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THE REPUBLIC OF UGANDA

Asking and Telling: A Screening Innovation for Enhancing Access to Care for Girl Survivors of Sexual Violence in Humanitarian and Development Settings in the East and Horn of Africa

Date: March 13, 2026


Time: 03.00am-04.15am


Venue: UN Headquarters  CRE







Introduction and Background

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) was established by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) resolution 11(II) of June 21, 1946, and serves as a functional commission of ECOSOC. Its mandate has since expanded to include providing leadership for monitoring and reviewing progress and problems in the implementation of the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (the key global policy document on gender equality), and in mainstreaming a gender perspective in UN activities. 

CSW is dedicated to the promotion of gender equality and the rights and the empowerment of women. It is not only instrumental in promoting women’s and girls' rights and documenting the reality of their lives throughout the world, but it also shapes global standards on gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls. 

Accordingly, from March 9-20, 2026,  representatives of UN Member States, civil society organizations and UN entities will convene for The 70th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) under the priority theme of “Ensuring and strengthening access to justice for all women and girls, including by promoting inclusive and equitable legal systems, eliminating discriminatory laws, policies, and practices, and addressing structural barriers”, and with the review theme of: “Women’s full and effective participation and decision making in public life, as well as the elimination of violence, for achieving gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls.”at the UN headquarters in New York to discuss progress and gaps and share lessons learned in line with the theme. 

Member States will also agree on further actions to accelerate progress and promote women’s and girls' enjoyment of their rights in political, economic, and social fields. The CSW is a crucial platform for the global community to advance actions and commitments towards a just and equitable world for all women and girls, bringing together high-level government officials of Member States, civil society, and UN entities to establish common positions and recommendations. 

The Government of the Republic of Uganda in partnership with the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and the Baobab Research Consortium (RPC) has organised a side event on the side lines of the CSW 70 where it will be showcasing its innovative approaches, lesson-sharing, and promoting the uptake of what works to prevent and respond to violence against children and women. The side event is organised under the title: “Asking and Telling: A Screening Innovation for Enhancing Access to Care for Girl Survivors of Sexual Violence in Humanitarian and Development Settings in the East and Horn of Africa’’. The discussions during the side event will be directly contributing to addressing structural barriers and eliminating violence to accomplish gender equality for girls in humanitarian settings.

The side event is scheduled for  March 13, 2026 in one of the boardrooms at the UN Headquarters in NYC. 

Violence against children (VAC) is a human rights violation and public health problem with profound impacts that cycle through the lifespan and across generations. Global estimates indicate that past-year violence (physical, emotional, or sexual) is experienced by approximately one billion children younger than 18 years (Hillis, Mercy, Amobi, & Kress, 2016). 

Just like the  globally trend, VAC remains a significant issue in Uganda. Uganda’s 2015 VAC Survey (MGLSD, 2015) – a national, cross-sectional household survey of children and young adults aged 13 to 24 years – was originally developed to focus on development (non-refugee) settings. This survey indicates that, nationally, three-quarters (75%) of females and males aged 18 to 24 have experienced sexual, physical, and/or emotional violence in childhood. 

[bookmark: _Hlk218595009]Children and adolescents are disproportionately represented among forcibly displaced people – an estimated 38% to 43% out of nearly 80 million (Chiang et al. 2020). Uganda hosts the largest number of refugees in the East and Horn of Africa, with children below the age of 18 years comprising more than half of the refugee population (Office of the Prime Minister and UNHCR 2021). Estimates by the Office of the Prime Minister of the Government of Uganda show that there were slightly over 1.5 million refugees in the country as of October 2023 (OPM, UNHCR, & GoU, 2023). Females comprised 51%, while children below the age of 18 years made up 58% of the refugee population in the country. Uganda also hosts the largest number of unaccompanied child refugees in the world – about 41,000, as of June 2020 – with most below the age of 15 years (UNHCR 2020). Unaccompanied minors are likely to be exposed to various forms of VAC due to their vulnerable situation and are unlikely to receive care/support (ibid.). 

