
Why should a lack of privacy 
for refugees not be overlooked? 
Risk factors faced by women living in informal settlements in Lebanon



“When I want to change my clothes, I have no 
other choice than doing it in the same room as 
my uncle and cousins who are living with us. That 
makes me feel embarrassed, especially because we  
don’t even have curtains to hide behind.”

An adolescent girl living in Jabal El Akroum, Akkar
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Being a girl and a woman in a refugee camp in Lebanon means that the place 

you sleep, the way you interact with your relatives and the moment when 

you are able to go to the toilets are led by guidelines and standards. 

As a consequence of the official no-camp policy from the Government 
of Lebanon, most of the refugees from Syria are forced to live in swiftly 

constructed tents that are meant to be temporary and that remain 

unsuitable for accommodation. These shelters in informal settlements are 

not adequately designed to provide enough privacy, dignity and safety; on 

average a tent of 30 m2 is housing 6 people, sharing the sleeping space, 

sometimes with non-family members; they are also sharing the same 

latrines that are 20 m away from the shelter, with 7 different people and 

with no distinction between genders.

10 years into the Syrian crisis, displaced Syrian people in Lebanon continue 

to endure dire conditions, living in overcrowded settings where they are 

facing difficulties to meet their basic needs. This is compounded by the 

economic and medical crises that is affecting every individual living in 

Lebanon. On World Refugee Day, WW-GVC would like to highlight the 

daily struggles to cope with the lack of privacy and intimacy. Addressing 

Syrian refugees’ privacy issues has been a neglected issue over the life-

saving interventions.

However, in 78% of the informal settlements in WW-GVC areas of 
interventions, residents are reporting facing difficulties related to a 
lack of privacy. In overcrowded settings, the protection risks associated 

with the lack of enough and adequate space and access to hygiene facilities 

has a particularly dire impact on girls and women’s physical and emotional 

safety and dignity. Prominently, it brings a heightened risk of harassment 

and physical violence. The COVID-19 pandemic has further aggravated 

housing insecurity and the inequitable access to safe water and hygienic 

sanitation facilities. 

A total of 247 informal tented settlements (ITSs), participated in the 
data collection process led by WW-GVC, including 188 ITSs between 

January and June 2019 and 59 ITSs between December 2019 and March 

2020. The data collection was carried out on groups of ITSs which can 

vary between 1 and 8 ITSs, with an average of 3 ITSs per group, following 

a methodological approach drawn from the IFRC. For the matter of 

methodological understanding and simplicity, the groups are referred in 

the paper as communities. The data presented in the paper reflects the 
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perspective of the refugees living in the communities that identified the 

lack of privacy as one of their recurrent problems. 

SHELTER CONDITIONS 
When a family arrives in the informal settlement, they are provided with 

different sizes of timber to build the structure of their tent, a toolbox, hinges 

and locks for one door and a synthetic plastic mattress. The new tent has 

to comply with the standards set internationally and adapted to Lebanon: 

each inhabitant should have a minimum of 4.5 m2 covered space. The tent 

has to be approved by the local authorities before the setting up. 

However, the standards are not always respected. One family out of five 
has to share the tent with other families and in one community out 
of three, the residents consider that the tents are too small and too 
crowded, with severe cases presenting more than 20 persons sharing a 
40m2 tent. Usually, the tents are commonly divided into a living room and 

a kitchen area, as a consequence, the individuals are forced to sleep in the 

same room and share mattresses and blankets (41% of the communities).

When doors are available within the shelter, they are in bad conditions 

and without locks. Coping strategies adopted by families include the use 

of plastics sheets or blankets to divide the rooms in a quarter of the cases 

observed. However, this technique is often not sustainable neither effective 

for proper isolation. They are also trying to increase floor space and enlarge 

the tent without having additional timbers, which makes the structure more 

prone to destruction because of adverse weather conditions. 

