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FOREWORD

In the year 2000, the UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 was adopted – with the main aims of strengthen-
ing women’s participation in peace and security govern-
ance; ensuring their protection; enabling their recovery 
from conflict-related and gender-based violence; and 
contributing to the prevention of armed conflict. In 
addition, UNSCR 1325 demands gender awareness in 
conflict analysis and peacebuilding. A number of res-
olutions, national and regional action plans followed, 
which together form the UN Women, Peace and Secu-
rity (WPS) agenda. 

Great effort has been put into the realisation of this 
WPS agenda – by international organisations, the EU, 
state actors, international NGOs, feminist networks and 
grass roots organisations. One significant group how-
ever has been widely ignored in the discourse, action 
plans and implementation of this agenda, namely for-
cibly-displaced, conflict-affected women and girls who 
have sought asylum in Europe. 

In general, European actors tend to look at conflict 
regions outside the EU and their immediate neighbour-
ing countries to analyse, demand and implement the 
participation and protection of women and girls. Eu-
ropean WPS actors observe women’s participation in 
the Afghan peace negotiations, develop tools to ana-
lyse women’s empowerment projects in development 
and humanitarian work from Colombia to Myanmar, 
invite female peace activists from DR Congo to Somalia 
to conferences and publish analyses of conflict-related 
sexual violence from Bosnia to Liberia. Yet, do we also 
acknowledge refugee and asylum-seeking women as 
experts in conflict analysis and peacebuilding and in-
vite them to WPS roundtables and conferences? Do we 
demand and guarantee sufficient, adequate relief and 
recovery mechanisms for conflict-affected women and 
girls? And do we understand that this participation, re-
lief and recovery and protection of refugee women and 
girls within the EU forms an essential part of the WPS 
agenda? 

The closer a woman gets to the EU border, the less 
she appears to be considered a person of relevance 

in the context of the WPS agenda. The participation 
and safety of a woman in Syria is of concern within the 
framework of the WPS agenda. When the same wom-
an flees to a refugee camp in Lebanon, her protection 
and the prevention of further (gender-based) violence 
remains an issue in the WPS agenda. Somewhere on 
her way to Europe however, and certainly by the time 
she is beginning to establish her life in an EU member 
state, she is no longer seen as “conflict-affected wom-
an” worthy of demanding participation, protection, re-
lief and recovery in the name of the WPS agenda. Yet, 
she is the same person: her story, experiences and her 
expertise remain identical. It is also highly likely that 
during her flight she experienced the fear of, or actu-
al, gender-based violence, as well as gaining further 
knowledge of the realities of other women and girls, 
and is therefore not only in particular need of medical, 
psychological, social and financial support but also a 
very valuable expert in the field of gender and peace-
building.

The Vienna Institute for International Dialogue and 
Cooperation (VIDC) has been working on the UN Wom-
en, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda, as well as on 
diaspora engagement over many years. We seek to am-
plify the voices of migrant and refugee women – for ex-
ample by inviting them as speakers to panel discussions 
and by developing empowerment and gender sensiti-
sation trainings for Afghan women in cooperation with 
Afghan diaspora associations. We took this year’s 20th 
anniversary of the UNSCR 1325 as an occasion to draw 
attention to the connection between these two policy 
areas: the WPS agenda and forced migration to Europe. 
This study focuses on the gaps in the implementation 
of the WPS agenda in Austria with regards to the rights 
and living conditions of refugee and asylum-seeking 
women. We strongly believe that this research enriches 
the WPS discourse and empowers refugee women as 
agents for peace. 

Lena Gruber, VIDC
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

On 31st of October 2020, the United Nations Securi-
ty Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) on Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS) commemorates its 20th an-
niversary. Celebrated as a landmark resolution in 2000, 
it reaffirms the important role of women in the pre-
vention and resolution of conflicts, peace negotiations, 
peacebuilding, peacekeeping, humanitarian responses 
and post-conflict reconstruction, and stresses the im-
portance of their equal participation and full involve-
ment in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion 
of peace and security.

Since then, nine additional WPS resolutions have 
been adopted by the Security Council. Currently 84 
member states (MS) have adopted National Action 
Plans (NAPs), and eleven Regional Action Plans (RAPs) 
are ready for implementation. Both the UN’s WPS agen-
da and the EU’s 2008 approach have been criticised for 
focusing too heavily on women as victims of conflict, 
rather than on recognising women as active agents of 
change. In the “first generation” of NAPs and RAPs, the 
WPS agenda was chiefly understood as providing sup-
port for women in conflict and post-conflict zones, and 
EU MS saw their responsibility regarding internal im-

plementation mainly in terms of the need to increase 
numbers of female personnel in police and military con-
tingents for peacekeeping and peace-building missions. 

A major critique of the WPS agenda points to the 
fact that although forcibly displaced women are pres-
ent in the WPS resolutions, the issue is of only marginal 
and inconsistent concern. Scholars’ analysis suggests 
that this marginalisation has negative effects on refu-
gee women and recommends that including the refu-
gee question more prominently into WPS policymaking 
has the potential to improve the security of those who 
have fled to Europe. “The separation of the normative 
commitments of the WPS agenda on the one hand and 
the response to the refugee crisis on the other hand 
lead to problematic outcomes at the level of knowl-
edge production, policy commitments, and the broader 
public discourse.”1 The “new generation” of the EU RAP 
includes a different approach and represents a shift – 

1	 Holviki, Aiko and Reeves, Audrey (LSE, Centre for Women, Peace 
and Security): The WPS Agenda and the “Refugee Crisis”: Missing 
Connections and Missing Opportunities in Europe. London School 
of Economics and Political Science, 6/2017p.5.
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from a state-centred and uniform approach, towards 
a greater focus on diversity and inclusiveness. In July 
2019, the EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Secu-
rity WPS 2019-2024 (EU RAP) was established, which 
complements the EU Gender Action Plan for 2016-2020 
(GAP II).2 Importantly, and in line with the European 
Consensus on Development and the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), as well as within the broader hu-
man rights framework, it also includes the situations of 
refugee and asylum-seeking women and girls in Europe. 

