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WEWORLD-GVC SUPPORTS THE FIGHT FOR 

WOMEN’S VOICES: A STORY FROM THE 

COMMUNITY PROTECTION APPROACH (CPA) 

Introduction 
Women, men, girls and boys, as human beings, are entitled to equal protection, rights, and dignity. 

Nevertheless, all around the world, power unbalances and entrenched discriminatory norms 

are such that some groups are not able to make decisions on matters that are important in their 

lives. Children, women and men living with disabilities, survivors of violence, members of 

minorities - the list could fill entire pages. Certainly, it would change from context to context, but 

one element would stay the same: in all countries in the world, someone’s voice is just going 

missing. Gender plays a significant role in this sense, as it constitutes the basis of power relations 

that, in most cases, see women’s voices being stifled by a structure that confines them to 

certain domains, roles, tasks.  

It is therefore imperative to integrate equality considerations into humanitarian and development 

action. If we intend to respond effectively to crises and instability, we need to listen to all people 

affected: when women and men are included equally, their entire community benefits. This 

is why WeWorld-GVC, through the Community Protection Approach (CPA), has made a 

commitment to give voice to those individuals and groups who are at risk of being denied the 

ability to make choices. To do this, it systematically involves women, men, girls and boys in all its 

phases, to ensure that all voices are heard and that programmes and projects effectively 

respond to the priorities of different groups, including the most vulnerable ones. 

The CPA was first piloted in Lebanon in 2017 and has been implemented in more than 100 

communities since. The main target audience for the previous CPA rounds were Syrian refugees 

who sought shelter in Lebanon from the war raging in their home country, and are living now in 

communities of informal tented settlements (ITSs). The tents are made up of flammable 

material, such as wooden poles and plastic sheets. The risk of fire outbreaks is very high in these 

settlements due to the absence of preventative measures and fire risk mitigation strategies.  

The present case study refers to the results of the CPA process conducted in 6 communities in 

Baalbeck-Hermel, an agricultural area in the Bekaa valley, located on the Lebanese border with 

Syria. Community members in these 6 clusters, just like many other clusters, expressed their 

continuous fear of fire eruption inside their shelters due to the risks present from uncased 

electric wires, to the usage of candles as a source of light and many other reasons.  

One of the key solutions that might mitigate and control fires as suggested by community 

members was providing households with fire extinguishers as well as a fire safety training that 

equally tackles men and women.  
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Case study 
The Multi-Sector Questionnaire represents the first step of the CPA. The Questionnaire is 

designed to capture protection issues at community level across 12 different sectors. 

Particularly relevant for the case at stake, it contains a section investigating the community’s 

experience with disasters. When asked about this subject, respondents in the target 

communities highlighted high levels of protection risks in relation to exposure to disasters 

and insufficient response, with 6 communities out of 22 presenting severe exposure to fires and 

19 communities (86% of the total sample), including those at highest risk, lacking any fire 

contingency plans. Such data flagged a situation of high risk. On the one hand, the communities 

were exposed to severe hazards, which, despite affecting the entire population, are bound to have 

specifically severe protection-related consequences for people in vulnerable situation. On 

the other hand, the communities’ capacity of mitigating hazards, reduce disaster risk and, in turn, 

protect safety and livelihoods, was low, which exposed them to a high degree of vulnerability. 

Yet, flagging a problem is far from understanding it and its causes, as well as devising the best 

way to address it. Furthermore, disasters do not have the same impact on all persons, nor 

does every person enjoy the same level of protection from them. This is why the Community 

Protection Approach foresees a second phase, which involves a more in-depth investigation of 

the issues flagged as protection risks. 

As in every good detective story, the success of the investigation depends on two factors: asking 

the right questions to the right persons, i.e. those who are in possess of the specific pieces of 

knowledge you are looking for. Although it is impossible to fully determine a priori what these 

questions and who these persons are, there is a number of basic principles that can provide a 



 

3      
 
                                                                                                                                                            

reasonable starting point for a good, contextualized analysis of causes and impacts of a 

phenomenon.  