Indeed, decayed shelter conditions can severely exacerbate the privacy 
issues, especially during extreme weather conditions, including cold, rainy 

and hot seasons, that are common in Lebanon. It is not allowed to build 

permanent dwellings due to the no-camp policy; in some specific areas, it 

is even not permitted to enter the city with any kind of long-lasting building 

materials such as concrete. As a consequence, the tents are ill-equipped 

and the structure (the roof, the floor, the walls) are too precarious to 

protect the refugees from the outdoor conditions. 92% of the informal 
settlements where we are operating are either at extreme or high risk 
of shelter damage. When the floor is muddy, the mattresses are moist or 

the tarpaulins are leaking, family members and/or multiple families come 

together in one tent to cope with the situation. Similarly, in the summer, all 

members sleep in the same room where a fan is available. 

In one third of the settlements where we are operating, the shelters 

are unlockable and in one out of six they are without any partitioning or 

separated rooms. For the parents in need of their own intimacy, the situation 

“My daughters can’t change 
their clothes whenever 
they wish because we are 
all obliged to sleep in the 
same room. I have to be 
there to stand watch, which 
is not possible when I have 
to leave early to work in 
the agricultural land of the 
landlord.”

A mother of three girls living in 
Haouch Er-Rafqa, Baalbek-Hermel

92%
OF THE ITS WHERE 
WW-GVC OPERATES

EXTREME OR HIGH RISK 
OF SHELTER DAMAGE IN

1 FAMILY OUT OF 5
HAS TO SHARE THE TENT 
WITH OTHER FAMILIES
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is also not easy to cope with. Especially at night, children may see and hear 

voices that are not appropriate for their age. If any, curtains used to divide 

the space are not enough for sound isolation. The congestion of sleeping 

areas can lead to sleep deprivation, family tensions, and in the worst cases, 

gender-based violence. 

Women and girls are indeed particularly impacted by this lack of 
privacy, as reported by community members. It impacts their normal daily 

activities with unpleasant situations affecting their dignity, like changing 

clothes or showering. These situations are often overlooked since women 

do not feel confident in expressing such private aspects during assessment, 

unless a relation of trust is properly built. Even in situations of unsafe and 

unsecure shelter space, internal portioning will not be allowed if it enlarges 

the size of the tent

Managing age and gender-related risks in shelter response, especially 

during the needs and eligibility assessments, is of the utmost importance in 

the current situation to reduces visible risks associated with sharing spaces 

with numerous persons, including non-family members.

“My father tried to divide 
the room with blankets 
and covers so we can have 
separate sleeping areas, but 
it was not very effective. 
So he tries to expand the 
tent by spacing the beams, 
but the landlord came and 
asked us for more money 
for the rent.”

An adolescent girl living in 
Masharii Al Qaa, Baalbeck-Hermel

Decayed shelter after a storm in an ITS in the North of the Bekaa Valley, Lebanon  ©Silvia Mazzocchin / WW-GVC
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WASH FACILITIES
Given the lack of space and the absence and/or the prohibition of 

connection to drainage networks, tents don’t have a dedicated bathroom. 
Community members are sometimes obliged to take their shower in 
the kitchen, which is too small and usually without a door, putting girls and 

women especially in inadequate situations to ensure their minimum dignity 

or safety. When someone is showering, it also affects other members 

of the household as the entrance to the tent is not allowed. Sometimes, 

the residents have to resort to shower in the latrine, which is very tight, 

external, and shared.

The national guideline requires to install one latrine for every 15 people at a 

minimum, a standard that does not fit the protracted crisis context anymore. 

38% of the communities consider the inadequacy of the latrines as one of 

their main issues linked to privacy. In 96% of the ITSs where WW-GVC is 
operating, the latrines are located outside the tent. This raises privacy 

issues, especially when men and women share the same latrine, and also 

raises conflicts between families on the cleanliness and priority for using 

the latrine due to a lessened sense of ownership. To cope with the situation, 

men might resort to open defecation which decreases hygiene conditions 

and contributes to create an unhealthy environment. It is worth noticing 

that in 36% of the communities in WW-GVC areas of intervention are 
reporting that they are facing diseases due to poor sanitation.