At the time of elaborating this research paper, of the 
18 EU MS which do have a NAP on 1325, 11 already in-
clude provisions regarding refugee and asylum seekers 
within Europe in their NAPs on WPS. Until now, the Aus-
trian NAP on 1325 has not yet considered the situation 
of female refugees and asylum seekers within Austria.3 
Austrian civil society actors are calling for this gap to be 
closed. In order to bridge these gaps, this study analy-
ses the internal implementation of the EU RAP in Aus-
tria, with regards to the situation for refugee and asy-
lum-seeking women along the following objectives of 
the EU RAP: Participation (including Leading by Exam-
ple), Prevention, Protection, Relief and Recovery.4

The methodology included a desk review of relevant 
literature and an overview of relevant obligations de-
rived under international law. The overview of relevant 
obligations under international and EU law, including 
relevant instruments of the Council of Europe, outlines 
to what extent the WPS agenda is intertwined with (in-
ternational) refugee law, other human rights standards 
and victim’s rights in the European context. The analyti-
cal section of this study includes brief summaries of rel-
evant national laws, with the aim of providing an over-
view of the extent to which binding obligations under 
international law are implemented at a national level. 
The following section comprises an extensive analysis 
of all European NAPS on WPS, focusing in particular on 
good practice examples of the inclusion of refugee and 
asylum-seeking women’s concerns and rights.

Based on this, semi-structured interview and focus 
group discussion guides were elaborated, empirical 

2	 See: http://epd.eu/2020/05/06/consultation-on-the-gender-ac-
tion-plan/ at the time of writing this paper, GAP III is developed

3	 See:https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/
Aussenpolitik/Menschenrechte/UN_Security_Council_Nation-
al_Action_Plan.pdf

4	 EU Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (WPS), 2019-
2024. Working document of the EEAAS, EEAS (2019) 747 – 4. July 
2019, p. 5.

data was collected from Afghan and Syrian refugee and 
asylum-seeking women in Austria, then data triangu-
lation and analysis took place. The authors concluded 
each chapter along the EU RAP objectives, with rec-
ommendations for Austria. The results should inform 
possible amendments to an updated Austrian NAP on 
WPS in line with EU commitments, and support actors 
working in the fields of WPS and refugees. Importantly, 
it also aims to support the inclusion of refugee (wom-
en’s) organisations into existing WPS platforms, to ena-
ble women to voice their concerns and become active 
agents of change in both their countries of origin, as 
well as in their host country, Austria.

Under the key objective of Participation, the EU RAP 
underlines that “(..) The EU Strategic Approach places 
the WPS agenda at the centre of the full spectrum of the 
EU Common Foreign and Security Policy, as an essential 
tool in ensuring that the rights, agency and protec-
tion of women and girls are observed and upheld at all 
times, and to confirm that a meaningful and equitable 
role in decision-making is secured for women of all ages 
during all stages of conflict prevention, peace-making, 
peace-building and post-conflict rehabilitation.”5 The 
key findings include shortcomings in the involvement 
of asylum-seeking and refugee women in humanitarian 
camps, as well as accommodation and reception centre 
management, as well as early access to information on 
language courses and programs; a lack of intercultural 
understanding between refugee and host communities, 
and non-involvement in WPS platforms. Recommenda-
tions include the promotion of research regarding gen-
der analysis of the drivers of forced migration, as well as 
into the situation for asylum-seeking women and girls in 
their host countries. It is seen as important to actively 
involve diaspora organisations in project design for their 
communities, as well as to support transformative me-
dia work in order to change stereotypes about refugee 
women in the mindsets of the Austrian population, and 
to support positive role models for refugee women and 
girls themselves. Overall, an institutionalised consulta-
tive process with civil society in line with the Policy Rec-
ommendations (OIIP, CARE 2019) is deemed necessary, 
as well as the provision of funding for refugee women’s 
and diaspora organisations in line with the Vienna Dec-
laration (2020). Positive examples can be found in Ger-
many, Belgium, and the Netherlands. In order to achieve 
greater participation in the labour market, more active 

5	 Ibid., p.9
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talent management by the Austrian Labour Market Ser-
vices would create a win-win situation, as many refugee 
women are well-educated but unable to utilise their full 
potential.

Under the pillar of Prevention, the EU underlines the 
application of a holistic perspective, emphasising that 
“Gender equality, peace, security, development and 
human rights are closely linked. This means that the 
EU must prioritise conflict prevention as one of several 
ways to prevent conflict-related and calamitous secu-
rity, economic, environmental and social consequenc-
es of violent conflict on women, men, boys and girls.”6 
The EU states that it will play an active role in conflict 
prevention globally, regionally, nationally and locally, 
including monitoring and reporting of human rights vio-
lations against women and girls, and applying a zero tol-
erance policy to end impunity, as well as in supporting 
legal reforms and transitional justice processes. One of 
the fulfilment criteria mentioned is that the EU’s ear-
ly-warning mechanisms and subsequent actions will be 
gender-responsive; and that there will be an improved 
understanding of the root causes of violence.7 Major 
gaps detected in Austria include the need for the en-
hancement of information for asylum-seeking women 
and men on gender equality provisions in Austria, in-
cluding sexual and reproductive health and rights, as 
well as the absence of research and knowledge of asy-
lum-relevant stakeholders in gender-specific reasons 
for flight and migration. 

