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Protection of Women through Establishing the Rule of Law: 
A Work in Progress in the Za’atari Refugee Camp

The Plight of Refugee Women

As conflicts continue to sweep across the Middle East in the absence of any solutions on

the horizon for long-standing, protracted crises, women continue to suffer discrimination

and alienation of rights, thus hindering their progress. The issue becomes more pressing

as governments blatantly de-prioritise women’s rights, invoking matters of security as more

deserving of attention in light of the current geopolitical situation.

Women refugees are less safe for a number of reasons. During times of crisis, women’s

basic rights and liberties become threatened. Caritas Lebanon reported that half of Syrian

refugees who sought their aid had experienced sexual abuse.1 Poverty and desperation

drive women and families to develop negative coping mechanisms in order to survive, such

as early marriage and survival sex, both of which has a negative impact on women and

girls. According to one study from 2014, one in three marriages among Syrians living in

Jordan involved a child.2 These problems are exacerbated by the fact that women refugees

often flee their homes without taking any documentation with them, which makes them

more hesitant to interact with authorities and law enforcement. As a result, women are not

afforded the protection of the law in cases like marriage and divorce and so are more prone

to having their legal rights infringed. Additionally, while the Za’atari refugee camp is on

Jordanian land and subject to Jordanian law, many refugees living there do not understand

that the laws of Jordan apply to them and have instead resorted to customary laws based

on tradition to settle their disputes, which do not adequately serve the needs of women or

protect their rights.

Syrian Refugee Women and Protection Concerns

Opened in 2012, the Za’atari refugee camp has become one of the most populated

refugee camps in the world. With nearly 80,000 Syrian refugees, it has been a huge

challenge for the Government of Jordan, the UNHCR and NGOs to provide for the safety

1 The Huffington Post (2013, October 26). Syria’s Women, Many Raped in Refugee Centers, Long to Return Home.
Available at: http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/10/26/syria-women-rape_n_4166185.html
2 Dean, L. (2015, April 28). Child Marriage —and Divorce— in Zaatari. Lawfare. Available at: https://www.lawfare-
blog.com/child-marriage%E2%80%94and-divorce%E2%80%94-zaatari
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and protection of its residents.3 Women in particular are deeply affected as the strains that

refugee situations impose on them often result in practices that violate their rights and

freedom.4 As refugees, women find themselves more vulnerable to gender-based violence,

forced marriages, child marriages and human trafficking. Hence, building a functioning legal

system in refugee camps such as Za’atari is paramount to protecting the rights and safety of

women.

When Za’atari was first opened, there was very little communication between refugees and

camp management. Refugees were typically taken to their tents and then left to their own

devices. Jordanian security forces were concentrated on the borders of the camp instead of

patrolling inside the camp to maintain law and order.5 Because of this, there was no clear

mechanism for refugees to voice complaints. Instead of going through official channels,

refugees protested to express their discontent. While ARDD-Legal Aid attempted to spread

the message among refugees that they must complain through certain formal procedures,

institutional barriers faced by refugees and the inability of the camp’s management to swiftly

act and meet the growing demands of refugees led them to continue to respond to problems

through protests.6 This instability only further endangered refugees living in the camp, and

especially women and girls, who had access to limited protection services.

As the unrest within the camp continued through early 20137 and in the absence of a viable

governance structure, refugees found themselves inclined to adhere to customary laws and

traditions. Despite the vitality of customary laws in maintaining order in the camp, the fact that

these platforms were male dominated discouraged women from seeking justice and protection

through these avenues.8 In response to the growing chaos and threats to human rights, the

UNHCR introduced the Za’atari Governance Plan in June 2013, which restructured the camp

by decentralising services, combating the authority of informal community structures and

engaging closer with the community to find out their needs and to spread information. 