The refugees are also reporting long waiting time at the toilet because of 

overcrowding, which embarrass women and girls; especially when men 

are gathering nearby the latrines. To cope with risk of harassment, one 
woman out of four prefers to go to the latrine in groups. Sometimes, 

husbands and children are asked to guard the latrine. The situation is even 

further complicated during the menstruation; the lack of privacy, of water, 

of sanitary pads supplies and of dedicated disposal options are barriers 

that impair people’s dignity and hygiene. The need to change at night and to 

walk several meters to access the latrine alone in the dark, or under rain, put 

women and girls at risk of sexual assaults.

Moreover, the restriction to connect the settlements to public electricity 

and the limited access to private fuel generators are barriers to a safe and 

continuous access of a source of power and electricity. The lack of light, 

especially at night, hinders the safe access to the facilities for women and 

girls. To address this, members use alternative lighting source such as 

torches, and bring jug of water every time they need to use the toilet, which 

is not handy neither sustainable. 

In addition, given the high number of members using the same facilities, 

“The latrines in the camp 
are not structured well, 
they are built up with 
timber, but we don’t have 
doors. We use plastic 
covers and mats. During 
the winter, those sheets are 
fluttering in the wind, and 
it’s really annoying when 
we are using the toilet.”

A young male adult living in 
Masharii Al Qaa, Baalbeck-Hermel
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combined with the absence or inadequate services to drain and clean the 

tanks, latrines are often flooded and are in bad conditions. To increase the 

number of available toilets in the community, members build handmade 

latrines; but those lack proper doors and locks (they use curtains instead) 

as well as light and water connection to the tank.

When the latrines are not adapted to the needs of people with disabilities, 

their privacy is threatened. In one out of three communities in WW-
GVC’s area of intervention, members are reporting that people with 
disabilities are facing challenges related to water access, sanitation 
or personal hygiene practices. If the latrines are too small, they lack the 

components that provide accessibility such as ramps or grab bars or have 

an Arabic seat, family members and caregivers are then required to support 

them to toilet and shower which in turn, reduce people with special needs’ 

autonomy, privacy and dignity in using WaSH facilities.

RESTRICTIONS OF MOVEMENT 
Intrusion of persons not living inside the informal settlements are common, 

should it be the landlord or one of his relatives who want to check on the use 

of the lands; or members of local authorities and of the army who inspect 

the settings of the tents or carry out raids. 

Women in an ITS in the North of the Bekaa Valley, Lebanon ©Lorenzo Tugnoli / WW-GVC

“Sometimes, my daughters 
have to wait for hours to go 
to the toilets. When men are 
sitting next to the latrine, 
they feel embarrassed and 
prefer to wait for them to 
leave. At night, we always 
go with my husband.”

A mother living in Hermel, 
Baalbeck-Hermel
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Communities are referring to raids as a clear violation of their privacy, 
because intruders enter without previous notice. In addition, members 

are exposed to verbal and physical harassment. This mainly affects women 

and girls, who as per their religious conviction would need to be veiled 

in public space. As a coping strategy, women prefer to keep their scarf 

permanently even when staying inside the tent. 

The factors related to the lack of privacy previously described in relation to 

shelter and WaSH conditions increase the need of movements outside the 

private sphere. For women and girls, the situation is compounded by lack of 

autonomy that keeps them far more dependent on men in their daily lives. 

Men can or cannot allow them to move inside and outside the ITS alone, 

restricting their freedom of movement. When they have to be accompanied 

by a male – decision that might be accepted by women – it is curbing any 

privacy space, creating negative effects to the trust building processes and 

on their decision-making and responsibility role, especially when it comes 

to access to livelihoods and to contribute to the incomes of the family. 

HOW IS WW-GVC MITIGATING THE 
RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH THE LACK 
OF PRIVACY? 
WW-GVC carries out a specific engagement process under the Lebanon 
Protection Consortium funded by ECHO: the Community Protection 
Approach. One of the main objectives is to engage the population in taking 

informed and safe decisions and to define applicable solutions that build 

upon their capacities, their positive coping strategies and their resources. As 

a result of this process, in the informal settlements assessed, the population 

identified a total of 78 unique activities to respond to problems linked to 

privacy, adapted to each specific situation. 