Recommendations for the pillar of Prevention in-
clude capacity development for gender analysis in con-
flict prevention, as well as filling in gaps in research re-
garding gender-specific reasons for flight and migration, 
including for refugee women. Importantly, more fund-
ing and implementation of courses for asylum seekers 
and refugees on engaging men for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment (also including sexual and re-
productive health and rights) is required. Furthermore, 
a great need was detected for improvement in intercul-
tural understanding, as well as in the understanding of 
conflict dynamics and related gender-specific concerns. 
In this regard, the training of staff working in accom-
modation centres, as well as those managing and facil-
itating services – including health professionals, legal 
advisors and interpreters – about the cultural settings 

6	 WPS Council Conclusions, 2018, p.22.
7	 EEAS (2019), 747, p.10. See also indicators 5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 

17, 23, 25.

and gender perceptions in the countries of origin of 
asylum seekers is also a major recommendation. The 
WPS NAPs of Ireland and Germany present good prac-
tice examples.

The pillar of Protection is closely linked to protec-
tion from sexual and gender-based violence. Under the 
principles of the EU Strategic Approach to WPS, it is un-
derlined that “The EU will ensure that the protection of 
refugees, internally displaced people, stateless people 
and asylum seekers meets the different gender-relat-
ed protection needs of women, men, girls and boys.”8 
Under Protection, the Council Conclusions mention the 
importance of analysis of the different experiences and 
backgrounds of women, men, girls and boys in the con-
text of armed conflict. All face the risk of trafficking, and 
although women and girls face a higher risk of SGBV 
and becoming domestic and sexual slaves of combat-
ants, as well as of forced marriage, men and boys can 
also become victims of SGBV, and may face a higher 
risk of forced recruitment and targeted killings. Find-
ings suggest that in general, successful access to justice 
at national and international courts for victims of seri-
ous forms of (conflict-related) forms of violence can be 
improved and must be ensured. It appears that there 
is a lack of information for victims of serious forms of 
(conflict-related) violence about how to access national 
criminal courts and claim compensation. Women inter-
viewed suggested that mandatory courses on relevant 
protection mechanisms for all asylum-seeking women 
should be organised. These should include information 
about their rights as victims in criminal procedures, in-
cluding their rights to effectively claim compensation. 
Again, awareness-raising training sessions for men and 
boys were also deemed to be very important, as well 
as trainings for translators and interpreters working 
with Austrian authorities and courts, along with mech-
anisms to control and ensure a high quality of transla-
tion. Also, it is recommended that regular trainings on 
conflict-related forms of violence and on the transna-
tional dimensions of such crimes, etc., are provided for 
decision makers in asylum procedures, and also for law 
enforcement authorities, including police, as these are 
crucial for the identification of potential victims of seri-
ous, conflict-related crimes. Further, the development 
of strategies aimed at improving cooperation between 
all state and non-state actors (police, law-enforcement, 
courts, victim support organisations, etc) involved in 

8	 WPS Council Conclusions, 2018, p.21.
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the protection of victims (survivors) should be actively 
promoted, including the development and active use of 
referral pathways by all actors. Good practice examples 
can be found in the NAPs of Ireland, Finland, and Spain.

In the chapter on Relief and Recovery, the EU WPS 
Council Conclusions (2018) focus on ensuring that re-
lief, recovery, and reconstruction are inclusive and take 
the specific needs of women and girls into considera-
tion.9 Special attention is paid to the most vulnerable 
groups in processes linked to peace-building, such as 
repatriation, resettlement, rehabilitation, reintegration, 
and post-conflict reconstruction, including several as-
pects which meet the needs of forcibly displaced asy-
lum-seeking and refugee women and girls within the 
EU. This includes the provision of medical, psychosocial, 
legal and safety support to all victims/survivors of con-
flict-related SGBV, as well as ensuring that they have 
the rights and access to comprehensive health-care in-
formation, shelter protection and services, as well as to 
restorative justice and reparations; and to support the 
relief, recovery and rehabilitation of women and girls 
affected by conflicts in third countries and within the 
EU. Asylum laws, policies and procedures must respect 
and guarantee that all women, girls, and all survivors 
of conflict-related SGBV benefit from equal rights and 
standards during procedures; as well as to ensure that 
EU policies on development, and their implementation, 
build on women’s local experiences and priorities dur-
ing the relief and recovery phase. 

The gaps identified by this research project lead to 
the following recommendations: Better monitoring of 
the provision of adequate reception conditions in ac-
commodation centres for asylum seekers, which ad-
dresses individual (gender-specific) requirements, is 
necessary. In addition, the need to ensure that access 
to information on asylum procedures and legally guar-
anteed services (including legal representation) is avail-
able as soon as possible after arrival, and for as long as 
procedures are ongoing in Austria, in a language which 
can be understood, is a priority. Another key recom-
mendation is the urgent need for scaling up the availa-
bility of psychosocial services and (mental) health ser-
vices, while endeavouring to increase the number of 
trained (female) interpreters, in order to ensure effec-
tive access to health services. The scaling-up of labour 
market integration for recognised (female) refugees is 
also an urgent need. On the legal side, a high quality 

9	 EU WPS Council Conclusions, Brussels 2018, p. 40f.

of assessments of applications for international pro-
tection must be ensured, including a high level of pro-
fessionalism by case workers and interpreters, taking 
gender-specific needs and contexts into account. With 
regards to applicants who have claimed to be victims or 
survivors of serious forms of conflict-related violence, 
it is crucial that their special (procedural) needs are 
addressed professionally and that they are adequate-
ly supported. Good practice examples of related pro-
visions in the WPS NAPs are Belgium, Finland, France, 
Italy, and Germany.

During the FGDs and interviews with asylum-seek-
ing and refugee women from Afghanistan and Syria in 
Austria, a strong conviction and engagement for par-
ticipation in Austria and for gender equality was noted. 
There is huge potential for integrating refugee women’s 
organisations and experts into broadening and imple-
menting the WPS agendas. It would be beneficial and 
necessary to update the current version of the Austri-
an NAP on WPS (2012) in line with the new EU RAP on 
WPS (2019-24). The aim of ensuring the human rights 
of women and girls affected by conflict, who are now 
forcibly displaced in Europe, is necessary to comply 
with the EU RAP on WPS. To develop these amend-
ments, it is highly recommended that the responsible 
state actors of the IMAG should consult with develop-
ers of the NAPs in best practice countries such as Ire-
land, Germany, Finland and/or France. Furthermore, 
asylum experts, migrant women’s organisations in Aus-
tria and the EU, refugee women and relevant minis-
tries, including departments which are not yet part of 
the IMAG, but which work with refugees and asylum 
seekers should be invited. 