As of November 2025, Uganda is hosting 1,967,186 refugees and asylum seekers, making it the largest refugee hosting country in Africa. The majority of refugees are from South Sudan (52.4%), followed by the Democratic Republic of the Congo (32.9%) and Sudan (4.7%). According to projections by UNHCR, it is expected that numbers will further increase by another 200,000 refugees in 2026. 
Uganda has been internationally recognized for its progressive model of hosting refugees. The Refugee Act (2006)1 and Refugee Regulations (2010)2 guarantee refugees the right to work and freedom of movement. 
Children and adolescents are disproportionately represented among forcibly displaced people – an estimated 38% to 43% out of nearly 80 million (Chiang et al. 2020).

Practice-based data pinpoint children in humanitarian settings as being particularly vulnerable to violence due to the fact that many within these contexts are unaccompanied minors, without the protection that families can provide, among other reasons (Mballa et al., 2020). Furthermore, new stressors faced by caregivers in their new environment can render children more vulnerable to home-based violence (Cerna-Turoff et al., 2021).

To shed more light on children’s experience of violence in humanitarian contexts, the world’s first-ever humanitarian VACS (HVACS) was conducted in Uganda in 2022, covering all 13 of the country’s refugee settlements (Undie et al., 2022). Findings from the 2022 Uganda HVACS indicate the following:

There is a high prevalence of violence against girls and boys in refugee settings in Uganda
Nearly half of females and males aged 18-24 years have experienced at least one form of violence (sexual, physical or emotional) during childhood. 

Girls’ first experience of violence often occurs subsequent to their arrival in refugee contexts
The majority of females and a considerable proportion of males in the 18-24-year-old age range experienced their first incident of sexual, physical, or emotional violence in childhood after arriving in a refugee settlement.

Girls experience twice the rate of sexual violence as boys in refugee contexts in Uganda
Females aged 18-24 are twice as likely as their male counterparts to have experienced sexual violence in childhood: 19% of females compared to 10% of males. Females also tend to experience sexual violence earlier in life than their male counterparts: 38% of females experienced their first incident of sexual violence when they were 13 years or younger, while most males (69%) experienced their first incident of sexual violence when they were between 16 and 17 years old. Those who experienced such violence in childhood went on to face multiple incidents of this form of violence over time. 

Schools are a key context in which the perpetrators of violence against girls are encountered in refugee settings in Uganda
Among 13-17-year-old girls, the most common perpetrators of the most recent incident of sexual violence in the past 12 months preceding the survey were schoolmates.

Girls are less likely to know where to seek help for violence, and are unlikely to disclose their experience, or to seek help/care 
Boys were much more likely to have a higher level of knowledge of available services than girls. Nonetheless, most children who experienced violence neither disclosed their experiences, nor sought help/care. 

Girls exposed to sexual violence experience mental health and behavioural consequences 
Compared to children who have not experienced violence, girls and boys who have experienced sexual violence are more likely to experience mental health problems. Females aged 18-24 years who experienced sexual violence in childhood were more likely to engage in risk-taking behaviours than their peers who had not experience sexual violence in childhood.

In addition to gender inequalities, these findings around higher rates of sexual violence experienced, and low disclosure and service access rates (for instance) point to the structural barriers faced by girls – i.e., systemic, ingrained obstacles within societal systems (e.g., norms, institutions) that prevent often marginalized groups, such as girls, from achieving equal access to resources, opportunities, and outcomes. In contrast to personal challenges, structural challenges cannot be overcome by individual effort alone, but require broad, systemic changes to break through them. 

Evidence-based solutions for addressing these emerging findings – namely, the high prevalence of sexual violence among girls; their barriers to disclosure and care-seeking; the mental health consequences that survivors face; and the position of schools in girls’ experience of sexual violence – urgently need to be popularized for the well-being of some of the most marginalized and at-risk girls in the context of Uganda and the wider region. 


