MADRE 
Safe Houses for Iraqi Women: A Shelter and Training Project
Safe Houses for Iraqi Women: A Shelter and Training Project is a joint initiative with the Organization of Women's Freedom in Iraq (OWFI), MADRE’s Iraqi partner since 2004 and the organization responsible for implementing the program in Iraq.  Safe Houses for Iraqi Women identifies and houses Iraqi women and girls who are under threat of “honor killings” and other domestic violence, offers them essential counseling as well as human rights trainings, and works to increase women’s political participation and help Iraqi women resist fundamentalist repression at home and in the public sphere.  MADRE supported the creation of OWFI’s first safe house in Baghdad in early 2004 and since then, has helped OWFI open four more shelters for women in Kirkuk, Nasariyeh, Erbil, as well as another in Baghdad, creating the first and only network of women’s shelters in Iraq.  MADRE is also currently working to create The Underground Railroad for Iraqi Women, which will sustain an even broader network of underground volunteers and safe houses throughout the country that are prepared to help women fleeing family violence, including murder.    

Need for the Project

Iraqi women cite a breakdown in security and public order as the number one problem in Iraq since the US invasion.  The sharp rise in abduction, rape, and sexual slavery has made women afraid to leave their homes.  Girls are being kept out of school and many women are now forbidden by their families to be in public without a male escort.  Increasing Islamic fundamentalism in the region puts women (especially secular women) at particular risk: in many areas, Islamic militants now patrol the streets, beating and harassing women who are not “properly” dressed or behaved. According to a woman musician, “If the Islamists see me walking on the street with my flute, they could kill me.” In Basra, heavily armed religious extremists repeatedly storm into university classrooms and threaten to kill women without head coverings.  Iraqi women’s organizations have accused Islamic groups of “taking revenge on each other by raping women.”  Many women, including OWFI Chairperson Yanar Mohammed, have received death threats from fundamentalist Islamists in Iraq.

The escalation in rapes has triggered an increase in “honor killings”, in which male relatives murder rape survivors because the attack has “shamed” the family.  It is important to note that the process of honor killing is a deliberate one, involving whole families, and not an impulsive crime of passion.  Once the decision has been made to assassinate a woman who has “dishonored” her family, she will be targeted until she is killed, wherever she is found.  Compounding this horrifying situation is the fact that under Iraqi law, these killings are not even considered murder: if a killer can demonstrate “honor” as a motive, his sentence is usually less than one year.  This legal climate reinforces a culture of impunity in which male relatives feel ever more empowered to exercise control over the lives, and deaths, of their daughters, sisters, cousins, wives, and mothers.  Compounding the trauma of sexual violence, women who have been raped now fear for their lives and are pleading with OWFI to help them; OWFI is receiving dozens of calls each month from women who need help removing themselves from potentially deadly situations.   

Women have also been excluded from political decision-making in the “new” Iraq, jeopardizing their future rights and their representation in national and international bodies.  Women fought against arbitrary rule by the US Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), struggling to maintain their freedom within their families and communities, and demanded recognition of their rights by the US-installed Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), which most Iraqis considered an illegitimate authority.  Despite the recent Iraqi elections, which are being used to justify the US invasion and occupation of Iraq, US domination of Iraq remains a fact.  The US-imposed Transitional Administrative Law (imposed by the US occupation) is still the law of the land, and our Iraqi partners tell us that the overwhelming influence of the Islamists unfairly tipped the balance in recent elections, making it nearly impossible for progressive secular women to win seats in the new Iraqi transitional Assembly.

Goals and Objectives

The goal of Safe Houses for Iraqi Women is to protect and empower Iraqi women who are struggling to stay alive and build a movement that will help them attain their rights.  By offering them a safe space, MADRE and OWFI are supporting women who are survivors of domestic violence or threatened by honor killing, ensuring that their lives are no longer at risk and allowing them to concentrate on the necessary work of healing from the trauma they have endured and developing the skills they need to exercise their full range of human rights.  Objectives are to:

· Save the lives of hundreds of Iraqi women being threatened by their husbands or other male relatives, offer them necessary counseling, and help them live lives free from violence and abuse;

· Empower Iraqi women to build a movement that demands recognition of their human rights, enables them to increase their political participation, and responds to increasing fundamentalism in Iraqi society;

· Strengthen national laws regarding domestic violence and honor killings and improve local enforcement of those laws (which includes advocating for better police understanding and more women in local police forces).

· Educate local families and communities about women’s rights, human rights, and local and international mechanisms that exist to protect those rights; and

· Heighten awareness in the US about the political, economic, and social effects of the US occupation of Iraq and US policies worldwide.
Methodology
Through Safe Houses for Iraqi Women, MADRE and OWFI coordinate the following activities:

· Provide secure transportation for women who are fleeing their homes to reach the shelters;

· Provide food, clothing, toiletries, bedding, and medical attention as needed, for twenty-five women and their children at a time, in five shelters;

· Provide full-time security to patrol and safeguard the shelters; 

· Retain counselors to conduct intake interviews, assist women with making plans for the future, provide individual and group counseling to help survivors of domestic violence or sexual assault heal from the trauma they have experienced, and train shelter volunteers; and
· Conduct on-site and other local trainings on women’s political participation, community organizing, human rights and women’s rights, and the local and international mechanisms that are in place to protect those rights.