It is highly recommended that practitioners who 
work either in the field of WPS, or with asylum-seekers 
and refugees, especially women and girls, include the 
contents of this study and its recommendations in con-
sultations with responsible state institutions and refu-
gee (women’s) organisations, as well as in practice. The 
findings and recommendations of this research intend 
to inform the linking-up and harmonisation of policies, 
Austrian law, activities, the strengthening of expertise 
in relevant fields, and to support cooperation in fields 
such as asylum (Ministry of Interior) and WPS (under 
the leadership of the Ministry of European and Foreign 
Affairs). The authors of this study hope to contribute to 
a fruitful discussion on these important topics, and to 
support a win-win approach based on human rights, for 
all stakeholders.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
REGARDING PARTICIPATION

Humanitarian sector and development cooperation, 
reception centre management: Ensure that all state- 
and non-state service providers and institutions in-
volved in the reception and accommodation of asylum 
seekers facilitate access for women to participate in the 
setting up of facilities, and mechanisms to ensure wom-
en can voice their concerns about the management of 
reception and accommodation centres.

Meaningfully include female applicants for interna-
tional protection at all stages of design, implementa-
tion, and monitoring of humanitarian programs which 
contribute to social cohesion between communities, 
and ensure that they are represented in all coordina-
tion and leadership mechanisms (Vienna Declaration 
2020, 16).

Promote research projects aiming at analysing pos-
sible implications of activities which address peace-
building in (post-) conflict countries on the social and 

cultural life or the promotion of gender-equality in Aus-
tria.

Ensure that access to information related to lan-
guage courses and institutions which offer such cours-
es, as well as to integration programs, is provided as 
soon as possible, and at a minimum once an applica-
tion for international protection is admitted to proceed 
on merit (“inhaltliches Asylverfahren”). The non-exist-
ence of language skills upon arrival has been identified 
by the participants of this study as a major concern, 
in addition to the long waiting period for asylum deci-
sions, during which there is inadequate access to lan-
guage classes. Consequently, in order to facilitate the 
precondition of participation at all levels, it is highly 
recommended that all asylum seekers are offered lan-
guage classes as soon as possible after arrival.

Institutionalised consultative process with civil so-
ciety: In line with the policy recommendations from 
OIIP and CARE (2019) we state that an institutional-
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ised consultative process with civil society is required 
in Austria, in order to include civil society perspectives 
in the implementation of the WPS agenda. This pro-
cess should be structured, regular and professional. In 
addition to the annual meetings of the Inter-ministeri-
al Working Group on 1325 (IMAG) for the elaboration 
and monitoring of the annual report on WPS, currently 
existing platforms should include refugee women and 
diaspora organisations, as well as organisations work-
ing with female refugees and asylum seekers, for a pro-
fessional operational exchange which includes CSOs, 
academia and the IMAG. The currently existing plat-
forms (IMAG on 1325, Platform EU, Internationales und 
Gender, 3 C Jahreskonferenz, Friends of 1325, etc.) do 
not as yet actively include affected women in the con-
sultation processes. This process should include sup-
port of human rights defenders and be based on the 
understanding that diaspora and refugee organisations 
are valuable resources. Such activities of the IMAG on 
1325 and CSOs should be integrated into the annual 
Austrian NAP reporting procedures (e.g. ADA, Ministry 
of Interior….) and could be reported under EU RAP Indi-
cator #1 (Good practice examples include the German 
NAP (work with DaMigra), the Belgium NAP, with its es-
tablished inclusive consultative process, as well as the 
Dutch NAP (work with MWPN)).

Establishment and regular review of a list of 
cross-generational and cross-community women’s or-
ganisations, including migrant and refugee groups 
and other civil society actors focused on WPS across 
Austria, to be included in WPS outreach events (good 
practice Irish NAP).

Actively involve diaspora organisations in the de-
sign of projects which support their communities. In 
this context it is further recommended to clarify the 
concept of diaspora and understand the various con-
texts in which it can be part of peacebuilding and de-
velopment processes in Austria. Consequently, the role 
of the diaspora should be enhanced in areas of particu-
lar interest, such as justice initiatives, the formation of 
strategic development initiatives and (transnational) 
cooperation. Support from host states for transition-
al justice processes in countries of origin can also be 
deeply significant for diaspora groups. 

Develop international electoral guidelines for the 
involvement of diaspora in political and electoral pro-

cesses in countries of origin while using technology to 
overcome financial and logistical obstacles associated 
with voting from abroad.

Funding for refugee women’s and diaspora organ-
isations: In line with the Vienna Declaration (2020), it 
is highly recommended that coordination with wom-
en’s rights and refugee women’s rights organisations 
be improved, as well as funding for these organisa-
tions to support their work in implementing the WPS 
agenda both in and from Austria be increased. This is a 
long-standing request from both the VIDC and diaspora 
organisations. (Good Practices: The Irish NAP supports 
the access of migrant and refugee women’s organisa-
tions to the “Reconciliation Fund”, and supports their 
activities on local, regional, and national levels in Ire-
land. Also, Germany and Denmark are proactively fi-
nancing diaspora engagement). 

Media work to change stereotypes about refugee 
women: In order to change stereotypes about refugee 
women in Austria, a media campaign to portray refugee 
women as a positive resource is recommended. Such a 
campaign would be directed both towards changing the 
perceptions of the Austrian public, as well as present-
ing role models for refugee women communities them-
selves.10 (The Irish NAP promotes media work to inform 
the public about the WPS agenda.)