Justification for the Side Event
In its efforts to effectively address social issues, including sexual violence, Uganda has trained community based volunteers the para-social workers (PSWs). The main mandate of the PSWs is to conduct household visits, referring children and their care givers and women to service delivery points, providing guidance and counselling service and case management. This cadre has been very instrumental in bringing social services to the doorsteps of communities. The PSWs hence serve the Social Development Sector to promote empowerment for marginalized groups, including abused children. They also promote issues of social protection, gender equality, equity, and human rights. 

In the humanitarian sector, Government Agencies work through a multi-sectoral approach. For instance, while the MGLSD is the lead agency for child protection, it works in partnership with Education, Health and the office of the Prime Minister which is the coordination agency for government services. A noted model of the MGLSD involves the training and supervision of PSWs – the first-line cadre of child protection and welfare response that reaches households with services through home visits, providing referrals as needed, and drawing on a community case management approach. As ‘first responders,’ they provide preventative, responsive, and promotive services, including for violence prevention and response at the household and community levels (MGLSD, 2023). 

All the above efforts are well aligned to the 2015 National Social Protection Policy (NSPP) which provides a framework for establishing comprehensive social protection services including the recognition of PSWs as a vital component of the social service workforce. In addition to the NSPP, government also launched the National Social Service Workforce Strengthening Strategy, the National PSW Training Manual further integrating the role of PSWs into the national system. In 2025, the PSW Manual was updated to include new topics like nutrition, mental health and psychosocial support, drug and substance abuse, will writing, HIV/AIDs, and the school-based intervention, which had been found to be highly effective in identifying and responding to child survivors of sexual violence. The revised training manual was launched alongside a Handbook for PSWs which serves as a daily reference point for their work at household and community level. 

In 2024, in response to the concerning HVACS results, the Government of Uganda partnered with UNHCR and the Baobab Research Programme Consortium (RPC) to design, pilot, and evaluate a school-based intervention to address the key needs of girl survivors of sexual violence, as highlighted in the 2022 HVACS study. The successful intervention gained the attention of the Government of Ethiopia, which has since adapted, implemented, and tested the same model in refugee settings in Ethiopia with promising results. 

These strategies and efforts by the Government of Uganda and Government of Ethiopia align with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which formally includes child protection rights violations for the first time ever (UNICEF, 2020). Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 16.2 is geared toward ending all forms of VAC, while targets 5.2 and 5.6 respectively focus on eliminating all forms of violence against girls (and women) in public and private spheres, and ensuring universal access to sexual and reproductive health and rights. The efforts also align with the governments’ own commitment toward ending all forms of violence against girls and women, and towards ensuring the protection of children’s rights, as  reflected in the ratification of international and regional instruments, the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda, the Children’s Act Cap 62, the National Child Policy (2020), Uganda Vision 2040, and other sector policies and strategic plans. 

The side event will provide a platform for the Governments of Uganda and Ethiopia to share lessons and best practices in meeting the needs of girl survivors of sexual violence in humanitarian settings, while promoting the uptake of what works among other governments and key stakeholders in the region and beyond. The side event will inspire action by other governments and their partners to foster wider uptake of a model that has demonstrated strong results in refugee contexts within the two countries. 

Objectives of the Side Event
The side event will focus on building partnerships and galvanizing multi-stakeholder efforts towards detecting, preventing and responding to sexual violence against girls (and children at large) by popularizing……..which model (the PSW) as an innovative, effective, evidence-based model. Its specific objectives are to:

· Sensitize critical stakeholders grappling with violence against girls in their contexts to an innovative approach implemented by two African governments and their key partners.
· Provide a platform for the discussion of key emerging issues and solutions in effectively addressing sexual violence against girls (and children at large).
· Secure new commitments towards investing in scaling up an effective approach for addressing violence against girls/children for programs aimed at ending child marriage and teenage pregnancy in development and humanitarian context in Uganda.
· Promote the uptake of the screening model to other areas/countries where there is still a high prevalence for sexual violence against girls since the model has been scientifically proven to work.

