1500 nakfa, 
amongst other requirements.  
 
In Gergef it was also noted that typical dowries vary across different ethnic groups. 
For example:- 
 

 “There are nine different ethnic groups in this area. I know the dowry 
required for the Asaworta (Saho). It is from 50-100 nakfa (male group, 
Gergef) 

 
 
Polygamy 
 
Polygamy was said to be practised mainly by the wealthy and in the case of a barren 
first marriage, according to villagers in Aklelet. According to Sheria law, a man may 
have four wives, but two is a more common scenario (although it was not clear 
whether two were more common than one). Several respondents noted their dislike of 
this system (polygamy). Most were of the opinion that, in the event of a man having 
multiple wives, that he does not treat each equally, but tends to have a favourite on 
whom he proffers more in the way of clothes, food and money. The Moslem religion 
dictates that they should be treated the same, however.   
 
In Tessenei, polygamy is said to not be allowed by their religion.  
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Perceived Ideal Age for Marriage 
 
Women 
 
The majority of respondents across all villages felt that a girl should be married 
around 16-18 years, more often 18 than 16 being cited. She was felt to be mature by 
then and, according to one woman, ‘knows all things’. 
 

 “A girl must marry at 18 years. At that age she knows all things.” (female in-
depth, Sabonait) 

 
In each of Telatasher, Driesa and Fanko a couple of respondents (men and women) 
said that 15 years was ideal, and a man in Setimo agreed with this. Those who 
favoured younger marriages spoke of this being necessary to ensure that she remain 
virginal before marriage. A man in Tessenei and another in Sabonait went further, 
advocating respective ages at marriage of 12 and 9 years. 
 

 “A girl should marry at 9, to prevent her from making mistakes.” (male in-
depth, Sabonait)    

  
 “A girl should marry at the age of 15 years to prevent her from doing 

something wrong. I consider that 18 years is unreasonable (too old).” (male, 
Telatasher) 

 
A few respondents –both men and women and in different villages (Gergef, 
Tebeldia, Dresia, Ali Gidr, Gerset and Aklelet) - thought it better for a girl to wait 
until she is at least 18, up to 21 years, before marrying. 
 
A female respondent in Gerset noted that the age when girls are married has 
increased in recent years: 
 

 “I was married at 11 years. In those days if a girl reached 15 years without 
being married they would say she is old.”  

 
Men 
 
Only a few respondents in this study recommended that a man marry before the age of 
20 years; most suggested that he wait until at least 20 whilst 25 years was the most 
common response and several said that 25 years should be considered the minimum, 
citing a range from 25-28 or 25-30 years. A man needs to be able to carry the 
responsibility of running a home and of being self-sufficient before marriage, it was 
agreed. 
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5.2       SYSTEMS FOR DIVORCE, COMMUNITY’S REACTION TO  
DIVORCE AND REASONS FOR DIVORCE 

 
 
In Aklelet village, it was noted that neighbours and friends usually counsel a couple 
that are contemplating divorce, in an effort to avoid it, but when it happens the elders 
or the ‘kadi’ (judge) are informed. In Ali Gidr, Telatasher and in Gerset it was noted 
that three witnesses should be present when a divorce takes place and in Driesa, 
Tessenei and Telatasher the role of the village elders was noted, in ensuring that 
property is split according to the system described later.  
 
Divorce was attributed to misunderstandings, large age differences, poverty, 
polygamy, adultery, sterility, health problems and to wives who “do not carry our 
their duties satisfactorily”, “do not fulfil their husbands’ needs” or “go out of the 
house without their husband’s permission”. In Driesa a respondent thought divorce 
could be triggered by  – “a woman who does not welcome her husband at home”. In 
Fanko, a male village committee member blamed divorce on women “who refuse to 
obey.” Divorce was felt to be more likely between a couple who marries when too 
young, according to a woman in Gergef.  
 
A number of role-plays that were conducted centred on divorce. In most of them, and 
across different villages including Aklelet, Ali Gidr, Driesa, Gergef, Gerset, Sabonait 
and Telatasher, the man was seeking a divorce because his wife did not prepare his 
meals on time, had not washed his clothes or had left the house without his 
permission, amongst other things. In two instances the wife had been unable to buy 
food because she did not have any money but her husband expected her to have 
approached either his or her family for help, in this regard.  
 
In most of the dramas the man (who was seeking the divorce) ordered his wife to 
immediately get out of the house. 
 
One excerpt, which was typical of its kind, went as follows:- 
 

 “Oh by God my brother, I am tired of this woman who doesn’t listen to my 
word, roams, does not prepare any meal for me and does not wash my clothes. 
She doesn’t even hear what I say.  I am tired of her.” (Aklelet village) 

 
A lengthy role play conducted by members of a mixed gender group in Gergef started 
with a man threatening divorce because his wife had gone to a wedding and there was 
no water in the house. She welcomed the divorce, having had enough of the verbal 
and physical abuse she had been subjected to from her husband, arguing as follows:- 
 

 “If you want a divorce call my relatives and divorce me. After today I will not 
allow you to insult me or beat me. I will not keep quiet about anything you do. 
I don’t want to live with you under such conditions. Just give me my children 
and my rights.” 

 
(In this drama, the man ordered her out of the house without her children or property 
but she refused to leave without her children.) 
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It was apparent from the role-plays that a man will often discuss his intention to 
divorce with a male friend, who is seen to try and dissuade his friend from divorcing 
his wife, especially if there are children, and who offers to speak to the couple or to 
the wife alone.  
 
When a woman seeks a divorce, she apparently has no right to any property. When a 
man divorces his wife, he sends her back to her family with her own belongings, 
according to those in Aklelet village, but in Ali Gidr, Fanko, Tessenei and in Driesa it 
was reported that the party seeking the divorce forsakes all his or her property or that 
the woman leaves all her gold behind, if she wants the divorce. One respondent in 
Driesa spoke of a rule whereby property was equally divided if the couple had been 
married for at least three years, but no others spoke of this ruling. In Fanko, one 
respondent said that the woman has to leave the children with her husband if she 
instigates the divorce.  
 
It was agreed by those in all villages that women rarely initiate divorce proceedings, 
which is not altogether surprising where the above-mentioned system regarding rights 
to property operates. In Gerset it was agreed by most of those in one group that a 
woman would usually only seek a divorce if her husband committed adultery. In one 
male group held in Gergef, it was reported that a woman is not allowed to divorce her 
husband – “divorcing is the right of the husband.” 
 
As to the attitude of the community towards divorcees, it was often said (in different 
villages) that each case is judged on its own merits; the person judged to be at fault is 
ostracised whilst the other party evokes sympathy. In most villages divorcees of either 
gender were said to be treated quite normally, without prejudice.  
 
A respondent in Driesa noted that everyone has problems and that one therefore 
should not judge others and that usually it is not just one member of the couple that is 
at fault. In other villages, however, including Gergef, Sabonait, Tebeldia and 
Telatasher, divorcees, especially women, are viewed in an unfavourable light by 
society in general, it was noted by some (but not all) respondents. Many men in 
Tebeldia agreed that the woman is the main cause of divorce. 
 

 “The committee views her as a fault-maker and that is why she is divorced.” 
(Telatasher male) 

  
 “If she is the cause she is hated. But is she is not the cause, the community 

treat her normally.” (Tebeldia) 
 

 “The woman is the cause of divorce because she is not perfect. She has two 
deficiencies – either she doesn’t stay at home or she is not good at cooking 
and preparing food.” (male in-depth, Tebeldia) 

 
Both divorced men and women are allowed to, and usually do remarry, it was agreed, 
although in Driesa it was noted that it is more difficult for a woman to do so. Under 
Islamic law the woman cannot marry within a three month and ten day period of the 
divorce. During this time it becomes apparent whether or not she is pregnant from her 
husband and the divorce is not considered as final until this period of time has 
elapsed.  
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6.   GENDER ROLES 
 
 Perceived gender roles were explored by asking, initially, respondents’ views on 

giving birth to a baby boy or girl. They were then asked whether they felt that a man 
could raise children on his own, for example, if widowed or divorced, and then 
questions regarding women’s abilities and opportunities in various spheres were 
posed to respondents.  

 
Preference Regarding Gender of a Child 
 
Some men and women claimed to have no preference regarding the sex of a child:- 
 

 “I say whatever we get is from God. All benefit their parents.” (married man, 
Aklelet) (similar quote from female in Fanko) 

  
 “I see the situation as being in the hands of God. I don’t differentiate between 

a girl and a boy.” (male, in-depth interview, Aklelet) 
 

 “I accept whatever I get. All I need is a baby.” (male, Tessenei) 
 

 “It is a gift from God, whatever I get.” (Tebeldia female) 
 
A number of women stated their preference for a girl, who would help them with the 
household chores, but boys were more often preferred, by both men and women, 
because they “carry the family name”, can help the family, are not exposed to as 
many hardships or dangers as are girls and “provide an heir.” Further, the fact that a 
girl leaves home upon marriage or can bring shame to the family (by getting pregnant) 
weighed against her, in this respect.  Men, in particular, usually cited a preference for 
a son over a daughter.  
 

 “I prefer to have a son because a boy is not exposed to violence and a boy is 
always with you while a daughter leaves you after marriage.” (male in-depth, 
Driesa) 

  
 “I am happiest if I get a boy. He is a lion and a hero.” (female in-depth, 

Fanko) 
 

 “I prefer a son because he is clever.” (female, Fanko) 
 

 “A father prefers a boy because he is useful in the future.” (female, Fanko) 
 

 “I prefer to have a boy. After my death he replaces me. He is the heir.” (male, 
Sabonait) 

 
 “All are the same in God’s eyes but I prefer a son. He helps me, carries my 

name and when he has learned at school, he benefits the country.” (male, 
Gergef) 

 
 “Although this is God’s job – to decide whether you get a boy or girl – I 

prefer a son.” (male, Tebeldia) 
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  “A son isn’t like a daughter. He learns and works. He supports me in old age 

and supports his country. But a girl marries and becomes someone else’s.” 
(excerpt from a role play conducted in Gergef mixed gender group) 

 
 “A boy can work outside so helps me and my husband and can take care of us 

but a girl can get into trouble (get pregnant).” (female, Tessenei) 
 

 “A woman who gives birth to a daughter is angry because the daughter will 
marry and leave her.” (female, Gerset) 

 
 “I would prefer to have a girl because she is more compassionate than a boy 

and I shall teach her. Even after she marries, she will help me.” (excerpt from 
a role play conducted in Gergef mixed gender group) 

 
 “A girl is better because she helps me in the house and helps to raise her 

brothers when I am pregnant again.” (female, Gergef) 
 
 
Two role-plays that were conducted by members of one of the groups in Ali Gidr  
were illuminating. In one, both participants (acting as pregnant women) spoke of their 
wishes to have sons, one of them noting that her ambition for a son would be to 
educate him to become a doctor. In the other role play, a woman congratulated her 
friend on the birth of a daughter, noting that she could help her with the housework, 
and reassuring her that she could be “as good as a boy if you educate her” but 
nonetheless finding it necessary to add:- 
 

 “Don’t worry about having had a girl. God may grant you a boy in the 
future.” 

 
An excerpt from a role-play conducted in Setimo between two women highlights the 
fact that many – but not all – favour a boy:- 
 
 
 
 A:  Congratulations. You gave birth. 
 
 B:        Thank you but I got a girl, who I don’t like. 
 
 A:  Oh – you should not say that. A girl is nice. 
 
 B:  I am not happy my friend. A girl is not important. 
 
 A:  No you are wrong. A girl is very important. 
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Perceptions Regarding a Man’s Ability to Look After Children / Household 
 
Few believed that a man could raise children or look after a household without a wife 
and although this related mainly to his inability to do the household chores and work 
outside the home, one woman felt that a man was “unable to give children the 
affection and love that a mother gives” and a man interviewed individually expressed 
a similar sentiment. 
 

