SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN DISASTERS

Fact Sheet

After a disaster, people are more vulnerable to sexual victimization.
The trauma of sexual violence can hurt the mental, physical, and
emotional well being of a person. This harm can be made worse by the
added trauma of living through a disaster. For people who have already
been through a major traumatic experience like sexual victimization, a

disaster can open old wounds.

What do we know about sexual
violence and disasters?

Basic resources that can protect
people from sexual violence often
aren't available after a disaster.
Examples of these resources include
safe housing, transportation, access
to information, supportive friends
and family, police protection,
communication and health care. In
already disadvantaged communities,
a disaster can make these social
structures even weaker.

* This chaos can make people from a
disaster area more likely to be sexu-
ally victimized because:

* Living with many stressed people in
crowded conditions can make sexual
violence more likely to occur.

* People who have to flee their
homes often have to live with strang-
ers. There have been reports of
evacuees being sexually victimized
by members of the host family. Alter-
natively, members of the host family
have experienced sexual violence by
evacuees.

A disaster is any event that
causes damage, disruption,
brings harm to humans,

or breaks down health or
health services in such a
way that an extraordinary
response is needed from
those outside the disaster
area. This can include
natural disasters and those
generated by humanity.

* Police and ambulances may be less
able to respond to sexual violence
after a disaster because they are
busy with other disaster response
efforts. Barriers like flooded roads
and fallen trees may block access

to victims. As a result, offenders are
less likely to get apprehended.

* Disasters often hurt groups that
are already oppressed. People of
color, women, children, elders, people
living in poverty, and people with
disabilities often have less protection
from sexual violence.
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Reporting sexual violence during disasters

Communities should expect delays in victim
reports of sexual violence during and after a
disaster.

* Victims of sexual violence may delay reporting
or choose not to report because they are focus-
ing on meeting basic survival needs.

* Hospitals and police stations may be shutdown
or overwhelmed by a disaster. Officials who
would usually take reports of sexual assaults
may be unavailable. As a result, victims choosing
to report an act of sexual victimization may be
unable to do so.

* Advocacy organizations and communities
should create a protocol for responding to cour-
tesy reports of sexual violence. Police officers

in areas where people are evacuated to should
be prepared to take courtesy reports for victims
from other jurisdictions.

Responding to sexual violence

* Organizations and communities can work
together to design effective and compassionate
responses and systems.

* Response strategies should be tailored to meet
the needs of your particular community.

* Provide the public with information about
emergency services and available resources.

* Cooperate across communities to meet basic
human needs in an organized manner with a
focus on safety.

* Victim response agencies can develop plans to
open their doors as quickly as possible.

* Establish systems to facilitate communication.
* Focus on establishing social stability.

* Provide safe and adequate housing and
transportation services.

How can | help?

* Donate to the Relief Fund for Sexual Assault
Victims. This fund aids victims and advocacy
programs impacted by disasters. Visit
http://www.relieffundforsexualassaultvictims.org

* Volunteering in relief efforts or at your
local rape crisis center. For information, visit
http://www.nsvrc.org/organizations
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