Methodology
The event will be hybrid with both physical and online participation.  Presenters and/or panelists will include political and technical leadership from the Governments of Uganda and Ethiopia, and the Baobab Research Consortium which is made up of Civil Society Organizations. 
  
Publicity for the side event
Promotional materials will be produced by the Governments of Uganda and Ethiopia in partnership with UNHCR and Baobab (comprising the Population Council Inc., Population Council Kenya, and the African Population and Health Research Center) for the purpose of mobilizing participants to attend the side event.  A link for virtual participation will be shared via UN Member States, Child Protection Alliances, Foundations, Philanthropies and Partnerships, and selected social media platforms to mobilise global participation. 


Targeted Participants
Participants to be targeted include: UN Member States, UN Agencies, Development partners, International and National Civil Society Organizations and Women’s/Girls’ Rights Champions.

Venue and Date: UN Headquarters in New York on March 13, 2026 at 10.00am-11.15am ( room TBC).


AGENDA
Opening Remarks:
Hon. Betty Amongi Ongom, Minister for Gender, Labour and Social Development, Government of the Republic of Uganda (3 mins)

Mr. Mulualem Desta, Deputy Director General, Refugees and Returnees Service (RRS), Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (3 mins)

Scene-Setting and Moderation
Dr. Angella Nakafeero, Commissioner for Gender and Women Affairs, Government of the Republic of Uganda (3 mins)

Uganda’s presentation on efforts to address sexual violence against girls (and children at large) in refugee settlements (15 mins)
Ms. Lydia Najjemba Wasula, PPWO, MGLSD, Uganda

Ethiopia’s presentation on efforts to address sexual violence against girls (and children at large) in refugee camps (15 mins)
Ms. Misrak Mohammed, Team Leader, Women and Children Affairs, RRS, Ethiopia


Panel Delegates
· Mr. A.D. Kibenge, Permanent Secretary, MGLSD, Uganda
· Mr. Mulualem Desta, Deputy Director General, RRS, Ethiopia
· Baobab (Names TBC)

Panel Questions

Mr. A. D. Kibenge, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development, Government of Uganda (4 mins) 
· Uganda has been a trailblazer in the African region when it comes to addressing violence against children in general. It is known as one of the ‘pathfinding’ countries within the Global Alliance on Ending Violence Against Children. While over 25 countries have carried out a Violence Against Children Survey, Uganda was the first to conduct a Humanitarian Violence Against Children Survey. It has also been the first country to not only embrace the school-based sexual violence intervention we just heard about, but to also begin to scale it up by incorporating it into national documents and by rolling it out to other Districts. What is it about Uganda? That is, what would the Government of Uganda identify as the key factors contributing to its boldness and rapid pace in recognizing and taking up what works to prevent and respond to sexual violence against girls (and boys)?
· If the Government of Uganda had a wish list, where would it like to go with this sexual violence screening intervention (i.e., in which direction[s]), and how?

Mr. Mulualem Desta, Deputy Director General, RRS, Ethiopia (4 mins)
· Ethiopia is the first in world to have conducted both a VACS and an HVACS within the span of around the same year. It’s the second (after Uganda) to have ever carried out an HVACS. So, it is interesting to see these two trailblazing countries working together and learning from one another. Now, what inspired the Government of Ethiopia to follow in Uganda’s footsteps, so to speak, by adapting this sexual violence screening intervention? Please take us through the process. 
· If the Government of Ethiopia had a wish list, where would it like to go with this sexual violence screening intervention (i.e., in which direction[s]), and how?

Baobab (4 mins)

· From a research perspective, how important was it to evaluate the focal intervention in more than one country context? 
· With humanitarian and development funding for sexual and reproductive health services on the decline, how can this intervention be adjusted to ensure even greater cost-effectiveness and sustainability? 


Q&A with the Audience (20 mins)
Baobab to moderate



Closing Remarks (4 mins) – Chairperson, Gender, Labour and Social Development
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