 “I am 61 years old and I have seen a lot. Those children deprived of a 
mother’s care are not successful.”  

 
 
In about half the villages (Ali Gidr, Telatasher, Tessenei, Sabonait, Gerset and 
Gergef) there were those who believed that some men could look after a household 
and their children if necessary, although difficult, but in several villages respondents 
noted that he would have to marry again in the event that he was widowed or 
divorced, and left with the children.  
 
 
Equal Opportunities for Women? 
 
Across all villages women were said to participate equally with men, and to have the 
same opportunities as men, provided that they were educated, although one man in 
Ali Gidr noted that, whilst opportunities do exist for women, “lack of ability 
prevails.”!. In Setimo a man noted that, theoretically the same opportunities are open 
for men and women, but by marrying girls when they are young, these opportunities 
are often not available to them, because their schooling is interrupted. 
 

 “A woman is a partner to man in religion, education, finance, decision-
making and even in marriage.” (male, Sabonait) 

 
 “There is a natural difference because she can breast feed and man can not, 

but she makes decisions, learns and has the right to choose who to marry.” 
(male group, Gergef) 

 
 “A woman can lead if she learns. Women have fought to defend Eritrea.” 

(male, Gergef) 
 
It was noted (by some women in Gergef) that there are a number of women ministers 
in Government (e.g. Minister of Justice and Minister of Tourism).   
 
A number of men and women in different villages were of the opinion that equality 
cannot be attained because women lack physical strength and are limited because of 
breast-feeding, pregnancy and menstruation. Others did not think it possible that a 
woman could effectively run a household and hold down a job. 
 

 “A woman can not be an administrator because she had children. Pregnancy 
hinders her from work, and she has a monthly period.” (male, Gergef) 
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 “She must always be present at home, because she has to take care of the 
children. If she has other work she will not be able to do the housework.” 
(male, Gergef) 

 
 “Islam teaches that a woman is incomplete. She is made for marriage and for 

a home. She is only educated so that she can learn to pay respect to a man.” 
(male, Telatasher) 

 
 “She can not make decisions because she is weak.” (male, Setimo) 

 
 Decision-making is for men. A woman can not decide.” (male, Setimo) 

 
 
In Tebeldia, men were more or less equally divided as to their impressions regarding 
gender equality. Many agreed that a woman can be equal if educated, whilst others 
said that a woman can never be equal to a man and that their religious laws do not 
allow equality. Most agreed that girls have limited education opportunities and that 
family decisions are always made by the father. One was concerned that, if educated, 
Eritrean women might become like European women “who challenge everything”. It 
was noted, with some alarm by men in this village, that there is an increasing pressure 
from women to be equal to men but many echoed the following sentiment: 
 

 “The wife is below her husband.” (male, Tebeldia) 
  
 “In our society a man and a woman are not considered the same.” (male, 

Tebeldia) 
 
A woman in Tebeldia noted that gender equality will never be achieved until the same 
rules applied for men and women, citing, as an example:- 
 

 “A woman is marred to the same man forever but men can remarry. It would 
be nice if a woman could marry another man.”  (female, Tebeldia) 

 
In Fanko a male village committee member was of the opinion that, whilst women 
have equal chances with respect to education and employment, they do not have 
economic independence, even if employed. A woman in Fanko noted that women are 
usually restricted at home, and thus most do not have the same opportunities as men, 
but it was noted that there is increasing pressure from women to exercise their rights 
to gender equality. A woman in Gergef expressed similar sentiments. 
 

 “She has no influence now but we hope that that will change in the 
future.”(female, Fanko) 

  
 “Equality for women is not at the level that women expect.”(female, Gergef) 

 
In Driesa, as in Telatasher, a male who was interviewed said that, although there are 
women involved in senior positions, education and employment opportunities for 
most girls are limited “because the community says that a girl must not go out of the 
house. The community see a girl as incomplete”.  He also firmly believed that men 
are the decision-makers. 
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In Sabonait it was noted that, whilst a woman can make a good administrator if 
educated, she cannot decide whom to marry, but others disagreed that this is still the 
case thus it seems to vary with different families.  
 
 
Income Generating Activities for Women 
 
When asked what income-generating activities women do or could do, the following 
were all often mentioned: 
 

o trading 
o poultry-or livestock-farming 
o sewing (making scarves was often mentioned), embroidery, handcrafts 
o making mats and ropes 
o making bread 
o running shops, cafes, hotels (pensions) or market stalls 

 
In Sabonait, it was noted that job opportunities exist for women at the clinic. Farming 
activities were said to be restricted (in Sabonait) because of the scarcity of land, oxen 
and tractors.  
 
Some respondents in Tebeldia and in Gerset noted that a woman cannot do any work 
outside the home, at least not without her husband’s permission. 
 

  
7.    PREGNANCY OUT-OF-WEDLOCK; ILLEGITIMATE  
      CHILDREN & ORPHANS, ABORTION 
 
Pregnancy out of Wedlock 
 
When asked how women who conceive out of wedlock are treated by the community, 
one respondent noted that she is fed and cared for, but that the ‘case’ is handed over to 
the government or administration to ‘solve’. In the case that the daughter is pregnant 
from a boyfriend, rather than from rape, marriage is arranged, or the man is made to 
pay damages (in Fanko, 2000 nakfa was cited, in this respect). In the event that the 
man denies paternity, the court apparently makes a decision, but no one described 
how they come to their decision.  
 
In several villages, including Sabonait, it was noted that the wedding for a woman in 
this situation only takes place after she has given birth.  
 
People’s responses and some role-plays that were conducted indicated that parents’ 
anger towards their daughter would die down as soon as a marriage had been 
arranged.  
 

 “Even if the father is angry he restores her rights and he weds her to the 
person who did this.” (female, Gerset) 
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 “At the time she will have some problems but afterwards we view her as 
normal.” (male, Setimo) 

 
Society in general would be less forgiving, however, it was stressed by women in 
Fanko. A distinction was made, however, in Fanko, where it was noted that a married 
woman who is pregnant by someone other than her husband is viewed in a far more 
serious light than is a single woman who conceives.  
 
A number of respondents across all villages said that a far more severe approach 
would be the norm, ranging from dispelling the woman from the family and 
community to killing her and /or the man responsible. 
 

 “The society looks at her as indecent and as an outcast from the family.” 
(mixed gender group, Aklelet) 

  
 “She is unwanted because she brought shame to the community.” (male, 

Aklelet) 
 

 “We treat her harshly because she brought shame to the family/” (male, 
Gergef) 

 
 “She is thrown out of the house.” (Tebeldia) 

 
 “A girl who gets pregnant out of wedlock is a criminal.” (male, Gergef) 

 
 “She is hated and isolated by the community.” (male in-depth, Ali Gidr) 

 
 “If I could, I would kill her or kick her out.” (mixed gender, single people, Ali 

Gidr) 
 

 “According to the Moslem religion, we murder her.” (male in-depth, Ali Gidr) 
 

 “The community views her as a criminal. In some tribes they kill her.” 
(female, Sabonait) 

 
 “She would be wed but this varies according to religion. In the highlands they 

wed them but in the lowlands there might even be killings.” (Gerset) 
 

 “Most of them in this village kill a girl in this situation. They must be killed – 
it has to be viewed by others as a mistake so they learn. Such women are 
viewed as useless.” (alarmingly – a health worker from Telatasher – a man) 

 
 “As a group we throw stones at the woman.” (Telatasher) 
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There were a few notable exceptions to the above general view.  
 

 “She should be treated kindly.” (female, Gergef) 
  
 “The society looks at her normally and she is treated humanely because it is 

destiny.” (male, Gergef). 
 

 “We would help and care for her. It is considered normal.” (Tessenei) 
 

 “The community sympathises with her. She can get her rights.” (female in-
depth, Sabonait) 

 
 “It is normal. There is no gossip about it.” (female, Setimo) 

 
 
It was agreed that such a woman is rejected by the community but that she can and 
does demand her ‘rights’ from the man who impregnated her, in terms of 
compensation and support for the child or marriage.  
  
A number of role-plays that were conducted were based on parents discovering that 
their unmarried daughter was pregnant, in some instances, as a result of a rape that 
that the girl had not reported at the time.  
 
Usually, in these dramas, the mother questioned the daughter as to why she was 
always in bed, asleep, or sick; the daughter rarely disclosed her status voluntarily, 
without considerable questioning from the mother. In several instances the father 
blamed the mother for allowing the daughter the freedom to go out alone. Even when 
she had conceived as a result of rape, the father often tried to throw the daughter (and 
sometimes the mother) out of the house. The mother refused to go and decided to 
report the case to the authorities (two such dramas were enacted in Telatasher, in 
different groups but with a remarkably similar theme and outcome). 
 
Three excerpts of such role-plays (from 2 different groups in Aklelet and from a 
group in Gerset) illustrate the often-violent reaction from the father to news that his 
daughter is pregnant. Several plays showed too that the father usually holds the 
mother accountable for what has happened.  
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 Mother:  Mohammed, your daughter is pregnant 
 
 Father:        She is pregnant? Where is she? I will cut her throat. 
 
 Mother:      No ! First you have to know the reason. She was on her way to you  
                   (on the farm) when this happened.  
 
 Father:        She is a liar. She did this herself. I don’t want this girl in the house.  
   Get her out. Where is she? Come here. Why didn’t you tell me when  
   this (rape) happened?  
 
 Daughter: While I was coming to you a man raped me and I was afraid of you. 
 
 Father:  God help me. What kind of time are we in? Fatuma’s mother – what  
   are we going to do? 
 
 Mother:  It has already happened. Treat you daughter right and find this  
   enemy. 
  
 
 
 Father:  Woman, where is my daughter? I haven’t seen her for a long time. 
 
 Mother:  She is asleep at home and doesn’t help me. 
 
 Father:  Why don’t you ask her the reason? You are her mother.  
 
 Mother:  Yes by God I should know the reason why she sleeps. Hanan, why do  
   you sleep all day? Has something happened to you? 
 
 Daughter: Mother, I was at a party and while I was returning a man violated me.  
 
 Mother:  Oh my God. Your daughter is saying that a man raped her.  
 
 Father:  This is all your fault. You let her go to the party. I’ll kill her. Where  
   is she? She has brought shame on me.  
 
   Father beats daughter 
 
 Mother:  Don’t beat her. This is of no use. Go and find this man and restore  
   her rights.  
 
 Father:  Where shall I find him and who is he? 
 
 Mother:  You have to go to the police and inform them. 
 
 Father:  Let us go and inform the police. 



 37

 
 
 Daughter: A man made me pregnant. 
  
 Father:  Ah, ah. Your ending has just come. I shall cut your throat and get rid  
   of you. 
 
 Daughter: Why do you want to kill me father? This is a destiny from God. 
 
 Father:  You are indecent. You do not know the Sheria. I toiled since your  
   birth and up till now. Before falling into this sin why didn’t you ask  
   me to wed you to someone? 
 
 Daughter: Father, this is just a writing from God. 
 
 Father:  No, this isn’t from God. This is from the devil.  
 
 Daughter: It’s the devil that tricked me.  
 
 Father:  May the devil cut off your head. You are a devil. I shall not leave you 
   alone. I shall kill you. I shall beat you with this stick until you die. 
 
 (Thereafter father beats daughter until neighbour hears and intervenes and calms the  
 situation). 
 