At the time, most criminal cases were referred to the court of Mafraq, which required litigation

services in front of the court. However, in other instances the only way for refugees to address

legal issues was through tribal rules of reconciliation or mediation with camp and community

leaders.9 This was especially problematic for women, as they were not represented in these

processes. Additionally, marriages, births and deaths went largely undocumented as Syrian

marriage practices and lack of knowledge about Jordanian marital law resulted in an

abundance of customary and early marriages in the Za’atari camp, all of which are practices

3 UNHCR (2016).
4 Obradovic, M. (2015, October 23). Protecting Female Refugees Against Sexual and Gender Based Violence. Our
World. Available at: https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/protecting-female-refugees-against-sexual-and-gender-based-
violence-in-camps
5 UNHCR, (2013, June), Za’atari Governance Plan.
6 ARDD-Legal Aid (2015). Bottom-Up Innovation: The Syrian Voices and Accountability Program. Available at: http://ardd-
jo.org/sites/default/files/resource-files/bottom-up_innovationthe_syrian_voices_and_accountability _program.pdf, p6
7 UNHCR, UNICEF and WFP (2014, January). Joint Needs Assessment, p. 7.
8 Interview with ARDD-Legal Aid Manager of Camp Legal Division.
9 Interview with ARDD-Legal Aid Manager of Camp Legal Division.2



that deeply affect women’s rights. As stakeholders became more aware of the severity of the

situation, they realised that issues could only be solved by setting up a functioning legal system

accessible to refugees. 

Establishing the Rule of Law and Activating the Legal System in the Za’atari Camp

Realising the protection gap, ARDD-Legal Aid led the efforts advocating the establishment of

a Shari’a court in the camp, which came to fruition in July 2014, when a Shari’a court was

opened in the Za’atari camp. This was an important milestone in the history of legal systems

in refugee camps because it marks the second time a formal, official court has been introduced

in a refugee camp, the first being in Dabaab, Kenya. Demand for the newly-founded legal

services in the camp was low at the beginning, mainly due to refugees’ lack of knowledge of

how to access these services.10

To educate refugees about their rights and inform them about the legal services they could

benefit from, ARDD-Legal Aid began to hold awareness-raising sessions in September 2014

and campaigning for legal changes to make it easier for the Za’atari refugees to transition

from their existing traditional rules to Jordanian law. One successful campaign resulted in the

government exempting fines on unregistered marriages in 2014, which resulted in refugees

gathering in their hundreds outside the ARDD-Legal Aid office to have their customary,

undocumented marriages legalised so their marital rights could be protected by Jordanian

law. As applications for legal assistance flooded in, the staff at the Za’atari ARDD-Legal Aid

office implemented more efficient sorting systems, changed the initial intake form and

reorganised office space to ensure that each case was dealt with smoothly. Additionally,

ARDD-Legal Aid worked alongside the court officials and legal staff by teaching them how to

interact empathetically with the refugees in order to help improve communication and

accessibility. As the office became more established in the camp and people became

increasingly aware of the services available through awareness-raising sessions, a variety of

people began to arrive. It is notable that at the beginning of 2015 the majority of cases brought

forward were from men. In March and April, cases dealing with men totalled 74%. This

changed from May onwards when an increasing number of women approached the office and

filed a case. In July, September, October and November 2015 cases brought by women

slightly exceeded those brought by men. Of the total cases consulted on in 2015 alone,

44.3% concerned women, 52.9% men, 2% girls and only 0.68% boys. This increase in the

number of women coming forward clearly demonstrates that this system proved vital to

providing protection for women, where they started seeking their rights.

Raising awareness of the laws and rights that apply to refugees in the Za’atari camp is an

ongoing process. There is increased knowledge about Jordanian law and services in the

Za’atari camp, but violations of the law and of human rights such as child marriages still occur

within the camp. Since the Syrian refugees of the Za’atari camp have already been through

the failure of one state, they tend to lose their faith in the rule of law quickly, and ARDD-Legal

10 ARDD-Legal Aid Program Manager Legal Assistance Unit.3



Aid’s lawyers have needed to continually impress on them the importance of following legal

procedure.11

Moving Forward

In moving forward with the Za’atari camp and applying this in other refugee camps, it is

important to be aware of the challenges faced by camp managers as well as the context in

which human rights violations occur. For example, early marriage in the Za’atari camp was not

only a result of traditional mentalities and cultural laws, but rather directly linked to the severe

economic strain the refugees had to suffer through. Without acknowledging this, any attempt

at providing legal assistance to stop child marriage would fail. Organisations must also work

together, as without collaboration between many different agencies the progress in Za’atari

would never have been made. In sum, ARDD-Legal Aid recommends that the approach it

used in Za’atari should be replicated elsewhere, with any amendments that may be needed.

11 Interview with ARDD-Legal Aid Manager of Camp Legal Division.4