By way of synthesis, the most prevalent suggested activities include in 

order of priority:

• Provision of additional latrines,

• Provision of shelter kits for tent expansion or partitioning,

• Provision of solar lamps, 

• Improving the desludging services provided to empty the pit of the 

latrine,

• Changing the design of latrines to include solar lighting.

Besides the primary provision of support to specifically address privacy 

issues and the impact of the lack of privacy, WW-GVC has identified a set 

of essential steps of primary importance to increase the resilience of the 

communities. These include engaging with landlords, through mediation 

sessions to allow more space within the site, provision of latrines and 

“They are always carrying 
out raids here. The army 
enters the tent at night 
when we are sleeping. We 
don’t feel safe and this is 
a violation of the right of 
privacy. We have this right 
even as refugees.”

An anonymous head of household 
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increase the space of the tent for the same rent. Through these activities, 

WW-GVC works to ensure that the refugees can resort to positive coping 

strategies, using their resources. 

As per the humanitarian coordination mechanism, WW-GVC is referring 

the activities suggested by the members of the communities to the best 

placed actors in the areas to ensure an integrated response to the identified 

risks and needs. 

In terms of direct response, WW-GVC has been providing services that fit 

under our areas of specialisation:

To ensure a safer use of the shared latrines:
We distributed 1640 portable and fixed solar lamps at shelter and latrine 

levels in North Bekaa and we are planning to distribute 920 additional 

solar lamps at shelter level both in Bekaa and Akkar.

To protect further the privacy when using sanitation facilities:
Since 2019, we installed 181 additional latrines in 20 informal settlements 

where now each household has its own latrine. We also provided 182 

additional latrines following shocks or for households with inadequate 

access to sanitation. Additionally, 26 latrines adapted for people with 

disabilities were also provided.

To strengthen the structures robustness to extreme weather 
conditions:
We distributed materials, trained the households, and supported 810 

households since 2019 in the installation of a hand-made drainage system 

that improves their shelters’ resistance to infiltrating water runoff during 

winter times. This intervention improved their comfort within the shelter, 

and reduced their obligation to move to other structurally insulating 

shelters during storms.

To provide a safe and independent access to sanitation to 
persons with disabilities: 
We are working towards improving the basic design of latrines so they are 

adaptable and inclusive for all types of disabilities, with improved access 

to water inside the latrine. The latrines allow persons with functional 

limitations to safely and independently access and use them.

Once safe resumption of core activities is enabled after the lifting of 

COVID-19 containment measures, WW-GVC is planning to roll the 

provision of shelter partitioning and shelter expansion kits out, where 

possible. 

1.640
PORTABLE AND FIXED 
SOLAR LAMPS

SERVICES PROVIDED

182
ADDITIONAL LATRINES 
TO ENSURE ACCESS TO 
SANITATION

810
HOUSEHOLDS RECEIVED 
MATERIALS & TRAINING 
TO INSTALL HAND MADE 
DRAINAGE SYSTEMS



The information contained in this document has been collected in the frame of 
the Community Protection Approach (CPA). Specifically, through a participatory 
process designed to collect the Narrated Community Perspective (NCP) of the 
population. The NCP is a process run in complementarity to operations to offset, 
complement and qualify primary and secondary data collected through surveys 
and questionnaires. The primary data collection was carried out between 
September and November 2019 in 120 groups if ITSs in which GVC operates.  
 
The NCP applies participatory techniques adapted to each ITS (e.g. Focus Group 
Discussions (FGDs), Individuals Interviews (IIs) and Transect Walks) according 
to conditions of access, risks analysis and available time. It is particularly 
designed to involve age, gender and diversity groups according to the 
demographic composition of the area, to capture specific causes, consequences 
and coping strategies related to identified problems. It aims to co-develop with 
the population multi-sector Protection Response Plans (PRP), comprehensive 
plan based on ICRC Protection Egg, to support coherent, complementary and 
coordinated response of multiple actors.



June 2020