 
 
Community’s Treatment of Orphans and Illegitimate Children 
 
Orphans and illegitimate children were usually described as ‘normal’, ‘innocent’, 
‘without sin’ and deserving of sympathy and help, and said to be perceived as such by 
society, on the whole, but it was noted that exceptions do exist:- 
 

 “The society’s opinion varies. Some hate them because they consider them to 
be the result of adultery / fornication but others see them as innocent.” (male, 
in depth, Aklelet) 

  
 “The community has a bad attitude towards illegitimate children.” (female, 

Fanko) 
 

 “They are not viewed like children born legally.” (male in-depth, Sabonait) 
 

 “He is mistreated until he grows up.” (female in-depth, Tebeldia) 
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Abortion 
 
Whereas in six of the eleven villages all respondents spoke of abortion as being rare 
or unheard of (i.e. in Setimo, Driesa, Fanko, Gergef, Tessenei and Tebeldia), in all the 
groups and interviews in Aklelet, and in several of those held in Ali Gidr it was 
acknowledged that abortions do occur.  One man in Ali Gidr remarked that an aborted 
foetus had been discovered in their village. Another said that it is practised and most 
agreed that this is done by women who are afraid of the scandal if they are pregnant 
and unmarried, and are unsure of how they will be able to afford to provide for a 
child. A man in Gerset village thought that abortion was the usual choice for a 
woman who finds that she is pregnant and is unmarried and a man in Sabonait 
described abortion as ‘common’ (“because the pregnancy is viewed as a crime by the 
community.”). Others in two focus group discussions held in Sabonait also viewed 
abortion as commonplace. A man from the medical profession in Telatasher said that 
abortion does occur but not that often. Others in Telatasher spoke of it happening, one 
said ‘often’, noting that this is done through fear of telling one’s parents about the 
pregnancy (bear in mind that it was in this village that it was reported that most 
people would kill a woman who is pregnant out of wedlock). A woman in Tebeldia 
noted that a case had occurred in the village recently, although others in this area 
seemed to be unaware of this. 
 
In all villages abortion is viewed as a crime and people would report it if they knew of 
such an incident. The people who carry it out are liable to punishment but no one said 
exactly what this would entail. 
 
It was said to be carried out ‘outside hospitals’ by midwives, pharmacists, nurses, 
health officers, ‘experts’ or doctors through the use of pills or injections, or traditional 
medicine made from the root of a tree. In Tebeldia a woman and a man (in different 
groups) noted that the ‘Fansida’ tablet, available from pharmacies, is used to induce 
abortions. 
 
In Gerset it was thought that a woman seeking an abortion might ask a friend to help 
her abort. In Sabonait, where abortions were thought to be quite common by a number 
of respondents, one woman noted that some women try to perform the abortion 
themselves, without anyone’s assistance.  
 
Abortion was said to be practised because women who get pregnant out-of-wedlock 
want to “be free of rumours and shame.” If a man denies paternity then it is more 
likely that a woman will seek an abortion, according to a respondent in Tessenei. 
Women who are known to have aborted were said to be labelled as ‘ignorant and 
illiterate.’ Others in this village maintained that abortion never occurs. In Driesa it 
was noted that a woman known to have had an abortion will never find anyone to 
marry her. 
 
Perhaps one woman’s quote best sums up the feelings of most respondents regarding 
abortion:- 
 

 “They (the women who have an abortion) get a bad name all over the earth 
and they are cursed in heaven.” (midwife, Setimo) 
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8. SEXUAL AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
Although there were many similarities in responses across different villages, for all 
sub-sections other than Section 8.1, each village has been reported on separately, 
since this section is considered to be key to this study.  
 
It is pertinent to note that participants sometimes used the term ‘rape’ when speaking 
of pre-marital relations between two willing partners; the man was considered a 
rapist, nevertheless.  
 
 
8.1 PROBLEMS THAT WOMEN EXPERIENCE IN HEALTH AND 

SECURITY 
 
Women find the absence of medical care and advice during pregnancy, childbirth and 
breast-feeding their main health-related concern, across most villages. Anaemia 
during pregnancy was quite often mentioned as a common health problem for women. 
Menstruation is viewed as a ‘health problem’ by many women. In Fanko, however, 
health facilities are accessible, it was noted. 
 
In a group discussion with single men in Al Gidr, one man spoke of problems some 
women face if circumcision is not done correctly, resulting in “too much bleeding” 
and the practice of ‘pharonic circumcision’ or circumcision in general was listed as 
one of the problems women have to face in Sabonait, Tebeldia, Gergef and Gerset 
villages.  
 
A man in Tebeldia noted that a woman’s lack of freedom is a violation of her rights 
and another felt that illiteracy amongst women contributed to their health and other 
problems. 
 
In several villages women’s fear of rape or of men in general was noted, including by 
men.   
 

 “Always a girl is afraid of anyone, because she is a woman.” (female in-
depth, Ali Gidr) 

  
 “Girls always fear men, especially during night time.” (female in-depth, 

Driesa)  
 

 “It is safe in the village but not in the fields where rape can happen.” (female 
in-depth, Tebeldia) 

 
 “Because women are not as strong as men, they are afraid of drunkards.” 

(female, Telatasher) 
 

 “Because a woman does not have strength like a man she faces sexual or 
material assault.” (female, Gerset) 

 
Apart from the above, the general consensus was that their villages were safe places 
to be, especially in the daytime.  
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8.2    DEFINITION AND PREVALENCE OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
 
Aklelet Village 
 
Although gender-based violence was described as abhorrent but also uncommon by  a 
male interviewee, he then when on to estimate the prevalence to be a fairly substantial 
15%, across religious and ethnic divides, but felt it to be more prevalent in poor 
families. It was interesting that a female interviewee (in-depth interview) also 
estimated the prevalence of SGBV to be around 15% and agreed that it is more 
common in poor families, but is not otherwise more prevalent in a particular ethnic or 
religious group. In two group discussions, prevalence rates were estimated to range 
from 10-25% by various people, but one woman felt that the majority of women (say 
90%) experience some sort of gender-based violence. There had been an incident of 
rape in this village within the previous four weeks, it was noted.  
 
Acts of violence were said to occur mainly at night, often by drunkards, and in the 
home as well as at restaurants, bars, on open roads and at the market.  
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
Women are most likely to be subjected to acts of violence during the night and at 
bars, ‘dancing places’, in remote areas, in the fields or shopping centres or even at 
home, it was noted. It was most prevalent during periods of war and subsequent 
evacuation, according to one respondent.  
 
There were thought to be no differences in susceptibility based on ethnicity or 
religion, but victims were more often perceived to be young, from around 17-18 years 
or 15-25 years according to two respondents. Several spoke of those in the lower 
socio-economic groups as being more exposed to such acts of violence.  
 
Whilst in one (male) group and also according to one female interviewee (a midwife), 
the prevalence rate is of the order of 3%, a male interviewee estimated a prevalence 
rate of 15% and in one group of single men and women, an estimate of 10-20% was 
given which was, disturbingly, described as “very few”.  
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
In one group it was noted that there is ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ rape, the former 
occurring within the home; this was the only instance in this study that anyone spoke 
of rape being possible within a marriage.  
 
Although all types of women were said to be vulnerable to SGBV, a respondent in 
Driesa (who sits on a health inspecting committee) noted that this has never happened 
in this village.  
 

 “There is no gender violence here. It has never happened.” (female, in-depth) 
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Another (in the same group) argued strongly that ‘many women’ are in fact affected 
and that 15-30 year olds are the most susceptible.  
 

 “He (the husband) can even kill her if he doesn’t control his mind.” (mixed 
gender group) 

 
 
Fanko Village 
 
Cases of SGBV were said to be ‘very rare’ (“maybe 1%”) or had never happened, but 
if they occurred, parties, bars and forests were felt to be the most likely places that 
such incidents would occur, and at night time. One woman disagreed that SGBV is 
rare and noted that it happens often and in all sorts of places but that no-one knows 
how many people are affected by it. She felt it more likely that such incidents occur at 
night, however, and suggested that such incidents are probably more prevalent at bars, 
parties and places where commercial sex workers congregate, and that teenage girls 
(15-16 years) are the most susceptible, before they are married.  
 
Violators are whipped and / or sent to prison, but a male village committee member 
stated that he would rather kill such a person.  
 
  
Gergef Village 
 
SGBV was said to be rare or to have never happened in this village, across all groups 
and interviews. One woman estimated the prevalence to be of the order of 3% and 
was thought to happen around bars at night time, mainly to young girls of about 17 
years, regardless of ethnicity or religious affiliation; others re-iterated that it simply 
never occurred.  
 
 
Gerset Village 
 
Gerset villagers said that GBV is prohibited and unacceptable in their community and 
never happens, although upon further probing some women estimated the prevalence 
to be around 10-20% and a man felt that 5% was a more realistic estimate. Adolescent 
girls were thought to be the most susceptible, more so during the night than in the day.  
 
 
Sabonait Village 
 
One woman in this village estimated the prevalence of SGBV at around 7%, a man 
and a woman each cited 5% and two respondents (a man and a woman) felt that 
between 25-30% of women experience acts of GBV. Others felt it to be much less 
common than this, citing probable prevalence at around 2%. Victims were said to 
come from all ethnic and religious groups, but one man felt that young women were 
more at risk (he cited a range of 14-25 years).  
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Setimo Village 
 
Said by several respondents to have never occurred in this village, and by another 
respondent to be rare, others estimated the prevalence of SGBV at either 2% or 10%.  
 
Bars, dancing places and dark places were named as relatively more dangerous places 
for women, with younger women (for example, 15-20 years) being felt to be more 
vulnerable since they are more likely to frequent these types of places or to get ‘too 
close’ to a member of the opposite sex. 
 
Rape was said to be considered as seriously as was murder, by one respondent.  
 
 
Telatasher Village 
 
A woman who was interviewed individually in this area thought that around 20% of 
women have faced SGBV at some time, with bars and isolated wooded areas being 
more dangerous and with 15-25 or 15-20 year olds being the most vulnerable, in her 
opinion. Poor people are also thought to be more susceptible than are wealthier 
women. In two mixed-gender focus groups, two men estimated the prevalence of 
SGBV to be around 15% and two others, 5-7%. Again, there was an association made 
between poverty and prevalence rates. As well as in or around bars and streets or 
market places, acts of violence were also said to often occur in the home, thus some 
respondents at least were including domestic violence in their estimates.  
 
All noted that SGBV occurs across all religious and ethnic divides.  
 
 
Tebeldia Village 
 
Incidents of SGBV in Tebeldia were said to be rare. One man estimated the 
prevalence to be 3%; most said that it has never occurred in this area. 
 
 
Tessenei Village 
 
Rape was said to have never occurred in this village by one respondent whilst another 
believed the prevalence to be low at around 2%, and it was thought to affect mainly 
15-30 year old women who frequent or who move near bars at night, although others 
said that no one type of woman was more susceptible to attacks than another.  
 
None spoke of general assault against women when asked to define gender-based 
violence. 
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8.3 CAUSES OF, VIOLATORS AND PUNISHMENT FOR GENDER- 
BASED VIOLENCE 

 
 

Aklelet Village 
 
A male interviewee in this village recommended prison sentences for perpetrators of 
violence, but did not say whether this is actually what happens to them, but in one of 
the focus groups it was reported that a recent incident of rape in the village had 
attracted a fine of 900 nakfa (around US$70) for the rapist.  
 
He and others in this village associated violators with adolescents (15-20 years), the 
unemployed, drunkards, hooligans, gamblers, enemy soldiers and with those who 
“lack the spirit of responsibility.” One respondent felt that some persons in positions 
of authority abused their positions and demanded sexual favours of women.  
 

 “The cause is lack of work. If he had work to do, he would not find time to 
commit such a crime.” (male respondent) 

 
Generally the man was blamed for acts of violence against women, but a man in one 
group noted that: 
 

 “A woman can also be responsible if she doesn’t do her household duties for 
the man.” 

