Case Study: Multi-Purpose Centres for the Protection of Women Survivors of Violence in the occupied Palestinian territory
The Mehwar Centre is a specialized facility in the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) that provides protection and support to women and children who have experienced various forms of violence. Women’s organizations and other civil society actors in the West Bank and Gaza Strip have provided assistance to survivors, but the lack of shelter facilities has remained a challenge to ensuring holistic protection services are available to women. The first shelter of its kind in oPt, the Centre was established in Bethlehem (West Bank) in 2007, with funding from the Italian Government and support from UN Women. In September 2008, in partnership with the Palestinian Authority’s Ministry of Social Affairs, the Centre implemented an initiative to protect and reintegrate women and children who had experienced domestic violence, and increase awareness of the human rights of women and children within Palestinian society.

Results: 

Since its establishment, the Mehwar Centre has invested in various activities to reflect on its experience and document lessons learned.  This has since been used to inform the development of a similar facility, the Hayat Centre, in the Gaza Strip. In particular, practices related to the shelter’s establishment, recruitment and capacity development of staff have been transferred from the Mehwar Centre to the Hayat Centre.  The key components of the model include:
· Formation and functioning of an advisory committee: comprised of local partners with technical support from UN Women;

· A successful orientation process: drawing from Differenza Donna experts to assess potential staff capacity (following short-listing of staff) as well as perceptions and attitudes towards gender-based violence and women’s protection by utilizing innovative role play, coaching and group exercises;

· Recruitment of qualified staff: 19 staff were recruited based on Guidelines and Terms of References adapted from the Mehwar experience; and

· Establishment of a capacity development plan: developed with support from UN Women’s technical advisor and Differenza Donna. 
Background:
Given the geographic separation between the West Bank and Gaza Strip within the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt), the application of protection mechanisms, policies, and legal frameworks related to violence against women (VAW) vary and result in lack of coherent support services for survivors and limited accountability for perpetrators. Various local studies have examined the nature and extent of violence against women, particularly domestic violence in Palestinian society. The majority of statistical and qualitative data collected in Gaza after Cast Lead show that women suffer widely from physical, psychological and sexual forms of domestic violence. 
· Central Bureau of Statistics, 2006. Domestic Violence Survey, the first statistical study on violence against women in the territory, which showed that 23.3% of women who had ever been married reported that they had been exposed to physical violence; 61.7% to psychological violence and 10% to sexual violence. 
· Al Muntada Forum to Combat VAW documented 11 cases of femicide in 2009, seven in the West Bank and four in the Gaza Strip (NGO Forum to Combat Violence Against Women, Annual Report, 2010). 
· Palestinian Police statistics for 2009 indicate that 1,173 cases of violence within the family and domestic violence were reported and included physical abuse, attempted murder, rape, attempted rape and attempted suicide. 
· The Bethlehem Police Department’s Family Protection Unit recorded 126 cases of girls fleeing domestic violence in their homes (Palestinian Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 2011. National Strategy to Combat VAW).         
· The Mehwar Centre’s protection department received 86 cases between 2007 and the end of 2008 and 50 cases (in addition to 12 children accompanying their mothers) from various locations throughout the West Bank in 2009. The Centre’s non-residential services received 100 cases for social and legal counselling related to domestic violence, from March 2007 through the end of 2009. 
· The Sawa Centre’s violence helpline received 4,732 calls during 2009 (Sawa – All the Women Together Today and Tomorrow. 2009. Sawa Statistical Report).
· According to a UN Gender Needs Assessment, 35% of men and 37% women and 40% of female-headed households in Gaza perceive domestic violence as a main security/safety problem faced by women and girls (UN Inter-Agency Gender Task Force. 2009. Gender needs assessment survey: Voicing the Needs of Women and Men in Gaza: Beyond the aftermath of the 23-day Israeli military operations).  

The widespread nature of violence against women is linked with the weak protection mechanisms available. The formal justice system (represented by police and the judiciary) and the informal justice system (represented by community leaders and mediation actors) have been unable to address women’s protection issues in a manner that upholds their human rights and that contributes to both protecting and empowering them. Both systems require strategic capacity development and awareness-raising on human rights in order to provide better protection for women and girls, enhancing their access to justice as established in international agreements such as CEDAW and other United Nations resolutions.
In 2010, and as part of the Millennium Development Goal-Fund Program on Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women in the oPt, UN Women and UNDP partnered to establish a multipurpose centre for the protection of survivors of violence in Gaza. The Hayat Centre initiative, modeling best practices and lessons learned from Mehwar Centre’s experience, involved rehabilitation and refurbishment of the shelter facility (supported by UNDP) and technical assistance for the centre’s operation and service provision (supported by UN Women). The process entailed developing general principles and requirements for a multi-purpose centre, minimal technical requirements for rehabilitation, staff recruitment procedures, criteria for selecting recruitment committee members, capacity building – including the training methodology, criteria for the selection of trainers, identification of key topics (25 modules), and mentoring concepts and practice. 
A technical advisor to the Mehwar Centre played a central role in all processes, from the selection of the centre location to developing the centre’s processes, utilizing practices and documents from the Mehwar Centre.  As part of its reflective activities, an evaluation of the Mehwar policies and procedures was conducted in 2010. The initiative engaged a number of local and national partners (e.g. Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Ministry of Interior, Amal Coalition to Combat Gender-based Violence in Gaza, members of Al Muntada Forum to Combat VAW - West Bank, and others).
Analysis of the Process:

Key components of the Mehwar experience that were replicated with slight adaptations for the Hayat Centre included:  

· Identifying an appropriate site for the shelter facility
· Promoting specialization of Centre staff; 

· Adopting a woman and survivor-centred methodology, promoting healthy families and relationships; and 
· Ensuring the facility provides both shelter and community-based services. 

Site identification
The Hayat centre is the first facility in the Gaza Strip that addresses gender-based violence within an integrated, human rights-based approach. This includes working on prevention - while promoting a culture of gender-sensitive, violence-free family relations - as well as protection and empowerment of women, girls and child survivors of violence.  The Hayat initiative started with extensive consultation on partnership and management modalities. The Amal Coalition to combat GBV, a group of women’s and human rights’ organizations in Gaza advocated for standardized community and governmental interventions through a series of UN Women supported meetings. The Center for Women’s Legal Research and Consulting (CWLRC) was chosen as the managing organization for the Hayat Centre, operating under the guidance and supervision of a consultative committee comprised of Amal Coalition members. 
Following the formation of the advisory committee, a process to identify a premises and location for the facility began. The blockade on Gaza and the unavailability of construction material prevented the original plans to build a centre according to UN Women and UNDP technical specifications. As an alternative, the rehabilitation of an existing building was determined to be a more feasible option. Different potential locations were assessed and a site was selected which met the requirements in the ToR for a multi-purpose center.  The ToR specified that the space should be accessible to the wider public (indoor and outdoor) with a separate private area for women and children under protection (indoor and outdoor) that was connected for complementary activities. 
The public area should have, as a minimum, the following number and types of rooms:

· One entrance / waiting room; 

· One office with phone and internet connections;
· One meeting/ training room with phone and internet connections; 

· One counseling room providing social and legal counseling for women and families;
· One room for children to facilitate visiting services for children, parenthood-support activities, toy therapy, etc.; 

· Two toilets one for the staff and one for the public;
· One kitchenette;  

· Outdoor playground; and
· Guard room able to contain camera screens, desk, cupboard, and couch; with a private toilet.
The private area should have, as a minimum, the following number and types of rooms:
· Three bedrooms capable of comfortably hosting 2 beds for adults and 1 pull-out bed for children, in addition to 2 closets, one per each woman;
· One counseling room with the possibility to contain 1 bed for staff on the night shift. The room should have telephone and internet connections and a private toilet;  

· One sitting/ dining room. The room shall be supplied with TV cables;
· A livable kitchen functioning as a socializing space within the house. The kitchen space should allow a large working table, possibly in the middle of the room;
· Two bathrooms including one toilet seat, one sink and one shower;
· One laundry/ ironing room spacious enough to include one washing machine,  one dryer, one ironing table, a closet for bed sheets, towels, cloths, cleaning materials;
· A storage area (for food); and
· A livable garden able to contain large table, chairs and a sun-shade parasol.  

An engineering company was contracted to implement the rehabilitation, finishing, and furnishing under UNDP and UN Women technical guidance.  
Highly skilled and professional staff team 

The Mehwar Centre identified a list of required posts based on international experience and tailored to the shelter services and public community supports provided by the Centre. Staff were selected through an orientation process that aimed at identifying candidates with the relevant technical competencies and with attitudes aligned with the values of the Centre. This was seen as particularly important given the potential for individuals to learn new skills, but challenge of changing individual attitudes to ensure a survivor-centred approach. To ensure a standard level of staff capacity, an orientation programme was developed. A group of 22 women from the community were selected and trained for 3 months locally and in Italy, and started working in the community in October 2006. The orientation programme was used for the initial recruitment process and continues to be utilized whenever more than one vacancy is open at the Centre. As part of the knowledge capturing process, Guidelines for the orientation/recruitment process and Terms of Reference for staff recruitment based on the best practices adopted in Mehwar Centre were developed. These standards were transferred to the Hayat Centre and were used in the recruitment of 19 staff following an April 2011 orientation process. Technical tools adopted during the selection process included: 

· Orientation training to discuss candidates’ vision, cultural attitudes, motivation to working with women, interpersonal and analytical skills, etc.;

· Submission and evaluation of an ad hoc application form containing key questions related to the issues above;

· More than one interview conducted for key positions;

· Interviews aiming at stressing staff technical capacity and vision; and 

· Representation of specialized technical experts in the selection committee.