 Principle number one: knowledge is a multifaceted, subjective thing. Information is 

constantly constructed and re-constructed based on the speaker’s identity, the listener’s 

assumptions, and the specific environmental circumstances. There is no perfect informant, 

as there is no information that “objectively” captures the status of a whole community. 

The best we can aim for is incomplete, biased knowledge about the self-perceived situation 

of specific individuals. Where does that leave us? To the point where we need to stop trying 

to get the maximum of information with minimum effort. If we recognize that women and 

men of different age and background are likely to experience, as well to interpret, the 

same phenomenon in different ways, it becomes apparent that any community–based 

approach needs to open the door to this wealth of different, at times conflicting 

narratives. A good starting point is to involve and actively engage women and men of different 

ages, including persons with disabilities and their caregivers.  

 Principle number two: there are no perfect, “one size fits all” questions that will provide 

the necessary information in all contexts, let’s make our peace with that. But there are a 

lot of good questions that need to be asked. Problems, especially when it comes to protection, 

do not exist in a vacuum: they arise from and reinforce specific social and power 

structures, which in turn determine patterns of privilege and marginalization. This 

means that not all groups are exposed to the same protection risks, nor do they benefit in the 

same way from the identical intervention. As a consequence, it becomes crucial not only to 

identify the problems, but to explore what are the underlying structures and dynamics that 

cause them; how these intersect with personal characteristics, such as gender, to increase 

the vulnerability of certain groups; what differentiated impact they have on different individuals 

and groups. 

Keeping in mind these two basic principles, on one hand, and the specific Lebanese context, on 

the other, WeWorld-GVC’s staff conducted around 8 focus group discussions for each 

community, followed by key informant interviews whenever needed and transect walks with 

different groups. To ensure that the different viewpoints, priorities, and needs of different women, 

men, girls and boys were properly included in the analysis, as well as to avoid modelling this latter 

upon existing patterns of privilege and exclusion, the process sought to actively engage women 

and men of different ages and backgrounds.  

At a first stage, the focus group discussion targeted women and men between 25 and 59 years 

old. Then, based on the findings from this first stage, further investigation was conducted with 

male and female children and adolescents, elderly, as well as men and women with 

disabilities and their caregivers. In particular, 1 FGD was carried out with women between 25 

and 59 years old and another FGD with women between 18 and 24 years old from each cluster. 

According to each community’s context, 2 individual interviews were carried out with elderly 

women and women caregivers of PWD to ensure capturing their point of view towards this 

particular key problem. 

To support them in the difficult task of investigating the different dimensions of the problems 

identified in the previous stage, staff could rely upon a number of guiding questions, aimed at 
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shedding light, among other issues, on the impact that the high risk of fires had on women, 

men, girls and boys and, in particular, the psychosocial impact of this risk on the most 

vulnerable groups. 

 

What was the result and, most importantly, was it really worth the effort? 

As described above, the information collected through the questionnaire revealed that a 

significant number of communities was highly exposed to fire hazard and that the overwhelming 

majority of them, including those with the highest vulnerability, had no fire contingency plan in 

place. Albeit dramatically relevant, this information does not provide any hints about why some 

communities are particularly vulnerable to fires, nor what is the impact of the situation on different 

population groups – details that are likely to make the difference between a failed and a successful 

intervention. 

Through the participatory process, WeWorld-GVC staff was able to qualify the problem and 

identify its main causes: 

 Electricity in the ITS (Informal Tent Settlement) is provided by the landlord. He does not 

provide enough energy and turns the entire system off for six hours during the night and four 

hours during the day, making it impossible for the families living in the ITS to satisfy basic 

needs such as having lighting at night or washing clothes during the day. 

 The connection to the public network is illegal and unsafe. The distribution of electric 

wires between the tents is irregular, with the cables extended above the tents, tangent to the 

roofs, or randomly spread on the ground. Wires are in bad conditions: they are not cased, 
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which leaves the metal exposed if the rubber coating is teared. This exposes community 

members to high risk of fires and electric shocks, especially in the case of rain. 