 
A female interviewee advocated the death sentence for rapists; several of those who 
took part in the two focus group discussions also favoured a death sentence, or torture 
or prison terms at the very least. Merely fining a violator was thought to be grossly 
inadequate as a punishment and deterrent.  
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
As in other villages, perpetrators of crimes against women were usually defined thus:- 
 

o drunkards 
o street boys 
o bandits, gangsters (“from the city”) or hooligans 
o those who are illiterate or have a low level of education 
o youth / adolescents / those in the ‘fire age’ (used to describe adolescents with 

high sexual urges) 
o enemy soldiers or citizens of Sudan  

 
A respondent in a group discussion with single men noted that people in positions of 
authority (‘village chiefs’) sometimes rape ‘guests in the village’.  
 



 44

Accordingly, it was thought that development, increased educational levels and 
abstinence from alcohol would assist in the fight against gender-based violence.  
 
A mid-wife who was interviewed in this village believed that the prohibitively high 
dowry requirement makes it impossible for many youngsters to marry and that this 
contributes to the likelihood of rape.  
 
Punishments for offenders were said to include imprisonment, fines or forcing the 
man to marry the victim, though, as discussed earlier, this latter ‘punishment’ may 
refer to those who engage in pre-marital sex (willing partners) rather than rape. One 
respondent advocated a fairly lenient (but unspecified) punishment for a first offender, 
and then progressively more severe punishments for repeat offenders.  
 
It was noted that, under Sheria law, a man who rapes a woman should be subjected to 
100 lashes with a stick and he felt that this was adequate.  
 
Men were universally seen to be the cause of gender-based violence, amongst 
respondents in this village. 
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
Violators or potential violators were described as ‘drunkards’, ‘youth’ and ‘stupid 
people’ by respondents in Driesa. Such violence was said to be precipitated by 
“addiction to sex” and “neediness – because they marry too late” and thus a possible 
solution was said to be early marriage. One respondent (from a mixed gender group) 
saw SGBV as being impossible without the woman’s tacit approval:- 
 

 “If the woman refused he could not do anything to her.”  
 
Punishment is according to Sheria law, but these laws were not explained further. It is 
also the role of the village elders to ‘advise’ or counsel a violator, it was noted. In one 
group of married respondents (of mixed gender), it was noted that:- 
 

 “Some people say – ‘Let’s leave him alone’ – and there is no punishment.” 
 

 
In a role-play conducted by four members of a group held in Driesa, a man beat his 
wife and daughter because they left the house. The husband threatens to divorce his 
wife and to marry her off to a man who is considered something of a fool in the 
community (“strange and not clever”). A male neighbour attempts to defuse the 
situation.  
 
 
Fanko Village 
 
The consumption of alcohol was thought to exacerbate this problem and more 
probable violators were named as ‘youth’, the ‘military, ‘drunkards’, ‘the 
unemployed’ and “the illiterate”. Consequently, education and the creation of 
employment opportunities would help minimise the risks, it was felt.  
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One woman named the punishment of an offender as forcing him to marry the victim 
but again, it is assumed that she was referring to a man whose girlfriend gets pregnant 
rather than rape as such. 
 
 
Gergef Village 
 
Drunkards, enemy soldiers, outlaws and so-called ‘hooligans’ were blamed for 
SGBV. A woman noted that violators are imprisoned but advocated hard labour in 
addition to imprisonment.  
 
Creating more employment opportunities would help deter such practices, it was 
agreed, in addition to more education about this problem. 
 
It was disturbing to note that one man in this village said that women are often to 
blame for violent acts committed against them – “by not providing services”, this 
presumably referring to women who do not perform their household duties and 
possibly also referring to sexual intercourse. (The moderator seems not to have  
probed this statement for more explanation). 
 
A role play that was conducted by some members of a mixed gender group in this 
village revolved around a man beating his wife, because she had not fetched water for 
the household. There was an argument as to whose job it was to collect water, which 
resulted in the man assaulting his wife and threatening to divorce her. A neighbour 
intervened and persuaded the man to accept he was at fault, but in doing so one of his 
comments about women was both patronising and illuminating:- 
 

 “Don’t you know that women were created from a bent rib. So you have to be 
patient. Don’t descend to her level.”  

 
.  
Gerset Village 
 
Causes of GBV were listed as drunkenness and lack of knowledge. Violators were 
classified as drunkards, those with nothing (‘a bankrupt person’), enemy soldiers and 
men of authority who abuse their positions. Others thought that mentally handicapped 
men are quite likely to violate women.  
 
Several respondents recommended imprisonment or beatings as a suitable punishment 
but none said exactly what does happen. At a different stage in the discussion though, 
it was said that a husband who beats his wife should be encouraged by a third-party (a 
mediator) to ‘reach an understanding with her and make him accept he is at fault’.   
 
Education was advocated as the best remedy to eliminate GBV.  
 
Whilst men are blamed for violence when they inflict it, a number of respondents 
noted that women can assault men too.  
 
 



 46

Sabonait Village 
 
It was agreed that nighttime is more dangerous for women and that bars and isolated 
areas (such as forests) are unsafe areas, although one respondent remarked that acts of 
violence commonly occur in the home.  
 
Potential rapists were classified as ‘the poor’, drunkards, enemy soldiers, street-boys 
and the military. It was also noted that women sometimes assault men.  
 
A woman interviewed as an individual said that violators are made to pay a fine but 
that this is not severe enough and that imprisonment would be more appropriate. 
Others agreed that imprisonment was necessary whilst one woman recommended first 
educating the rapist and thereafter, killing him! 
 
Creating employment, an environment of peace rather than war and education 
regarding SGBV were all advocated as measures to tackle this problem. The long 
history of war in Eritrea has contributed to the problem of SGBV according to a 
number of respondents in this village.  
 
 
Setimo Village 
 
For one group this question was largely theoretical since they say no incidences of 
SGBV ever happen. People did, nonetheless, associate potential violators with gangs 
and ‘drunk youth’. In other groups and interview sessions, drunken men, the 
unemployed, the mentally ill and the poor were named as the most likely candidates 
in this respect. Others spoke of those in the so-called ‘fire-age’ (at or soon after 
puberty, with high sexual urges) as being more likely offenders than older men.  
 
Their punishment is imprisonment, where they are given teachings against such 
crimes, it was noted. 
 
A man in one group cited “nagging” as provoking domestic violence.  
 
One solution suggested quite often to avoid SGBV was for young men and women to 
be married whilst young. Closure of bars was suggested by one respondent (a 
woman). Creating employment would help avoid these incidents taking place, 
according to several people.  
 
 
Telatasher Village 
 
As in other villages, violators were named as drunkards, vagabonds, enemy soldiers, 
youth, the unemployed, gangs and thieves. Apparently violators are imprisoned, if 
caught and able to be identified, but it is likely that respondents were speaking of 
rapists here rather than of men who beat their wives. Regarding appropriate 
punishment, one man in this village remarked: 
 

 “If it is done by force, he must be killed.”  
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Another said that a violator should be imprisoned and fined.  
 
The high dowry requirements were said to contribute to SGBV acts as young men can 
often not afford to get married (but want sexual intercourse). Lack of employment 
opportunities were also said to exacerbate the situation, as was the general lack of 
peace and stability in the country and a poor up-bringing.   
 
 
Tebeldia Village 
 
Although thought to be rare, SGBV incidents were felt to be more likely to happen at 
night around bars. ‘Youths (20-30s)’, ‘the unemployed’, ‘the poor’, ‘drunkards’ and 
‘foreigners’ were named as the most likely perpetrators. Consequently SGBV was 
best tackled by reducing poverty and unemployment and by increasing opportunities 
for education, it was maintained. Early marriage (at 15 years) was one solution 
offered to reduce SGBV. More education regarding this problem was recommended.  
 
Violators are apparently imprisoned although many did not know what their 
punishment was since they had never come across such an incident. It appeared that 
respondents were concentrating on rape rather than domestic violence here.  
 
 
Tessenei Village 
 
The unemployed and drunkards were felt to be the most likely violators, whilst 
poverty, general dissatisfaction with life or ‘love of money’ were said to be 
contributing factors to this type of crime.  Men who commit such crimes were said to 
have been ‘raised badly’. 
 
The only punishment mentioned here was that the violator has to pay damages to the 
victim, but the research that was conducted in this village was not that comprehensive 
nor thorough and thus this should not be assumed as the complete picture of what 
happens here. 
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8.4 LEVEL OF CONCERN, DISCUSSION AND EDUCATION  
            SURROUNDING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
 
Aklelet Village 
 
Gender-based violence appears not to be discussed in the community, according to 
one man, “because it is considered a shame.” There appears to be no education 
regarding this either. Some mentioned that it is discussed in the community and that 
parents teach their children about such issues.  
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
Respondents had different ideas concerning the level of discussion and education 
related to SGBV. Whilst it was pointed out that children are not included in such 
discussions, some said that it was discussed in adult education classes and in families, 
others said that these sorts of things were never discussed:- 
 

 “It is not possible to discuss such things. One who speaks of such things is 
ignorant.” (single male group) 

 
Some young men noted that education surrounding gender issues was provided in 
schools. Others noted that teaching against violence is given in the mosques.  
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
SGBV was said to be a concern for both men and women, although thought to be rare 
or non-existent in their community, by most. 
 
One respondent noted that parents do try and advise their children about ‘morals’ but 
others denied that these sorts of issues were discussed with children. Village 
committees were said to “talk about discipline – always”. 
 
 
Fanko Village 
 
Although there does not appear to be much in the way of spontaneous discussion 
regarding gender-based violence amongst villagers, it was reported that people are 
educated about the problem, in schools, by various associations and in adult education 
classes. One woman said that parents do advise (and bless) their children in order that 
they avoid such behaviour but it was apparent she was talking about pre-marital sex 
rather than rape here (“Some do it willingly. It is the fire-age. So it is best to marry 
them early.”) 
 
One woman in Fanko noted that nobody is particularly concerned about this problem 
(and she felt it was a significant problem).  
 

 “People are not bothered about this.” 



 49

Gergef Village 
 
None who were interviewed in this village said that discussion or education about 
gender-based violence occurs anywhere. One woman commented as follows, in this 
respect: 
 

 “I can’t talk about other people’s scandals.” 
 
 
Gerset Village 
 
All respondents in this village were adamant that topics related to SGBV should not 
be, and are not discussed at all. 
 

 “This is shameful. We must not talk about it.” (male) 
 
 
Sabonait Village 
 
Not only is the issue of SGBV not widely talked about, one man noted that it was so 
distasteful and upsetting he would not want to discuss it. Whilst some reported that 
there is education about this in schools, clinic and people’s homes, others – in fact 
most - said that there is not. Whilst it is thus difficult to establish exactly what is 
taught at institutions such as schools, no doubt discussion on a family level differs 
from family to family. One man who was interviewed in this village noted that, in his 
family:- 
 

 “We discuss such things in the family, including with our children, while 
drinking coffee together.”  

 
 
Setimo Village 
 
There appears to be no formal education about SGBV although it is discussed by 
some religious leaders and amongst adult members of the community (but not in front 
of children).  
 

 “It is a shame so we don’t discuss it but some do. You don’t talk with old 
people. It is taboo.” (female midwife) 

 
 
Telatasher Village 
 
It seems that there is a fair amount of discussion regarding SGBV in this village, 
amongst groups of women, by village elders and religious leaders, in adult education 
classes and in families, though not usually in front of children. As in all communities, 
there are those who consider the subject taboo.  
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Tebeldia Village 
 
Some noted that the issue of violence against women is discussed amongst adults and 
that religious leaders and teachers in adult education do speak out against it, but most 
said that this is not common and that one would never speak about such things to 
children.  
 

 “In our culture we don’t talk about it.” (female and male respondents) 
 
 
Tessenei Village 
 
All that was elicited from the two transcripts from this village were two divergent 
views – one respondent said that issues related to gender-based violence are discussed 
whilst another said that they are not and that it is against the culture to do so:- 
 

 “It should not be discussed but kept secretly.”  
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8.5 FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION 
 
 
Aklelet Village 
 
Other than one respondent who thought half the women were subjected to FGM in 
this village, six others gave estimates ranging from 75%-90% 
 
 

 “Pharonic circumcision is a custom and we practise it, even though it is 
harmful.” (female) 

 
 
FGM was said to be carried out by midwives or so-called “skilled women” for a small 
fee – cited as 50 nakfa (about US$4), soap and possibly perfume.  
 