At the time of its opening, the Mehwar Centre developed policies and procedures formulated through a consultation process and based on experiences of shelters across regions. In June 2010, UN Women supported a review of the policies and procedures, as requested and agreed upon with the Ministry of Social Affairs, in order to assess their effectiveness as well as their compliance to human rights standards, and to serve as a national reference to set protection standards for similar services in the Territory. The revision involved a broad consultative process with key national stakeholders and NGOs, with results launched in October 2011 and shared with the Hayat Centre. 

The woman and survivor-centred approach, supporting healthy families and relationships
The methodology adopted by Mehwar Centre focuses on building peer relationships among domestic violence survivors and specialized women assistants to create a self-help community. Helping survivors to identify their own “self” beyond the experience of violence, increasing their sense of safety and awareness about their human rights, while decreasing their sense of guilt, are some of the most critical achievements realized through the women’s self-help community, as documented in focus group discussions with Mehwar shelter residents. In the shelter, women are supported by staff, through empathetic professional guidance, to acknowledge that any woman is equally exposed to discrimination and abuse, within a social, cultural and legal context that encompasses gender inequality. Through engagement and exposure to the experiences of other women, their personal empowerment is also strengthened. 

Personalized intervention plans, integrating safety arrangements as well as specific professional tools for each survivor are developed by Mehwar staff prioritizing women’s aspirations, resources and decisions. Staff capacity to use this methodology was developed through orientation and coaching processes. Innovative partnership between governmental actors and non-governmental specialized VAW professionals utilized case studies and case-conferences. Work with families is also a major component of the Mehwar Centre in order to reintegrate women in their communities. This approach has been captured in an intensive capacity building plan, consisting of 25 modules for Hayat Centre staff.   

A multi-purpose center (women, families and the community):  

The Mehwar Centre has been conceptualized, established for and continues to provide various interventions in order to ensure a holistic approach focusing on service provision, empowerment and community awareness and outreach. These include: temporary housing for survivors; legal counseling including follow-up in the courts; medical services; counseling and therapy; specialized psycho-social support for parents whose children are victims and/or witnesses of violence; family counseling sessions; awareness programs and outreach in schools, community centers, targeting youth, men and women; specialized awareness raising sessions on dealing with victims/survivors for VAW for social workers, lawyers, judges, and police officers. Outreach coordinators continue to ‘sensitize’ the community on the importance, accessibility and availability of protection centers for women and girls survivors.   

Women sheltered at the facility are assisted through social and psychological counseling, empowerment programs and health care. Assistance to women includes recreational activities as well as identification of their interests and abilities supporting their empowerment, such as facilitating relevant educational, training and job opportunities. This is complemented by legal assistance and representation in court, in order to improve women’s access to justice. Despite a challenging legal framework, which does not ensure protection for women victims of violence (e.g. within the penal code), and includes discriminatory legal provisions (e.g. related to the personal status), the Mehwar Centre has contributed to legal successes and precedents, with its legal office following cases including rape within the family (incest); rape by others; physical assault/battery; sexual harassment; custody, alimony and divorce; mother’s visitation rights; and implementation of judge’s decisions.  
Recommendations based on lessons learned:

· Policies and procedures should be evaluated periodically to compare any problems in implementation and staff challenges in operationalizing them. This should ensure their adherence to a human-rights based approach and facilitate revisions as necessary.  

· A broad recruitment process, including an orientation programme as well as interviews and questionnaires, is an effective tool in the selection of staff for highly specialized duties. 

· Recruitment processes should ensure holistic evaluation of candidates, including a review of their skills (which may be enhanced through training and coaching) as well as attitudes related to the work. 

· Systematic mechanisms for orientation and ongoing capacity development should be available for all staff to maintain coherence in their vision and skills, regardless of their length of employment. New staff should be specifically supported with gradual introduction and assumption of responsibilities and tasks, while developing and reinforcing their understanding of the Centre’s vision and specialized methodology.  

· Monitor and preserve, through the policies, procedures and governance structure, technical independence of staff. 

· In order for a shelter/centre to be able to protect women and support their empowerment, staff need to have technical independence to perform their roles, and should be able to operate independently of any social or political influences.

· The creation of a network of experts may be useful to support particularly difficult cases.   
· Different modalities should be identified and employed to ensure services can be supported over the long-term, considering the challenges of securing financial sustainability for such centres. For example, the Mehwar Center is under the auspices of MoSA while Hayat is managed by a group of NGOs. Given the territory’s economic dependence on the Israeli economy as well as donor funding, UN Women is working with partners to identify potential channels for private-sector support (both financial, and in regards to job placement or other in-kind supports) as a form of corporate social responsibility. 
Source: UN Women occupied Palestinian Territory. 2011. The Mehwar Centre: Evaluation of Policies and Procedures. 
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