Enhanced talent management for refugees – de-
tection of resources: A talent management focal point/
department should be established within the AMS, 
which detects potentials and qualifications of persons 
who have received positive asylum decisions. Very of-
ten, highly-talented and educated refugee women feel 
unable to utilise their potential, due to inadequate and/
or non-existent capacities within the AMS to under-
stand their professional profile and to support them 
in a way which could be beneficial to both the women 
and to Austrian society. A study shows that within the 
first year of receiving a positive asylum decision, 20 % 
of recognised refugees begin to work. By the fifth year, 
35 % have found employment. Ten years after having 
been granted refugee status, the participation of refu-

10	 As positive examples, the “Integrationsbotschafterinnen” pro-
gram of the ÖIF-Initiative ZUSAMMEN: ÖSTERREICH, and the 
„Mentoring für MigrantInnen“ by the ÖIF, WKO und AMS can be 
mentioned. 



REFUGEE WOMEN AS AGENTS FOR PEACE10

gee women in the Austrian labour market is still 10 % 
lower than persons with Austrian citizenship.11 42 % of 
refugee women in Austria had prior work experience 
in their country of origin, compared to 90 % of male 
refugees. Although Syrian women often have good ed-
ucational backgrounds, 70,5 % remained unemployed 
in 2019.12

Endeavour to identify role models and/or experts 
among applicants for international protection who in 

11	 Manahl, Caroline: Was wissen wir wissenschaftlich fundiert über 
den Prozess der Arbeitsmarktintegration von Flüchtlingen? Eine 
Übersicht über aktuelle österreichische und internationale Studi-
energebnisse, Arbeitspapier okay.zusammen leben / Projektstelle 
für Zuwanderung und Integration, Dezember 2017.

12	 Zusammen – Das Magazin zu Integration in Österreich, Selbstbes-
timmt Chancen ergreifen, Frühjahr 2020 #08, p.16.

light of their personal background (relevant work-relat-
ed experience in countries of origin, relevant education-
al background, etc.) might be able to actively contribute 
to activities relevant to peacebuilding or conflict reso-
lution/prevention and involve them in (ongoing) initi-
atives. Such activities might focus on strategic areas of 
interest, such as strengthening rule of law, prevention of 
transnational crime, transitional justice processes, etc. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING 
PREVENTION

“Trainings for men and boys are extremely important. 
They should focus in particular on the topic of birth 
control. […] Unfortunately, in our country […] nobody 
is talking about this. Even the mothers are not talking 
to their daughters and sons about these issues.”  
Young expert from Afghanistan working for refugees 
on gender sensitisation and the prevention of violence

Capacity development regarding gender analysis 
and conflict prevention: In line with the Policy Paper 
from OIIP & CARE, it is recommended to strengthen 
capacity in Austria for gender analysis regarding con-
flict prevention, including staff of involved institutions 
and NGOs (relevant ministries, organisations working in 
humanitarian action including in accommodation cen-
tres), actors in development cooperation in post-con-
flict regions, as well as Austrian civil servant staff work-
ing with asylum-seekers and refugee women.13

Fill gaps in research regarding gender specific rea-
sons for flight and migration: Strengthen capacities by 
supporting experts in gender analysis and conflict pre-
vention, including qualified women from refugee/dias-
pora communities and academic institutions. Research 
projects may consider gender-related aspects in con-
flict-related phenomena in receiving countries, such as 
recruitment for conflict-related activities, trafficking in 
human beings or harmful traditional practices.14 

More funding and implementation of courses for 
asylum seekers and refugees in engaging men in 
gender equality, empowering women and SRHR: Ac-
cording to the women interviewed for this study, the 
acceptance of women’s rights and gender equality is 
relatively weak within the male population of refugee 
communities, as the cultural setting of the host com-
munity is very different from the countries of origin. To 

13	 Karen Knipp-Rentrop, Saskia Stachowitsch, Josefa Maria Stiegler: 
Policy Brief. Der EU-Aktionsplan zu Frauen, Frieden, Sicherheit 
Agenda – Chancen und Herausforderungen für die Umsetzung 
der Agenda in Österreich, Wien Jänner 2020, p. 3.

14	 See for instance OIIP, Short Study: Foreign Fighters – Grundlagen 
für Österreichs Präventions- und Deradikalisierungsarbeit, 2018.

facilitate a better understanding of the basic democrat-
ic values and laws of Austrian society, gender equality 
and women’s rights, it is recommended that cultural 
orientation courses be expanded to include all asylum 
seekers, as soon as possible after their arrival, in order 
to avoid and prevent (S)GBV and other forms of gen-
der-based discrimination in the host country.

It is highly recommended to provide more gender 
sensitisation trainings for men, as well as empower-
ment workshops for women. Good practice examples 
can be found in the Irish and German NAPs. The study 
participants strongly suggested making such courses 
mandatory for all refugees and asylum seekers as ear-
ly as possible in the asylum procedure, especially for 
women who arrive via family reunion programs. Often 
these women are very isolated, with limited or no ac-
cess to information, as they stay within their families 
and typically patriarchal structures.

Study participants also recommended that orien-
tation on sexual and reproductive health and rights 
– with information about family planning and birth con-
trol – should be included in this package. This issue is 
not discussed openly in their countries of origin, and 
therefore there is a lack of appropriate information 
about timing and spacing of children and SRHR. Syrian 
(with 4.3 children) and Afghan (with 3.2 children) wom-
en have the highest fertility rates in Austria, as well as 
the highest unemployment rates. If they can better con-
trol the timing and spacing of their children, their op-
portunities to access the labour market could increase. 