According to several respondents, there exist in their community some who oppose 
‘pharonic circumcision’  but a male interviewee noted that such people are seen as 
“interfering in women’s affairs and having left their traditions.” A female interviewee 
and several respondents in the group discussions concurred with this :- 
 

 “They are seen as having discarded their customs and traditions.” (female in- 
depth) 

  
 “They (who oppose it) are seen as backward, having abandoned their 

traditions.”(male) 
 
It was pointed out by a number of these villagers that religious leaders oppose FGM, 
but is practised nonetheless as it is generally considered a good tradition. A female 
interviewee noted:- 
 

 “In my opinion circumcision is beneficial. Religious leaders do talk against it 
but the people don’t listen to them.” 

 
Teachers apparently also speak out against FGM but again, it appears that their advice 
in this respect falls mainly on deaf ears. One man felt that more should be done to 
discourage this practice and to explain the risks, but the majority of respondents 
accepted that this is a ‘custom’ and should be continued.  
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
Most respondents thought that FGM is widely practised in this village, citing 
prevalence rates ranging from 70% to 90%, although one male interviewee thought it 
to be around 20%. One person noted that the practice was decreasing.  
 

 “It is considered as a good thing. There are two kinds – Ferbun and Suna. 
Most exercise the Suna. ” (mixed gender group, note:  Ferbun refers to 
infibulation and Suna refers to excision of the prepuce with or without the 
clitoris) 
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Skilled women, midwives or doctors were said to carry out the procedure, and whilst 
some said that they are paid ‘a little’ for their services others said that they are not. 
 
Most of the young, single men in one group discussion spoke disparagingly about the 
practice, noting that educated people do not practise it and that religious leaders and 
programmes on the radio teach against it. A male interviewee acknowledged that 
some people (including religious leaders) teach against FGM but noted that:- 
 

 “The community ignores their teachings.” 
 
In a similar vein, a midwife in this village reported, upon being asked whether there 
were people who were against the practice of FGM: 
 

  “There are but the community says to them – ‘Do you prohibit us from the 
custom of our fathers and mothers?’ .” 

 
The police were said to do nothing regarding the practice of FGM. 
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
In this village, FGM was described as ‘part of the culture’, ‘part of our religion’, 
‘normal, ‘good’, ‘important’ and universally practised.  
 

 “We try and reduce the sensitive areas.” (mixed gender, married group) 
 

 “A female who is not circumcised is insulted.” (mixed gender, married group) 
 

 “Everybody should be circumcised.” (mixed gender, married group) 
 

 “We follow the Suno religion of Islam. To be circumcised means to respect the 
religion.” (mixed gender, married group) 

 
Midwives carry it out, for whatever payment someone decides to give them, or for no 
payment. 
 
Although a few people were said to oppose the practice, no-one actively does 
anything to stop it, including the police, although a couple of people noted that the 
police do view FGM as a crime but do not know when it happens and are thus 
powerless. There are no teachers or schools in this village and no one (including 
religious leaders) were said to speak openly about it or against it. 
 
 
Fanko Village 
 
Although teachers, health officials religious leaders and the police were said to be 
against FGM, the community considers it as a beneficial practice and ‘part of our 
culture’ and is thus almost universally applied in this village (90-100% according to 
respondents in this study). Midwives perform FGM and do get paid, although the 
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amount was not given.  Theoretically the police can fine people for conducting FGM, 
and the village committee has the right to ‘inspect’ girls, but apparently this never 
happens – “because they never know when it happens”. Thus, in common with many 
of the other villages represented in this study, the community pays no regard to either 
the law or the advice of respected persons in the community when it comes to the 
practice of FGM. Indeed, in one focus group discussion with men in Fanko, the 
following quote was elicited and sums up the sentiments of most:- 
 

 “We hate those who are against it.”  
 
Others commented as follows:- 
 

 “I don’t listen to those who are against it. It is wonderful that it can be done.” 
  
 “We do not take any measures against FGM because we know that it is God’s 

will”.  
 
  
Gergef Village 
 
Widely differing views on the prevalence of FGM in this village were elicited from 
respondents; one man who was interviewed as an individual said that the practice is 
dying out and that no more than 5% practise it, but responses from a woman (in-depth 
interview) and from a mixed gender focus group indicated that it is considered as a 
custom and that 95% of families circumcise their daughters. Since the figure of 5% 
was only given by one man, it seems safe to assume that the latter figure of around 
95% is closer to the truth. 
 
Midwives and other women who are trained in the procedure carry out FGM for a 
small fee in money or in kind, for example, coffee, sugar and soap. In a focus group 
with men and women one man noted that:- 
 

 “Circumcision is done by women. We as men reject it.” 
 
There were said to be a few people who teach against FGM in their community, but 
they were perceived to have “abandoned their culture”, it was agreed. Others noted 
that educated people (estimated as only 5% of the population in their area) do not 
support the practice, and religious leaders were said to speak out against it. The Islam 
religion was said to be against FGM, but this is apparently of no concern to those who 
practise it, the majority in fact, and nothing is done by the police or anyone else to try 
and abolish the practice, in this area at least.  
 
One woman expressed the need for more education regarding the risks faced by a 
circumcised girl.  
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Gerset Village 
 
Here there was a distinction made between “normal” (refers to excision of the prepuce 
with or without the clitoris) and “pharonic” (refers to infibulation) circumcision, the 
former being considered acceptable and the latter not.  
 

 “The circumcision in the Tigrigne nationality is suitable but the pharonic 
circumcision practised by the Tigre nationality is harmful and can cause 
death.” (female) 

  
 “Circumcision is a ‘must’ and we took this custom from our grandmothers.” 

(female, in-depth) 
 
All or most (80%)  girls were said to be circumcised (with the type of circumcision 
not being defined), by midwives who receive a small amount of money for it. 
 
A man in one group noted that men often object to the practice but that women have it 
done to their daughters without informing their husbands. Religious laws prohibit it 
and some respondents advocated imprisoning or fining midwives who carry out 
pharonic circumcision although none said that anyone is punished for it. A female 
interviewed individually said that no-one (including the police) speaks out against this 
practice; another noted that:- 
 

 “Religion teaches that sewing in circumcision is forbidden.”  
 
 
Sabonait Village 
 
FGM was said to affect around 80% of girls in this area by two men but according to 
two women who participated in this study, 99-100% of girls are circumcised. And, 
according to one woman, this mutilation is not a one-off procedure:- 
 

 “After giving birth a woman is mutilated again.”  
 
Traditional midwives (‘Daya’) or women described simply as ‘skilled’ or ‘elderly’  
were said to carry out FGM for a small (but unspecified) fee, or for goods such as 
coffee and sugar.  
 
Most people in the community support FGM: 

 
 “FGM is useful because it can preserve the girl from violence.” (male)  

  
 
It appears that there was education concerning (and against) FGM in the military, 
since one man in this village noted that “those who were in the struggle are against 
it.” Others noted that some of the ‘new generation’ are ignoring it. Such people, who 
include religious leaders, are seen by the rest of the community as having abandoned 
their roots, however. 
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 “About 20% of people here are against it. The society considers them as 
outsiders who betray their tradition.” (male) 

 
Although considered a crime under the law, no one knew of anyone being brought 
before the courts for violating this law. Several respondents said that FGM is not 
permitted by their religion –either Islam or Christianity.   
 
Significantly more education needs to be done in this village in order to reduce and 
eventually eliminate this practice, it was noted by one staunch opponent of the 
practice (a man). Others felt that health workers in the clinics should do more to 
openly oppose it.  
 
 
Setimo Village 
 
In all focus groups, and according to all but one of the people interviewed 
individually, all members of this community practise FGM, which is carried out (for a 
fee of 20 rials, 10 nakfa or for coffee and sugar) by midwives, although it was said 
that the “Suna group” and religious leaders teach strongly against it, although their 
teachings are rejected by the community. People against FGM are termed “Fer’oon” 
but it was noted that they are ignored by the community. 
 
An in-depth interview with an un-named person (and with some doubt as to their 
gender) indicated that FGM is only practised in a minority of cases, around 2%, and 
that people who practise it are dealt with by the law. Since this was the only person 
who had an alternate view (and a vastly different one at that), this information should 
be treated with suspicion. 
 
 
Telatasher Village 
 
Estimates of the prevalence of FGM in this village ranged from 40-50%, through to 
70-75%. The highest figure quoted here was cited by a man in the medical profession, 
although it was not specified on the transcripts what position he holds. 
 
Midwives perform it for a small fee, and those who are against the practice were said 
to be considered as “anti-tradition” by the community. No one is brought before the 
courts for conducting FGM, nor even taken to task for this. It was noted that religious 
leaders, nurses and teachers reject and speak out against the practice but as one man 
(in the medical profession) noted:- 
 

 “They talk against it but they can’t stop it.”  
  
 “Previously I performed FGM on my daughters and now I say – ‘God forgive 

me’. The police do no react towards those who commit such acts. Only the 
mother knows about it. Even her husband does not know. Education must be 
given to the people about the dangers of FGM” (female, in-depth) 

 
 
Tebeldia Village 
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Although FGM is forbidden under Islam, and with religious leaders speaking out 
against it, it was agreed that it is practised anyway – “because of tradition.”  Illiteracy 
was named as one reason why the practise perpetuates. Villagers estimated the 
prevalence of FGM in their community to range from 70-100%. 
 

 “Yes, we are all circumcised” (female in-depth) 
 
 “Religious leaders talk about it in mosques and say that there is no benefit 

from FGM.” (male) 
  
 “Religious leaders and doctors speak against it but we don’t care.” (female 

in-depth) 
 

 “Some say it’s bad and that things should change.” (male) 
 
 
As is the case in other villages, community elders, nurses or midwives carry out the 
procedure and apparently get paid only a small fee for doing so.  
 
 
Tessenei Village 
 
Again, divergent views from the few respondents represented in this village were 
elicited. Most said that FGM was considered a crime in this village (the only village 
where polygamy was also unaccepted), but one man said that it is not viewed as such. 
Participants in this research study from this village viewed it as harmful and noted 
that only around 5% of families practise it these days. It is carried out by midwives.  
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8.6 RESPONSES TO SEXUAL AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
 
Finally on this subject, respondents were asked questions regarding : 
 
• society’s response to sexual and gender-based violence 
• the types of people from whom a victim might seek support 
• how a survivor might feel and how she is perceived by society 
• prevalence of reporting such incidents to officials and their reactions 
• reasons for non-reporting  
• who is seen to be at fault in a case of domestic violence  
• typical reactions to domestic violence by members of the community  
• response to rape if a relative (sister) was a victim 
 
(Moderators did not always explore each of these areas). 
 
 
Aklelet Village 
 
Although described as ‘not easy’ to report or discuss incidents of gender-based 
violence, a male interviewee believed that such cases were, nonetheless, usually 
reported, and noted that they are viewed very seriously by the community. Parents 
and close relatives were most often named as the people victims would talk to first. 
Women quite often noted that it would be easier to talk to a close female friend than 
to one’s relatives. Village elders or the village committee would be consulted, either 
directly by the victim or by her parents or friends. Non-reporting was said to occur as 
a result of ignorance, shame and fear of a scandal or fear of the perpetrator.  
 

 “It is not easy to talk about such a thing because it is shameful and 
scandalous.” 

 
Society was said to treat victims of SGBV with compassion, and noted that victims 
suffer from sorrow, anger, guilt, shame and depression and that they often encounter 
problems such as fatigue, exhaustion and memory loss. The society does not hold the 
victim responsible, however, all agreed.  
 