Collecting the narrative of the community in relation to the problem identified allowed to link this 

latter to specific issues going beyond the community’s exposure to hazards, namely the 

unbalanced power relation with the landlord and the lack of safe access to electricity. 

Within the framework of the CPA, this latter is considered as an indicator contributing to higher 

protection risks for the community, as unreliable electricity can prevent individuals and 

communities from enjoying basic services, including health and education services (UN, 

2018). Further, the CPA technical guidelines for the use of indicators highlight that women are 

often the most affected group by limited access to electricity and, if the level of 

accessibility is low, women are more exposed to the risks attached to it. 

It seems therefore crucial that the specific protection risks for women, men, girls and boys, as 

well as their capacity to respond to such risks are better investigated, in the light of the gender 

roles prevailing in the community. In addition to pinpointing the causes of the problem identified, 

the participatory process foreseen by the CPA provided valuable information in this sense. In 

particular, when women mentioned this specific key problem, they made it clear that fires are a 

direct threat especially when men are not in the ITS and stressed that women feel 

disempowered as they can’t put the fire down on their own. 

 Community members often stumble upon the wires spread over the grounds, which puts that 

at high risk of being electrocuted. This risk is especially high for children, who play between 

the tents, and women, who spend much time performing domestic chores in the ITS. Indeed, 

one women incurred in electrocution while hanging the laundry outside of her tent. As a 

consequence, women need to pay constant attention to children and try to prevent them from 

playing outdoors, especially during the winter, when wires are wet due to the rain. 

 If a fire or an electric shock occur, women don’t know what to do: all they can do is to 

protect their children and wait for men to come back to the ITS, to put the fire down and 

duct-tape the wires. 

In some cases, the value of knowledge lies in the action it allows you to take. Understanding how 

a crisis, or a threat, affects different persons and influences their response remains only a good 

analytical exercise unless this knowledge is used to inform the decisions taken by the relevant 

actors. Humanitarian response needs to integrate an analysis of the different needs and 

capacities of women, men, girls and boys, not as a stand-alone tool but rather as the 

necessary foundation for all actions undertaken. In the case at stake, opening the door to the 

narratives of different groups allowed WeWorld-GVC to move from the opaque picture of a 

problem affecting the whole community indistinctively to a more nuanced understanding of how 

the same problem diversely affects the lives of different individuals. Also, it provided room to 

accommodate the solutions suggested by groups that would have likely been otherwise unheard, 

as it often remains the case of women, especially in relation to domains such as energy or 

technological hazards. 
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The result?  

Listening to women’s suggestions is not enough. WeWorld-GVC recognizes the importance of 

fully involving women as actors in their own right when it comes to preparedness and 

response to disasters, and ensure flexible programming to articulate their ownership of 

the best approach or strategy in each ITS in Lebanon. Thanks to this approach WeWorld-GVC 

designed and conducted safety and security trainings for women on risks related to 

electrical networks, including fires and electrical shocks, and specifically targeted them 

for the distribution of fire extinguishers. During this activity, WeWorld-GVC staff provided 

detailed information on risks that cause fires especially in ITSs, how to put down fires and how to 

use the Fire Extinguishers, preventative methods to avoid fire eruption, where to place the fire 

extinguisher and they even touch down a little on first aid procedures in case someone got their 

skin burnt during a fire incident. 
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The action of WeWorld-GVC also responded to the strategic priorities identified by the Shelter 

cluster, which is leading the integration of fire safety awareness, prevention and response into 

regular programming.  

The overarching objective is to mitigate the decline of shelter and economic conditions and strengthen the access 

of displaced Syrians and vulnerable host communities to an adequate standard of living, through affordable shelters 

in safe and secure conditions. Strengthening access to shelter (and related access to basic services) for all 

vulnerable populations also contributes to social stability and peaceful coexistence of displaced Syrians and 

Palestine refugees from Syria with their hosting Lebanese and Palestinian communities. 

(Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017-2020) 

 

Today, women in the ITS know what to do if a fire erupt and are able to use fire extinguishers 

without having to wait for their men to come back. 

They used to tell us that only men could do this – now, we know that any adult can use 

them, whether a man or a woman. 
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