Training of staff working in accommodation cen-
tres, managing and facilitating the provision of servic-
es, as well as health professionals, legal advisors and 
interpreters: Training and information about local (con-
flict-related) contexts, conflict-related dynamics and ac-
tors, the use of new technologies and/or social media, 
might be useful to identify recruitment strategies of ac-
tors of conflict among refugee and/or migrant commu-
nities; thus preventing radicalisation.

https://www.oiip.ac.at/cms/media/kurzanalyse-foreign-fighters.pdf
https://www.oiip.ac.at/cms/media/kurzanalyse-foreign-fighters.pdf
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
REGARDING PROTECTION

“There should be mandatory courses for Afghan 
women, so they will to be able to leave the house […]. 
So we can understand Austrian society better and 
be with people other than only our families. If the 
man works and the women does not need to go to 
mandatory courses, the man will not let her go – with 
the argument that he is earning the money and we 
don’t need you to go to courses.”  
Afghan woman on courses regarding protection 
mechanisms

Mandatory courses for refugee women to provide 
enhanced information on protection mechanisms in 
relevant languages: In order to ensure improved and 
more accurate understanding for asylum-seeking and 
refugee women, mandatory courses on Austrian pro-
tection mechanisms, legal definitions of offences and 
procedures shall be introduced and added to the ex-
isting Value and Orientation Courses (“Wertekurse”), 
and/or other trainings. It is highly recommended to in-
clude refugee women’s organisations from the various 

diaspora communities as culturally appropriate multi-
pliers. A training of trainers (ToT) course for multipliers 
should be envisaged.

More training for translators who work with/for 
Austrian authorities, as well as the establishment of 
control mechanisms to ensure a high quality of trans-
lations: In order to guarantee accurate translation for 
asylum-seeking and refugee women, mechanisms for 
monitoring the quality of translation at meetings/in-
terviews with police and/or authorities shall be estab-
lished. Engaging female translators might be beneficial 
to facilitate interviews with asylum-seeking women.

Training of decision makers and judges (in asylum 
and criminal procedures), police or other state actors 
on conflict-related (S)GBV involved in the context of 
asylum procedures, law enforcement, criminal pro-
cedures or reception: It is recommended that regular 
trainings for decision makers and judges (in asylum pro-
cedures), police and other state actors involved in asy-
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lum procedures or reception are ensured. These actors 
are crucial to the identification of potential victims of 
serious conflict-related crimes and their knowledge and 
expertise can be vital in developing strategies aiming at 
the prevention of violence and/or conflict. In order to 
support their responsibility to identify and respond, it is 
highly recommended that ongoing mandatory capacity 
building is ensured.

Setting up a “network of exchange for effective 
protection”, including diaspora and refugee women’s 
organisations, NGOs, academia and responsible Aus-
trian authorities: In line with Indicator #29 of the EU 
RAP (on best practices and challenges, of the EU and 
its Member States policies and initiatives on protection 
measures and how they affect/benefit refugees and/or 
asylum seekers from countries affected by armed con-
flict): This indicator supports the exchange of best prac-
tices and challenges in protection measures for asylum 
seekers within the EU, thus including Austria. A “Net-
work of exchange for effective Protection” including 
diaspora and refugee women’s organisations, NGOs, ac-
ademia and responsible Austrian authorities should be 
established, and activities communicated in the annual 
Austrian reports on UNSCR 1325.

Ensure and improve successful access to justice at 
national courts for victims of serious (conflict-related) 
forms of violence: Consider increasing investigations 
and procedures in cases where crimes were committed 
outside the territory of Austria. Stronger transnational 
cooperation by law between state actors (such as law 
enforcement, police, courts and/or immigration au-
thorities) and non-state actors (such as victim’s rights 
organisations) would improve the quality of investiga-
tions and increase the number of convictions.

Actively pursue procedures against perpetrators 
suspected of having committed crimes which fall un-
der international criminal law, in particular with re-
gards to countries of origin which have not ratified 
the Rome Statute (such as Iraq and Syria).

Improve successful access to justice and compen-
sation for survivors and/or victims of various forms 
of gender-based violence, including psychological vi-
olence, coercion, honour-related threats and crimes, 
and/or forced marriage.

Consider revising legal provisions with privileges 
for perpetrators who are family members: By making 
the severity of punishment dependent on the relation-
ship between the perpetrator and the victim, and/or 
placing the responsibility for criminal prosecution on 
the victim, the legislator gives the message that (vio-
lent) acts committed against family members are less 
grave than publicly-committed offences. 

Actively promoting and applying a victim-centred 
approach in investigations and evidence assessments, 
taking into account the individual situation or personal 
circumstances of a victim (such as educational back-
ground, influence of social norms and the possible ef-
fects of trauma and/or the dynamics of a long-term vio-
lent relationship on the psyche of victims.)

Consider developing strategies aimed at ensuring 
improved cooperation among all state- and non-state 
actors – including police, law enforcement courts – in-
volved in the protection of victims of violence

Strategies shall include inter alia the setting up of 
case conferences, developing and actively promoting 
the application of referral pathways and Standard Oper-
ational Procedures to be applied by all relevant actors.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
REGARDING RELIEF AND RECOVERY

“We should not forget – if somebody is living for years 
and years in the asylum process, they are losing their 
motivation […]. Sometimes people who came from 
other countries do not know how to raise their voice. 
Or they are really scared, as they think it might have a 
direct negative impact on their asylum process. […].” 
Afghan expert on improving reception conditions and 
support services

Overall, better monitoring of refugee accommoda-
tion is necessary. Some accommodation centre manag-
ers, particularly the smaller ones, take advantage of the 
fact that asylum seekers have insufficient information.

Ensure that information on asylum procedures, 
legally-guaranteed standards in reception provisions 
and service providers, including legal representation, 
are available as soon as possible upon arrival and for 
as long as procedures are ongoing – in a language 
which can be understood: Provision of information 
shall consider different (regional) contexts and the ac-
commodation situations of applicants for internation-
al protection. It is important that information is made 
available in rural areas, as well as in urban settings. Ad-
ditionally, those who are not living in an organised ac-
commodation centre shall also receive information. It 
shall be provided in a language the asylum seekers can 
reasonably understand and shall comprehensively take 
into account gender-specific aspects, such as specific 
accommodation, health or protection needs of women 
and girls.

Use of social media to access information: The use 
of social media in the mother tongues of the refugee 
community could be an easy and effective tool to facili-
tate access to necessary information on options for pro-
tection in Austria. Cooperation with refugee women’s 
organisations is highly recommended.