In the event that a person witnessed an incident of domestic violence in a neighbour’s 
home, all would intervene and attempt a reconciliation. 
 
If their sister was raped, respondents’ reaction would usually be to go to the police or 
courts, but a number of respondents said, seemingly quite seriously, that they would 
kill the accused. 
 
 
Ali Gidr Village 
 
Victims of gender-based violence, who were mainly viewed as rape victims rather 
than victims of domestic violence based on the transcripts for this study, are said to 
report the incident to their family, the police or civil police, or a friend. It was 
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acknowledged that some incidents go unreported, because of ‘shame’ but these were 
thought to be the minority, except by a mid-wife who remarked: 
 

 “She doesn’t tell anybody. She says – ‘I made a mistake because I went out 
alone’ .” 

 
Village elders and religious leaders were viewed as counsellors in the community but 
several respondents noted that a woman would be unable to discuss a case of rape 
with a man.  
 
A victim’s emotions were described as ‘anger’, ‘stress’, ‘shame’, ‘pain’ and ‘fear’. 
  
Society was said to side with the victim and not to blame her, and in one group a 
respondent also spoke of a sympathetic attitude being displayed towards a victim of 
domestic violence. Another, however, said that the community sees her as “inferior.” 
The violators are arrested, if able to be identified. Elders, village committees and the 
administration were said to deal with the perpetrators. At times the woman’s family 
apparently go directly to the family of the rapist and seek damages.  
 
If a close relative such as one’s sister was raped, whilst some would take the case to 
the appropriate authorities, a number of others (across different groups) claimed that 
they would seek out the rapist and kill him. 
 
 
Driesa Village 
 
Rape victims approach either a friend or their parents, if anyone, and the offender is 
imprisoned. No one spoke of domestic violence in this context (e.g. what punishment 
is meted out), but one respondent did note that it is better to divorce one’s wife than to 
beat her. One respondent in this village related a case that occurred in the village 
whereby seven women trumped up charges of rape against a man who was then 
unfairly punished, illustrating the need to have verifiable evidence.  
 
Only one person spoke of the victim being taken to a health facility following such an 
attack.  
 
Non-reporting was said to occur often and is attributable to ‘fear and shame’, although 
the victim was said to be viewed with sympathy and not blamed for the incident. 
Officials (including elders, administrators and the police) were said to react ‘properly’ 
to reports of SGBV.  
 
A victim of SGBV was variously described as feeling worried, sick (if pregnant), and 
of ‘hating hearing his name’.  
 
People would try and intercede if a neighbour was beating his wife. This was a 
common reaction, in all villages, and thus it was interesting to note the following 
comment by one respondent (mixed gender, married group) concerning involvement 
in this type of case:- 
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 “In Tigrigne they say don’t intervene because if you try and reconcile them 
while he is beating his wife he might also hit you. Later you can mediate with 
them.”  - thus inferring that a woman might not be helped during an incident of 
GBV. 

 
If a close relative were raped, an official report would be made or the relative would 
take it upon himself or herself to claim damages directly from the offender. 
 
 
Fanko Village 
 
The pattern here was the same as in all other villages a victim of SGBV would find it 
difficult or at times impossible to talk about the incident, but if reported, she would be 
most likely to talk to a close friend, parent or other family member (female rather than 
male) who would, in turn, report the incident to officials, although this might depend 
on the severity of the attack. 
 

 “ We report only if we see death or serious damage to the person.” (female, 
in-depth) 

 
Some said that she would be taken to a clinic following such an incident, but this was 
not often mentioned. One man reported that the victim’s family would first ‘beat up’ 
the violator and would then go to the authorities, thus a sense of street justice prevails 
here as in many of the other villages.  
 
Counsellors in the community include teachers, elders and one’s relatives, it was said.  
 
The victim’s emotions would range from anger, shame, fear, humiliation, isolation 
and depression, according to respondents. Non-reporting would be primarily due to 
shame. Whilst some felt that she would be shown ‘love and sympathy’ from the 
community, others agreed that she would be blamed, or ‘hated’ for what had 
happened.  
 
Villagers would tend to intervene if they witnesses an act of domestic violence and in 
the event that their sister was raped, as was the case in other villages, there were those 
who declared that they would personally kill the rapist, though most would seek legal 
recourse. 
 

 “I would kill him with a knife or with anything in my hand.” (male village 
committee member) 

 
Although we were not referring to rape as consensual sex before marriage, as already 
mentioned, some viewed this as rape, hence the following comment:- 
 

 “I would kill both of them.”  
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Gergef Village 
 
Regarding society’s response to acts of SGBV, one man in this village commented 
thus, implying that not much is done about the problem: 
 

 “The society here doesn’t care about such things even though they don’t like 
them.” 

 
As in other villages, victims of SGBV were said to usually seek help from close 
friends, neighbours or relatives, who would then report it to the authorities on her 
behalf. It was agreed that a victim would prefer to speak to a woman than to a man. 
 
A victim of SGBV was felt to feel ‘shame’, ‘despair’, ‘isolation’, ‘guilt’ and ‘shock’, 
although most described the community’s attitude toward victims as compassionate. 
Others noted that a victim withdraws from society and suffers psychologically. 
Indeed, non-reporting was attributed to shame and fear of a scandal. Religious leaders 
and elders were deemed to perform a counselling role in the community, though none 
spoke of a victim being likely to approach such people.  
 
As was observed in other villages, some respondents, men in this case, claimed that 
they would kill the perpetrator if their sister had been raped. Others would report it to 
the appropriate authorities.  
 
Similarly, as seen elsewhere, villagers’ automatic reaction in the event that they 
witness a neighbour being assaulted is to help and to intervene.  
 
 
Gerset Village 
 
Victims of SGBV, who were described as ‘traumatized’ and often ‘injured’ would 
usually speak to close friends or family members (females rather than males) and rape 
cases would be reported to the police or village elders. The community treats such 
cases very seriously, it was noted, and the victim is not seen as being responsible in 
any way, although many agreed that the victim isolates herself from the community 
because she feels ashamed. Cases often go unreported for this reason, it was thought.   
 
Several respondents believed that the perpetrator (of rape) should be killed.  
 
 
Sabonait Village 
 
Respondents variously named family members, friends, neighbours, the police, the 
administration, village elders and the clinic as places where a rape victim would seek 
help and make a report. More often, she would first approach a woman, it was 
generally agreed. One respondent felt that NUEW would be a victim’s first port of 
call. Usually official reports would be made by her friends or family members rather 
than by the victim directly.  
 
Though the community would not apportion blame to the victim, most said, she 
would nonetheless feel isolated from the community. Non-reporting was though to 
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occur because of the sense of ‘shame’ the victim would feel if everyone knew what 
had befallen her.  
 
If one’s sister was raped, respondents would either go directly to the law or thought 
that they might mete out punishment themselves, often, it was maintained, by killing 
the violator, though it is impossible to establish if they would really go this far in a 
real-life situation. Others said that they would make the ‘rapist’ marry their sister.  
 
As was the case in other villages, when asked how society and how the victim reacts 
to a case of SGBV, most people responded as if we were discussing rape alone, and 
moderators often did not explore reactions to domestic violence in the home, other 
than by asking one question as to how they would react if a neighbour was beating his 
wife. Most – in all villages – would intervene in such a case.  
 
A number of possible scenarios for role-plays were included in the discussion guide, 
including one on domestic violence. Moderators were asked to present one or two of 
the scenarios to members of each focus group and ask them to enact a drama based on 
these.  
 
Regarding domestic violence, a drama was conducted by three members of one focus 
group discussion on this subject. A neighbour pleaded with a man to stop beating his 
wife and tried to explain how the wife was tired from looking after the children all 
day. The husband accepted he was at fault. No one reported the incident. The fact that 
the wife had not washed her husband’s clothes had provoked his anger. 
 
In another such role-play, the outcome was the same. In this instance the husband had 
refused to accept his wife’s excuse that she was ill as the reason for her not having 
tended the donkey and goat. 
 
 
Setimo Village 
 
Most cases of rape would be reported (if they happened), it was agreed, in the first 
instance to friends or family and then the matter would be taken to the authorities to 
deal with. The violator would be imprisoned. Victims are not viewed as responsible. 
Even in cases of domestic violence, the man was said to be at fault, although when 
people spoke of reporting incidents of SGBV they appeared to be referring 
exclusively to rape. When asked how they would react to a woman neighbour being 
beaten by her husband, all would assist. One woman, a midwife, described her 
anticipated reaction more explicitly:- 
 

 “I would bite him until my teeth fell out, and beat him.” 
 
A victim of assault might be taken to the clinic, depending on the severity of the 
injuries that she has sustained, but few respondents actually spoke of her seeking 
medical attention. If one’s sister was raped, several respondents spoke of finding the 
offender and ‘hitting him’ but fewer people in this village spoke of killing the man. 
Most would seek recourse through the law though, it seems. 
 



 62

A victim was said to be likely to feel fearful, lacking in confidence, sad, angry and 
possibly suffering from health and psychological problems, but the community 
supports rather than ostracises or blames her, according to most. A couple of women, 
including a midwife, expressed a different view here, the latter giving an actual 
example to back up her opinion. 
 

 “It depends. If the girl was of a good character the community sympathises 
with her. If not, the contrary applies.” 

  
 “She gets no help here – only insults .The people say – if she was not a 

volunteer he could not have done anything to her. We should not disclose such 
things. One lady here went to the administrator after she was raped and he 
said – ‘You used to go with him so what is wrong today?’ The woman was 
embarrassed and went home. So we prefer to remain silent. ” (midwife) 

 
 
Telatasher Village 
 
Most respondents felt that a survivor of SGBV would rather talk to a friend about it, 
than to anyone else. It was noted that they face health and psychological problems, 
and feel humiliated and ashamed, but most agreed that the community does not blame 
the victim. It is believed that most cases are reported to officials, although fear and 
embarrassment might deter some from doing so. Rape is viewed extremely seriously 
by officials, it was noted. A third party (a friend or relative) more often reports the 
incident than does the victim, it was said, because it is so difficult for the victim to 
speak about the incident, especially to a man.  
 
 
Tebeldia Village 
 
An incidence of sexual assault will generally be reported to the authorities by the 
parents of the victim. One respondent noted that the family members would kill the 
offender. A victim may also first report the incident to a friends or religious leaders, 
according to some. Village elders act as counsellors in the community but victims 
would generally find it easier to speak to someone close to them, it was believed. 
Rape was said to be treated very seriously by the community in general and by 
officials dealing with the case. One man noted that village elders become very 
involved in such cases and “co-operated more than we expected they would”, 
implying that this respondent had had occasion to deal with village elders regarding 
this type of incident. 
 
A victim of SGBV would feel isolated, inferior, angry and ashamed and would likely 
suffer from depression, according to respondents. Non-reporting was usually 
attributed to shame. One man thought that it would be easier for a woman to report 
the incident if she did not know the violator but that it is more difficult to report a 
relative, friend or acquaintance. 
 

 “You want to keep it a secret and hide it from others. So you don’t report it.” 
(female in-depth) 
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When asked what they would do in the event that their sister was subjected to such an 
attack, as seen elsewhere, whilst some would report the case others would take it upon 
themselves to mete out punishment to the violator:- 
 

 “I would kill him with a sword.” 
  
 “I would kill him with a knife.”  

 
Others would seek recompense (monetary, it is assumed) from the family of the 
offender and would not make a report to the authorities. Others described how they 
would offer moral support to their sister – “I would pray to God to bless us”; “I 
would comfort her.” 
 
If a case of domestic violence is witnessed by a neighbour, the neighbour would, in all 
instances, intervene, according to the findings of this study. One respondent noted that 
he would let the man ‘cool down’ and would then try and advise the couple and help 
them with their problem.  
 
The man is seen to be at fault in cases of gender-based violence. 
 
 
Tessenei Village 
 
In the event of an assault on their person, women would resist the offender, fight and 
scream in order to attract help, it was noted. Thereafter she would report the incident 
to her family members or friends and subsequently to village elders, and the case 
would be dealt with by the courts. It would be normal for the victim to seek medical 
help at a clinic, one man noted. It was agreed that not all victims report such a crime 
and that it is difficult to speak about sexual assault, in particular. Friends and 
neighbours were felt to be best equipped to counsel a victim, perhaps more so than 
one’s own family members.  
 
The victim would be expected to feel depressed and such incidents were said to inflict  
serious psychological damage on the victim. Generally it was reported that the 
community would help and support the victim and would not see her as blameworthy, 
but one respondent felt that she would be viewed in a negative light.  
 
In common with what was observed in other villages, the tendency would be to try 
and defuse a situation whereby a neighbour was assaulting his wife. If one’s sister 
was raped, most men reported that they would fight or more often, kill the violator. A 
few would go to the law.  
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Appendix I 
 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE  
 

Community Assessment (SGBV Programme) 
 
NOTE:  Gender-Based Violence (GBV) will focus only on rape, beatings, and Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) 
 
CAPITAL LETTERS INDICATE INSTRUCTIONS AND ARE NOT TO BE READ OUT  
 
NOTE-TAKER:  PLEASE CAREFULLY OBSERVE AND RECORD FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AND 
BODY LANGUAGE (INCLUDING INTEREST, ENTHUSIASM, LAUGHTER, CONFUSION, BOREDOM, 
AGITATION, EMBARRASSMENT, LACK OF INTEREST ETC).  
 
NOTE-TAKER & MODERATOR: 
ALTHOUGH WE DO NOT NEED AN ANSWER FOR EVERY QUESTION FROM EVERY PARTICIPANT 
(UNLESS OTHERWISE INSTRUCTED) WE DO NEED TO GET AN IDEA OF GENERAL CONSENSUS 
FROM THE GROUP. PLEASE RECORD WHETHER MOST OF THE GROUP AGREED WITH A 
PARTICULAR OPINION OR NOT. RE-FOCUS PARTICIPANTS ON THE OBJECTIVES OF THE FOCUS 
GROUP IF THEY KEEP GOING OFF THE POINT. 
 
GET RESPONDENTS TO INTRODUCE THEMSELVES AND TELL US A BIT ABOUT THEMSELVES.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Good morning/afternoon. My name is …………..and this is …….. We are conducting some work for Haben 
and CARE International ………… and wish to speak to members of the community on what they think about 
various important issues that affect their communities. This information will give us a better understanding of 
the needs of your community and will be used to develop relevant projects and services.  
 
Please give your honest opinions in this discussion today – there are no right or wrong answers and you 
do not have to agree with other people in the group. We would like you all to contribute to this discussion 
but please talk one at a time so we can record what you say and so that we do not miss anything. 
……(NAME)… will write down what you say and we will also record the discussion on audiotape in case 
we miss anything in the notes. Everything will be treated confidentially – no one will know who said 
what. We are having a number of these groups and we summarise the findings without making reference 
to any one’s name.  
 
We expect the discussion to take about 2.5 hours.  
 
Are there any questions?  
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1. INTRODUCTION / WARM-UP 
 
 
Let’s start by getting to know each other. Please get into pairs and briefly find out about each other – their 
name, their interests, their family, what they do. This should only take about five minutes and then you can 
come back to the group and introduce each other to the rest of us.  
 
2.   COMMUNITY INFORMATION   
 
 
I would like to start by finding out a bit about your community and how you live. 
 
2.1)       - Are there any income generating activities in your community? Which are the main ones?  
             -  What are the ways that women generate income? 
 
2.2)      - Where do people go for medical help?   

- Do pregnant women see health providers during their pregnancies?   
- Who are these health providers? 

 
2.3)        What people or groups are involved in helping those in need? 
 
 
 

1. INFORMATION SYSTEMS   
 
 
3.1) What would you say are the MOST important sources of information in this community? 
 Does this differ for men and women? I mean, do men rely more on some types of sources of  

information and women on other types?  
 

3.2) If an individual or organization wants to conduct a meeting or promote ideas, what methods do 
they use? 

 
3.3)      - Where do you get your health education information?  Anywhere else?  

- Which source do you consider to be the most credible / reliable ? 
 
 

2. POWER / LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES 
 
 
4.1) - What is the formal power structure in you community?   

- Who are the leaders and decision makers?  How is this decided? 
 
4.2) - Who are the authorities for conflict resolution?   

-  Do religious leaders play a role?   
-  How effective do you think they are in this role? 

 
4.3) -    Who represents the community to outsiders? 

- How effective do you think they are in representing the needs of all members of the community? 
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5. SECURITY / SAFETY 
 
 
5.1) In case of an incident, a fight or other related problems, who is responsible for security? 
 
5.2) -  Is there a police/security force?   

-  What is their schedule like / what sort of things do they concentrate on or give priority to? 
-  Do they walk around or stay in one place?   
-  Are they available at any time?   
- To whom do they refer if a case is severe? 

 
5.3) Which places in your community are considered safe?  

    Not safe?  During what hours of the day? 
 
 
6.   MARRIAGES  
 
 
6.1) What kind of systems do you have in your traditional law regarding dowries and bride moneys?   
 
6.2)       What is a good age for marriage for a girl?  For a boy?  Why ? 
 
6.3)        What systems do you have for divorce?   
 
6.4)         How are divorced men viewed / treated by the community? 
 
6.5)         And how are divorced women treated? 
 
6.6)        Can a man marry again after a divorce?  Can a woman?   
 
6.7)        Who do you think instigates divorce usually?  Why? 
 
6.8)       What do you think are the main reasons why some people get divorced? 
 
6.9)       When a man has more than one wife, are all wives treated equally?   
 
 
7. ROLE-PLAYING EXERCISE  
 
 
We are now going to do a  ‘role-playing’ exercise.  I am going to ask you to get into pairs and I will give each 
pair a scenario to act out in a small drama for us. You can go and plan this drama for about 10 minutes. If it 
helps to write down what you are going to say, please take some paper and pencil from the table. Please act out 
the drama in what you think is the USUAL way that the community would react in the circumstances that 
you are acting out.  Some of you will have to act as a man and some as a woman for these plays. 
 
PUT PARTICIPANTS TOGETHER IN PAIRS AND GIVE THEM A PIECE OF PAPER INDICATING 
WHICH ‘DRAMA’ THEY SHOULD ACT OUT.  READ THROUGH THIS WITH EACH PAIR AND MAKE  
SURE THEY KNOW WHAT THEY ARE SUPPOSED TO DO.  IF YOU HAVE AN UNEVEN NUMBER 
OF PARTICIPANTS PUT THREE TOGETHER IN ONE GROUP AND ADAPT THEIR DRAMA 
SLIGHTLY TO INCORPORATE A THIRD PERSON. FOR EXAMPLE, IN SCENARIO NUMBER ‘1’ 
BELOW YOU COULD HAVE THE YOUNG GIRL WITH BOTH PARENTS AND NOT JUST WITH HER 
FATHER. OR IN SCENARIO 3 ONE PERSON COULD ACT AS ANOTHER FRIEND WHO REACTS TO 
THE BIRTH OF HER TWO FRIENDS’ BABIES.  
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ROLE-PLAYING SCENARIOS 
 
1 Husband and wife – one of whom wants to divorce the other and needs to approach the 

spouse to tell them why. 
2a Young unmarried woman aged 15 years is pregnant as a result of rape and her father has 

just found out.  
2b Young unmarried woman aged 15 years is pregnant from her steady boyfriend and her 

father has just found out. 
3 Two women (friends) are both pregnant and are discussing what they will call their babies. 

One then has a baby boy and one a girl. Act out their conversation while they are pregnant, 
and after the birth of their babies, including the plans / ambitions that they have for their 
children (before they are born and then afterwards) 

4 A man hears or sees his neighbour beating up his wife or teenage daughter. He later bumps 
into the man (or the woman who was beaten) on their own. Act out what he does or what he 
says at the time, or what conversation he has with these people if he sees them later. He 
may or may not mention what he knows.  

5 A man is discussing with his male friend about how to deal with his wife who is 
insubordinate and who does not do what he wants (in whatever manner the ‘actors’ decide 
on)   

 
 
LET EACH GROUP/PAIR ACT OUT THEIR ‘DRAMA’. TAKE COMPREHENSIVE NOTES INCLUDING 
REACTIONS FROM OTHER PARTICIPANTS.  
 
 
8.   GENDER ROLES  
 
We have seen some interesting plays. Thank you. Now we are going to discuss gender roles in this 
community more fully. 
 
8.1) What are your views about giving birth to a boy?  And to a girl?   
 
8.2) Can a man raise children on his own, for example after a death or a divorce of the wife? Why / why  

not? 
 
8.3) Does a woman make a good administrator?  Are women involved in leadership structures (informal and   

formal)?  Are they equal participants and decision-makers?   
 
IF NO: Should they be ?  

IF YES:- How could this be encouraged ? 
IF NO:-  Why not?  
 

 
8.4) Are there gender differences in education, economic independence, family decision-making,  
              employment opportunities, and marriage decisions?  In what way ? Why?  
 
8.5) What skills do women have that could be used for IGA?   
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9.     PREGNANCY   
 
 
9.1)  If a girl gets pregnant out of wedlock, what is done?   

What should be done?   
How is she perceived by society?   

 
9.2)  Is abortion common?   

      Why is abortion practiced ? 
Who performs it? 

      What do you think if someone performs it? 
 
9.3)       How are orphans or unwanted babies received by society?   
 
 
10. SGBV 
 
 
10.1) What problems have women and girls experienced in health and security in your community  

(particularly security) ? 
 
10.2) What do you consider to be Gender-based Violence?    

Is there Gender-based Violence in your community?  How often does it happen?   
 
10.3) How many women do you think have faced such problems?  Where?  When?  Who (ages, religion, sex,  

marriage status, ethnic group)?   
 
10.4) Who are the violators?  What is their punishment?  Is it enough?   
 
10.5) What are the causes?  What can be done to address these problems?   
 
10.6) How do you feel about SGBV?  
                           Is it a concern to men?  To women?  
 
10.6) Can you talk about this?   

Is it discussed among families, including children?   
 
10.7) In this community , it there any education about Sexual and Gender-Based Violence ?  

What about in schools / and in adult education groups?   
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Female Genital Mutilation 
 
 
10.8) How is Female Genital Mutilation viewed in your community?   
 
10.9) What percent of the community do you think practices Female Genital Mutilation?  
 
10.10) Who performs the procedure?  Do they gain from the practice (financial reward or status)?   
 
10.11) Are there people against Female Genital Mutilation ? How are they viewed by society?  
 
10.12) What does your religion teach about gender-based violence or female genital mutilation?  
 
10.13) What about the response to those who commit such acts? How do the police react? 
 
10.14)  Is there anything religious leaders can do to prevent this? Can teachers do anything? Or other 

community groups? What should they do? 
 
 
RESPONSES TO SGBV 
 
10.15) How does society deal with SGBV cases or incidents?  How should society deal with them?   
 
10.16)  Where does a survivor usually go to for help?  Where should they go?   
 
10.17) - Who does a survivor usually talk with?  Who should she talk with?  Would they seek the advice of 

teachers?  Elders?  Relatives?   
How easy is it to talk with these people about the incident?   

 
10.18) Who are the advisors/counselors in your community?  Who would be a good listener for a survivor to 

talk with?   
 
10.19) How does a survivor feel after the incident?  How do they cope after the attack?  What are the problems 

they face (physical, psychological, social)?  
 
10.20) How is a survivor perceived by society?  Are the victims viewed as responsible?   
 