Scaling up labour market integration for recog-
nised refugees: Recent research shows that many ref-
ugee women are highly educated and have worked in 
skilled jobs in their countries of origin (especially in Syr-

ia). Better labour market integration is needed, which 
should include the offer of higher-level language cours-
es (B2), improved access to childcare and more men-
toring programs for refugee women (and older people). 
This would lead to a win-win situation.

Scaling up of psychosocial services (PS) and (men-
tal) health services in different languages: Many forci-
bly displaced women and girls suffer from psychological 
distress, depression and trauma. Provision of pyschoso-
cial services is currently inadequate and Austria should 
invest in scaling up such services in different mother 
tongues of the refugee communities, as psychosocial 
health is a precondition for successful integration. In 
2019, refugee women in Austria were, on average, at 
greater risk (35%) of having moderate or severe, i.e. 
clinically-relevant problems, as compared to refugee 
men (31%), and compared to Austrian women (10%) 
and Austrian men (6%).15

Scaling up the number of interpreters, of females 
interpreters in particular, for medical services: In or-
der to overcome the lack of available interpreters for 
refugee communities accessing Austrian medical ser-
vices a Training of Trainers program, in cooperation 
with refugee women’s organisations, should be consid-
ered across Austria.

Ensure that access to health services takes a holis-
tic, interdisciplinary approach, which considers the 
special needs of victims of gender-based violence and 
applicants for international protection: As applicants 
for international protection might be victims of (S)GBV, 
it is crucial that their specific needs regarding health 
services are taken into account. In addition to overcom-
ing language barriers, cultural issues, social norms, and/
or different concepts of (mental) health, victims of vio-
lence might still be at risk of (ongoing) violence and/or 

15	 WIIW Working Paper 169 (Sebastian Leitner, Michael Landes-
mann, Judith Kohlenberger, Isabella Buber-Ennser and Bernhard 
Rengs): The Effect of Stressors and Resilience Factors on Mental 
Health of Recent Refugees in Austria, Vienna 2019, p.7.
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under pressure from perpetrators. In addition to ensur-
ing that sufficient resources – which require a high level 
of expertise from medical personnel – are available to 
respond to these complex needs, it is also crucial that 
support before – and follow-up after -/. treatment is 
available (e.g. psychosocial support from social work-
ers, escorts, etc.). 

Ensure a high quality of assessments of applica-
tions for international protection, including a high 
level of professionalism by case workers and inter-
preters, taking gender-specific needs and contexts 
into account: It is recommended that more legal ser-
vices in the mother tongues of the refugee communi-
ties be provided, as well as improved monitoring of the 
quality of translation provided during asylum proce-
dures. More female translators should be engaged for 
asylum-seeking women in particular, so they feel more 
comfortable explaining their reasons for asylum, includ-
ing their experiences of war-related violence and SGBV. 

Consider setting up procedures for assessments 
of special reception and/or procedural needs, taking 
specific gender-related aspects to identify possible 
victims of violence into account: Under the obliga-
tions of EU Law, it is highly recommended that a sys-
tem of assessments for special reception and/or pro-
cedural needs be established. This should take specific 
gender-related aspects to identify possible victims of 
violence into account. Such assessments shall be un-
dertaken as soon as possible after an application for in-
ternational protection is made and shall be conducted 
throughout the asylum procedure. As special reception 
or procedural needs (during asylum procedures) may 

change, this should also be taken into account. Good 
practice examples are Belgium, Finland and Germany.

Develop referral pathways to be actively applied by 
all (state- and non-state) actors in practice, which ad-
dress different contexts in order to ensure a well-co-
ordinated response and provision of reception: Even 
though there are informal case-related referral path-
ways through professional networks in Austria, no for-
mally established pathways exist. Referral pathways 
are a standard tool to ensure a professional, well-co-
ordinated response and provision of reception, while 
addressing the individual needs of applicants for in-
ternational protection. Referral pathways shall be de-
veloped to address different contexts: for example, 
referral pathways for victims of trafficking, which are 
applicable throughout Austria, along with referral path-
ways for victims of gender-related crimes, such as FGM, 
forced marriage or honour-related crimes. In addition, 
it is crucial that these referral pathways are regular-
ly updated to indicate contacts for focal points and/or 
other responsible persons. Already-developed practical 
guidelines for suspected cases of child trafficking might 
be a leading example for developing referral pathways 
which take other contexts and crimes into account, and 
should be actively applied in practice.16

Establish formal monitoring procedures through-
out reception and ongoing asylum procedures in line 
with international standards: It is highly recommend-
ed that monitoring throughout reception provision and 
ongoing asylum procedures be improved. This should 
also include the monitoring of the performance of per-
sons involved in service provision, including interpret-
ers and/or legal advisors.

16	 BMFJ, Handlungsorientierungen Kinderhandel, available at 
https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Aus-
senpolitik/Menschenrechte/Handlungsorientierungen_zur_Iden-
tifizierung_und_zum_Umgang_mit_potenziel....pdf

https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Aussenpolitik/Menschenrechte/Handlungsorientierungen_zur_Identifizierung_und_zum_Umgang_mit_potenziel....pdf
https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Aussenpolitik/Menschenrechte/Handlungsorientierungen_zur_Identifizierung_und_zum_Umgang_mit_potenziel....pdf
https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Aussenpolitik/Menschenrechte/Handlungsorientierungen_zur_Identifizierung_und_zum_Umgang_mit_potenziel....pdf
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CONCLUSION

In commemoration of the 20th anniversary of the UN-
SCR 1325 and thus the start of the international WPS 
agenda in 2000, this research examines the situation 
for forcibly-displaced women, who, although referred 
to in the WPS resolutions, are only mentioned margin-
ally and inconsistently. This study focuses on the situa-
tion for asylum-seeking and refugee women and girls 
in Austria, with a view to the provisions of the new EU 
RAP on WPS (2019-24), which includes the situation for 
forcibly-displaced women and girls within Europe.