 
10.21) Are cases ever reported to officials?  To who?  How serious does an incident have to be, to be reported 

outside the home?  How do you think these officials react to reports of these types of incidents ? Do 
they treat some cases (e.g. rape) differently to other cases (e.g. beating up by a husband)? 

 
10.22) What reasons cause non-reporting of incidents?   
 
10.23) What would you do if your neighbor were beaten by her husband?  Who is to blame if a man beats his 

wife?  
 
10.24) If a woman is raped by a stranger is it easy to discuss the issue with a man?  With a woman?  What 

would you do if your sister were raped?   
 
 
 
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR TAKING PART IN THIS DISCUSSION TODAY.  
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Appendix II 
 

DRAFT IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDE  
 

Community Assessment (SGBV Programme) 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Thank you for meeting with me.  My name is …………..  I am conducting some research work for Haben and 
CARE International ………… and wish to speak to key members of this community on what they think about 
various important issues which affect their communities. This information will give us a better understanding of 
the needs of your community and will be used to develop relevant projects and services. Please give me your 
honest opinions in this discussion today. Everything will be treated in the strictest confidence.  
 
1.   COMMUNITY INFORMATION   
 
I would like to start by finding out a bit about your community and how you live. 
 
1.1) Where do you get your water? How far is it ? 
1.2) And your firewood? How far is it? 
1.3) Does this community have electricity? 
1.4) Do you get all of your food from farming? What other sources are there? Is your farmland near your 

home? If not, how far is it – how long does it take you to walk there? 
 
1.5) - Are there any income generating activities in your community?  

- Which are the main ones?  
             -  What are the ways that women generate income? 
 
1.6)        What people or groups are involved in helping those in need? 
 
1.7)     -     What organizations or groups are active in your community?   

-     What activities do they have?   
- Are there women’s associations?  Youth associations?  Ekub, Mahber, etc? 

 
 
2. INFORMATION SYSTEMS   
 
2.1) Do you listen to radio programs? Which ones? What time and day of the week? Which ones  

are popular? 
 
2.2) Do you have access to TV? Which programs do you watch? What times of day? 
  
2.3) If an individual or organization wants to conduct a meeting or promote ideas, what methods do 

they use? 
 
 



 71
 
3. POWER / LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES   
 
 
3.1) - What is the formal power structure in you community?   

- Who are the leaders and decision makers?  How is this decided? 
 
3.2) - Who are the authorities for conflict resolution?   

-  Do religious leaders play a role?   
-  How effective do you think they are in this role? 

 
3.3) -    Who represents the community to outsiders? 

- How effective do you think they are in representing the needs of all members of the community? 
 
4. SECURITY / SAFETY    (10 mins) 
 
4.1) In case of an incident, a fight or other related problems, who is responsible for security? 
 
4.2)       -  Is there a police/security force?   

-  What is their schedule like / what sort of things do they concentrate on or give priority to? 
-  Do they walk around or stay in one place?   
-  Are they available at any time?   
- To whom do they refer if a case is severe? 

 
4.3)            Which places in your community are considered safe?  

    Not safe?  During what hours of the day? 
 
 
5.   MARRIAGES   (15 mins) 
 
5.1)        What kind of systems do you have in your traditional law regarding dowries and bride moneys?   
 
5.2) What is a good age for marriage for a girl?  For a boy?  Why ? 
 
5.3)          What systems do you have for divorce?   
 
5.4)         How are divorced men viewed / treated by the community? 
 
5.5)         And how are divorced women treated? 
 
5.6)        Can a man marry again after a divorce?  Can a woman?   
 
5.7)        Who do you think instigates divorce usually?  Why? 
 
5.8) What do you think are the main reasons why some people get divorced? 
 
5.9)         What kind of information can you give us about polygamy for men and for women?  

 How many spouses are allowed?   
        How many are considered “normal”?   

  When a man has more than one wife, are all wives treated equally?   
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6.   GENDER ROLES  (15 mins) 
 
6.1) What are your views about giving birth to a boy?  And to a girl?   
 
6.2)       Can a man raise children on his own, for example after a death or a divorce of the wife? Why / why  

not? 
 
6.3)       Does a woman make a good administrator?  Are women involved in leadership structures (informal and   

formal)?  Are they equal participants and decision-makers?   
 
IF NO: Should they be ?  

IF YES:- How could this be encouraged ? 
IF NO:-  Why not?  
 

 
6.4)        Are there gender differences in education, economic independence, family decision-making,  
              employment opportunities, and marriage decisions?  In what way ? Why?  
 
6.5)         What skills do women have that could be used for IGA?   

 
7. PREGNANCY   (15 mins) 
 
7.1)         When is a good age to have a child?   

What is the proper period to have a child born with the proper birth weight?   
What about your children?  Do you think it is good for your children? What solution is there? 
 

7.2)       Do you know about contraceptives?   
Who teaches youth about contraceptives?   
Who should teach them?   

 
7.3)      Do you think most rape survivors use contraceptives?  (Why/ why not?) 

Do you think most single men use them?  (Why/ why not?) 
 
7.4)        If a girl gets pregnant out of wedlock, what is done?   

What should be done?   
How is she perceived by society?   

 
7.5)        Is abortion common?   

      Why is abortion practiced ? 
Who performs it? 

      What do you think if someone performs it? 
 
7.6)       How are orphans or unwanted babies received by society?   
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8)         SGBV (30 mins) 
 
8.1)       What problems have women and girls experienced in health and security in your community  

(particularly security) ? 
 
8.2)       What do you consider to be Gender-based Violence?    

Is there Gender-based Violence in your community?  How often does it happen?   
 
8.3)      How many women do you think have faced such problems?  Where?  When?  Who (ages, religion, sex,  

marriage status, ethnic group)?   
 
8.4)      Who are the violators?  What is their punishment?  Is it enough?   
 
8.5)      What are the causes?  What can be done to address these problems?   
 
8.6)      How do you feel about SGBV?  
                           Is it a concern to men?  To women?  
 
8.7)      Can you talk about this?   

Is it discussed among families, including children?   
 
8.8)        In this community , it there any education about Sexual and Gender-Based Violence ?  

What about in schools / and in adult education groups?   
 
Female Genital Mutilation 
 
8.9) How is Female Genital Mutilation viewed in your community?   
 
8.10) What percent of the community do you think practises Female Genital Mutilation?  
 
8.11)      Who performs the procedure?  Do they gain from the practice (financial reward or status)?   
 
8.12)      Are there people against Female Genital Mutilation ? How are they viewed by society?  
 
8.13)      What does your religion teach about gender-based violence or female genital mutilation?  
 
8.14)     What about the response to those who commit such acts? How do the police react? 
 
8.15)     Is there anything religious leaders can do to prevent this? Can teachers do anything? Or other  

    community groups? What should they do? 
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RESPONSES TO SGBV 
 
8.16)    How does society deal with SGBV cases or incidents?  How should society deal with them?   
 
8.17)      Where does a survivor usually go to for help?  Where should they go?   
 
8.18) -   Who does a survivor usually talk with?  Who should she talk with?  Would they seek the advice of  
               teachers?  Elders?  Relatives?   

- How easy is it to talk with these people about the incident?   
 
8.19)     Who are the advisors/counselors in your community?  Who would be a good listener for a survivor to    

talk with?   
 
8.20)     How does a survivor feel after the incident?  How do they cope after the attack?  What are the problems  

they face (physical, psychological, social)?  
 
8.21)     How is a survivor perceived by society?  Are the victims viewed as responsible?   
 
8.22)     Are cases ever reported to officials?  To who?  How serious does an incident have to be, to be reported  

outside the home?  How do you think these officials react to reports of these types of incidents ? Do  
they treat some cases (e.g. rape) differently to other cases (e.g. beating up by a husband)? 

 
8.23)      What reasons cause non-reporting of incidents?   
 
8.24)      What would you do if your neighbor were beaten by her husband?   

        Who is to blame if a man beats his wife?  
 
8.25)      If a woman is raped by a stranger is it easy to discuss the issue with a man?   

    With a woman?   
     What would you do if your sister were raped?   

 
 
 
THANK YOU VERY MUCH.  
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Appendix III 
List and Summary of Target Communities 

 
I. Introduction 

 
A superficial assessment was conducted in the eleven target communities.   
Mobilizers hired from each community had gathered the data from mid February till 
early March.  The community mobilizers have used the community profile form to 
gather the information. 
 
This report presents a brief summary on the communities’ demography, social 
services available in the area and agencies or organization working with the 
community based on the information gathered during the assessment 
  

II. Demography  
 
The eleven communities are heterogonous in many aspects.   More than ninety 
percent are Muslim.  Although agriculture is the main activity, there are some 
businessmen and nomads.  The size of the population rages from 1,988 to 11,674. 
 

III. Social service 
 

Table 1.1 social services available in the communities 
 

Village Health Services Educational Services 

 Clinics/ Health 
Centers 

No. of 
TBAs 

No. of 
Primary 
Schools 

No. of 
Junior 
Schools 

No. of 
Secondary 

Schools 
Fanko MoH 3 1 - 1 
Akelet NUEYS - 1 - - 
Aligider IMC 5 1 - - 
Sabonite IMC 2 1 - 1 
Gerset IMC 12 1 - - 
Gergef IMC 3 1 - - 
Tebeldya IMC 3 1 - 1 
Teseney MoH - 1 1 1 
Talata’asher IMC 1 1 - - 
Setimo IMC 1 1 - 1 
Dresa IMC 3 - - - 
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IV. Summary of Villages 

 
Village 
 

Population Primary 
language 

Ethnic groups Religion Lifestyle/ 
economy 

Akelet 2,741 Arabic Nara, Tigre, 
Tigrinya, 
Hidareb, Saho 

99% Muslim, 
1% Christian 

Agriculture, 
Bussnes, 
Nomadis 

Aligider 6,756 Tigre,Arabic 
Saho,Bilen 

Tigre, Bilen 
Tigriyna, Saho, 
Hidareb 

55%Muslim, 
45% Christian 

Agriculture, 
Business, 
nomadis 

Dresa 2,274 Arabic, Tigre Nara, Hidareb, 
Kunama, Tigre, 
Tigrinya, 
Rashaida 

95%Muslim, 
5% Christian 

Agriculture, 
Trade, 
Nomads 

Fanko 11,674 Arabic, Tigre Tigre, Rashaida, 
Nara, Kunama  

75% Muslim, 
25% Christian 

Agriculture 

Gergef 6,918 Arabic Tigrinya, Tigre, 
Rashaida, 
Kunama, Nara, 
Bilen, Hidareb, 
Kunama, Saho 

70%Muslim, 
30% Christian 

Agriculture, 
Business, 
Nomads 

Gerset 8,829 Tigrinya, 
Tigre, Arabic 

Tigrinya, Tigre, 
Hidareb, Saho, 
Bilen, Nara, 
Kunama 

55% Muslim 
45%Christian  

Agriculture, 
business, 
Nomadic 

Sabonite 2,568 Tigre Saho, 
Tigriyna, 
Kunama,  

Tigrinya, Tigre, 
Saho, Kunama, 
Hidareb, Bilen, 
Nara 

90% Muslim, 
10% Christian 

Agriculture, 
Business, 
Nomadic 

Setimo 5,600 Tigre Nara, Billen, 
Hidareb, Tigre 

100%Muslim Agriculture 

Tebeldya 6,358 Saho Saho, Tigre, 
Bilen, Hidareb, 
Tigriyna 

95%Muslim, 
5% Christian 

Agriculture 

Teseney 
(4x4) 

1,988 Tigrigna,  
Saho, Billen 

Saho, Tigrinya, 
Hidareb, 
Kunama, Nara 

50% Muslim, 
50%Christian 

Agriculture, 
Business 

Talata’asher 7,000 Tigre Tigre, Nara, 
Rashaida, Bilen, 
Hidareb 

90%, Muslim 
10%Christian 

Agriculture 
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