The assumption that domestic aspects are neither 
sufficiently reflected in the Austrian NAP, nor in practice, 
was clearly confirmed, although due to financial limita-
tions the study could not include a representative sam-
ple of asylum-seeking and refugee women and girls. To 
align Austria’s NAP on the WPS agenda (second revised 
version from 2012) with the EU RAP along the pillars of 
participation and leading by example, protection, pre-
vention and relief and recovery, several amendments 
need to be made in relation to the situation for refugee 
and asylum-seeking women and girls in Austria. When 
examining their experiences, perceptions and challeng-
es in Austria, several issues with the implementation of 

the domestic aspects of the EU RAP on WPS were de-
tected, which indicate the need for improvement.

Under the pillar of Participation, the main find-
ings include shortcomings in the involvement of asy-
lum-seeking and refugee women in humanitarian aid 
as well as reception and accommodation centre, man-
agement; inadequate early access to information on 
language courses and programs; a lack of intercultural 
understanding between refugee and host communities 
and the non-involvement of refugee (women’s) and di-
aspora organisations in any WPS platforms.

Under the pillar of Prevention, major gaps detected 
in Austria include the need for the enhancement of in-
formation for asylum-seeking women and men on gen-
der equality provisions in Austria, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, as well as a lack of re-
search and knowledge by asylum-relevant stakeholders 
of gender-specific reasons for flight and migration. 

Under the key objective of Protection, findings sug-
gest that in general, successful access to domestic 
courts for victims of serious forms of (conflict-relat-
ed) forms of violence can be improved and must be 
ensured. It appears there is a lack of information for 
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victims of serious forms of (conflict-related) violence 
on how to access national criminal courts and/or how 
to claim compensation. Women interviewed suggest-
ed that mandatory courses be organised on relevant 
protection mechanisms for all asylum-seeking women; 
more trainings for translators and interpreters be pro-
vided, as well as more awareness-raising trainings on 
gender equality for men and boys from Austria’s refu-
gee communities, in order to help them to overcome 
their cultural gender stereotypes.

Under the chapter of Relief and Recovery, this re-
search found that monitoring of the provision of ade-
quate reception conditions in accommodation centres 
for asylum seekers – which addresses individual (gen-
der-specific) needs – appears to be insufficient. There 
is a need to improve access to information on asylum 
procedures and legally-guaranteed services, as well as 
to ensure that service providers (including legal rep-
resentation) is available as soon as possible upon arrival 
in Austria, and for as long as procedures are ongoing, in 
a language which can be understood. A huge gap was 
also detected with regards to the availability of psy-
chosocial and (mental) health care services in different 
languages, as well as the number of trained (female) in-
terpreters available to ensure effective access to health 
services. Integration into the labour market for recog-
nised (female) refugees at the level of their professional 
potential was also reported to be a significant issue by 
the interviewees. With regards to the legal aspect, in-
terviewees reported that the taking of gender-specific 
needs and contexts into account during assessments of 
applications for international protection also has poten-
tial for improvement. 

In general, the study shows that core obligations 
deriving from the WPS agenda, along with the objec-
tives as defined in the EU RAP, are strongly interlinked 
with obligations under international human rights law 
and – in view of the European context – with obliga-
tions deriving from the instruments of the legal frame-
work of the CEAS, as well as other EU Directives, such 
as the EU Victim of a Crime Directive. In this regard the 
study shows that national implementation of binding 
international law and EU law might be improved, in 
particular with regards to the obligation to assess (doc-
ument) the nature of specific needs (e.g. specialised 
health care, adequate living conditions which address 
the needs of women, adequate translation services) 
throughout the entire asylum procedure. Additionally, 
access to information for applicants for international 

protection regarding ways in which they can effectively 
access their rights and legally-guaranteed (reception) 
services appears to be problematic. Furthermore, it 
seems that information on protection (mechanisms), 
including opportunities to access domestic courts as a 
victim of a serious (gender-based) crime, seems to be 
insufficient. In this regard, paying attention to develop-
ments regarding procedures at domestic courts aiming 
at prosecuting persons suspected of having committed 
crimes which fall under international criminal law, will 
be important.

During the FGDs and interviews with asylum-seek-
ing and refugee women from Afghanistan and Syria in 
Austria, a high level of dedication and desire to partic-
ipate in Austrian society and for gender equality could 
be noted. There is huge potential to integrate refugee 
women’s organisations and experts into both the WPS 
agendas, and their implementation. It would be benefi-
cial and necessary to update the current version of the 
Austrian NAP on WPS (2012) in line with the new EU 
RAP on WPS (2019-24). The aim of ensuring the human 
rights of women and girls affected by conflict, who are 
now forcibly displaced in Europe, is necessary to com-
ply with the EU RAP on WPS. To develop these amend-
ments, it is highly recommended that the responsible 
state actors of the IMAG should consult with develop-
ers of the NAPs in best practice countries such as Ire-
land, Germany, Finland and/or France. Furthermore, 
asylum experts, migrant women’s organisations in Aus-
tria and the EU, refugee women, and other relevant 
ministries, including departments which are not part of 
the IMAG, but work with refugees and asylum-seekers, 
should be invited. 

It is highly recommended that practitioners who 
work either in the field of WPS, or with asylum-seek-
ers and refugees, in particular with women and girls, 
include the content of this study and its recommenda-
tions into consultations with responsible state institu-
tions and refugee (women’s) organisations, as well as 
in practice. The findings and recommendations of this 
research aim to inform the linking up and harmonisa-
tion of policies, Austrian law, activities, strengthening 
of expertise in relevant fields, and to support cooper-
ation in the fields of asylum (Ministry of Interior) and 
WPS (under the leadership of the Ministry of European 
and Foreign Affairs). The authors of this study hope to 
contribute to a fruitful discussion on these important 
topics, and to support a win-win approach based on hu-
man rights, for all stakeholders.
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